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CHAPTER ONE


Ellie


“Unbelievable.” Being a glutton for punishment, I continue scrolling through the article on my computer, ignoring the way my stomach tightens with every line of betrayal.


America’s sweetheart and world-renowned folk-pop star Ava Rhodes is expected to release her sophomore album this summer with MIA Records. The record label first discovered her during an open mic night at a local Los Angeles bar, where Darius Larkin found the future breakout star singing a cover of “Lies and Stolen Lullabies.” Later that year, Ava released her critically acclaimed debut album, Looking Glass, which skyrocketed her career and won a Grammy.


The journalist goes on to boast about Ava’s successful first album, which shot her to stardom and won Album of the Year. It was an album I helped cowrite, although the public doesn’t know since my name was never listed in the production credits.


The dull pain in my chest returns, all thanks to the invisible dagger Ava embedded in my back a year ago.


“Everything okay?”


I look up and find myself pinned in place by a pair of rich brown eyes. The color and deep undertones might be warm and welcoming, but the man they belong to is anything but.


After working for Rafael Lopez as his son’s live-in nanny for eight months, I thought I would’ve gotten used to his intimidating gaze, but it still holds the same power over me now as it did when I first met him.


Objectively speaking, my boss is handsome. With a face that belongs on a magazine cover, a deep voice that drips with quiet authority, and enough height and muscle mass to make me—the town’s resident tall girl—feel small and dainty, he checks every box.


Hot single dad with more emotional baggage than London Heathrow Airport during Christmas? Check.


Brilliant tech billionaire who teamed up with his cousin to create Dwelling, the most popular real estate app on the market? Painfully cliché yet impressive nonetheless, so check, check.


A philanthropist with a life mission to find and rescue mistreated animals before fostering them in his backyard barn? Triple check and triple threat.


In fact, I could spend the next thirty minutes listing Rafael’s redeeming qualities, but nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing, would make up for his biggest con.


He is my boss.


Whatever silly spark of attraction I felt toward him since we were teenagers no longer mattered once I was hired as his son’s nanny. While it was difficult at first to ignore the way my heart raced whenever my old high school crush looked at me, it only took a few encounters to ruin the fantasy I’d created in my head about the lonely Lake Wisteria single dad.


My change of heart has nothing to do with his post-divorce wardrobe change and the lumberjack aesthetic he has maintained for the last two years, but rather the rugged personality that comes along with it. I can deal with an ungodly amount of flannel shirts and picking up after Rafael’s dusty cowboy boots, but I draw the line at his constant scowls and insistence on making me feel like an outsider despite working for him for nearly a year.


He shifts in place on the other side of the kitchen island, casting a shadow over the marble countertop. “What’s wrong?”


I jerk back. “Why are you asking?”


He scratches at the thick, short beard that covers half his face and neck. “Does it matter?”


Kind of, seeing as he has never bothered asking me before. So rather than open myself up to being vulnerable, I stick to the status quo.


“I’m fine.” I shut my laptop with a surprising amount of self-control.


“If you’re going to lie to my face, then at least look me in the eyes while doing so.”


“I am not lying.” I drag my gaze away from his.


“Good try. Now do it again without breaking eye contact. That ought to convince me then.”


An image of me wrapping my hands around his throat flashes before my eyes. I’m not a violent person, but something about Rafael always brings out the worst in me.


His eyes narrow. “Are you picturing my murder again?”


“In graphic detail.”


“Poison?”


“Asphyxiation.”


His eyes have a rare glimmer to them. “Switching it up?”


“Nico suggested it.”


“My son is giving murder advice now?”


“Are you seriously surprised? His favorite comic book is about a villain.”


His mouth curls a fraction of a centimeter. The small, mundane gesture wipes away my bad mood about Ava and replaces my bitterness with enthusiasm.


“You smiled!”


“No.” His lips press into a thin line, but it’s too late.


“I know what I saw.” I bite back my grin as I walk over to the magnetic dry-erase board attached to the fridge and add a tally below the pinned photocopy of his high school superlative page.


I was only a freshman when he was a senior, but everyone knew who Rafael Lopez was. The Wisteria High student body was obsessed with him, including me, although I’d deny it until my dying breath. To be fair, it was impossible not to be, with his devastating good looks, otherworldly athleticism, and charming yet nerdy personality.


During the time Nico and I have kept count of Rafael’s smiles, I’ve yet to witness one like the bright-eyed grin from his high school years. The photo is evidence that even the brightest stars can fade away, becoming a fraction of what they once were.


It’s hard to believe the person who won Best Smile has only done so twelve—now thirteen—times in the last three months since I jokingly invented the tracker to cut some of the tension in the house.


Between Nico keeping his father at arms’ length and Rafael going out of his way to avoid uncomfortable situations with his son, they both could use a little humor in their lives.


God help them if you’re considered the comedic relief.


I’m the friend people go to when they need a stiff drink or a good cry, not the one they turn to for a nice laugh, but I’m doing my best here.


“One day I’m going to tear that photo into a hundred pieces,” Rafael says to my back.


“Do that, and I’ll replace it with one of your baby ones.” I cap the dry-erase marker and return it to its spot above the board.


His eyes narrow. “What are you talking about?”


“Turns out your aunt has a whole collection of photo albums dedicated to you.”


He blinks twice. “She showed you those?”


“Yup. Right before she brought out some old home videos.” My gaze flicks over him. “For someone so surly and antisocial, you sure wanted to be the center of attention when you were younger. But who could blame you with that karaoke machine of yours?”


His tan cheeks slowly turn pink. “It was Lily’s machine, not mine.”


“Really? I couldn’t tell with how much you hogged the mic.”


“She and Dahlia forced me.”


Blaming both of his family friends only makes me want to embarrass him more, even though I know he is telling the truth about the machine belonging to the Muñoz sisters.


“No one asked you to go that hard on singing the Spice Girls. That much I can guarantee.”


His blush quickly spreads to the rest of his face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


I pull out my phone. “I have a video of it in here somewhere that could jog your memory. Just give me a second…”


“You filmed it?”


“Obviously. Whenever Nico and I are having a bad day, you dressed up as Sporty Spice always makes us laugh.”


“I was an athlete.”


“Who also knew every lyric to ‘Wannabe.’”


He sighs like I’m the biggest inconvenience in his world. “Remind me why I put up with you?”


“Because you love your son more than you dislike me.”


A long crease appears on his forehead. “I don’t dislike you.”


“But do you like me?”


His palm brushes over his short beard. “I’m still deciding.”


“Anything I can do to speed up this lengthy decision-making process?”


“Quit?”


I chuckle to myself, and his gaze drops to my lips.


“What?” I wipe at the corner of my mouth.


He shakes his head. “Nothing.”


I pull out my cell phone and double-check my teeth just in case.


“Ellie!”


My phone slips from my grasp as Nico shouts my name from the opposite side of the house. It clatters to the floor, and I curse with a hiss as I bend over to pick it up. My blond hair falls in front of my face and hangs around me, blocking my view of everything but my lit-up phone.


The base of my neck tingles, and I peek over my shoulder to find Rafael’s gaze focused on my ass.


Oh my God. Why is he checking me out?


I shift my weight, and his eyes follow the length of my leggings, confirming the truth. If it were anyone else, I would take it as a compliment after spending too many years picking at my appearance and complaining about my small boobs, ass, and barely-there curves, but Rafael isn’t someone else.


At least not to me.


Catching him checking me out isn’t something I expected, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t excite me a little.


My stomach swoops as I stand upright. The sudden motion rips him out of his temporary lapse of judgment.


Before I have a chance to mutter a single word, his gaze shifts from heated to bored in the blink of an eye. If I weren’t so taken aback by his interest, I would be impressed by how he schooled his features in a millisecond.


In the months I’ve worked for Rafael, he hasn’t shown the slightest bit of interest in me or any other woman in town. Rumor has it that Rafael hasn’t been with anyone since he divorced his ex-wife, Hillary, over two years ago.


After working here for eight months, I can confirm that, despite Rafael being one of the most eligible bachelors in town, he is completely disinterested in any kind of connection, including a platonic one.


Nico calls my name again, and his impatience becomes my saving grace.


“Coming!” I rush toward the kitchen exit.


“Eleanor?” Rafa’s deep timbre has me turning in place.


A shiver rolls down my spine as I turn to face the grumpy giant across from me. “Why do you insist on calling me that?”


I’m surprised he can effortlessly shrug with how much his trap muscles must weigh.


I swallow back the urge to say something that could get me fired. “Everyone calls me Ellie.”


“I know,” he says after a long pause.


“Yet you insist on calling me by my full name for some annoying reason.” Usually, I’m even-tempered, but there is something about Rafael that seems to draw out my claws.


“Do you have a problem with that?” His dry tone grates on every single one of my nerves.


I battle between speaking my mind and ignoring his obvious attempt at getting under my skin.


“Ellie!” Nico yells louder this time, deciding for me.


“Coming right now!” I take a few steps toward the hallway, only to halt midstride. “Did you need something?” I ask Rafael in a sickly sweet voice.


“Not anymore.” He walks over to the fridge and yanks the door open, making the bottles on the side shelves rattle. I don’t take his dismissal personally since he spoke to me more in the last few minutes than he has all week.


Rafael has always been moody, but over the past month, I can barely get him to speak more than a few words at a time. Most exchanges end as they started, with me questioning why I bothered trying to connect with him in the first place.


People like Rafael don’t mix well with people like me. I feel way too much, and he barely feels at all. Opposites don’t attract, no matter what propaganda teachers spew in fourth-grade science class while distracting kids with magnets.


I bolt from the kitchen before Nico comes searching for me instead. My fuzzy pink socks, which were a colorful Christmas gift from Nico because he says I wear too much black, muffle the sound of my footsteps as I walk down the long hallway toward the back of the house.


Despite Rafael having enough money to make his great-great-great-grandkids billionaires one day, he purchased land near the outskirts of Lake Wisteria, far away from the coveted lake and its million-dollar views. At first, I thought he chose this property because he needed space for a barn and the animals that live there, but I’ve since learned the truth.


Rafael is hiding from the world.


Despite the lack of neighbors, everything about the Lopez house feels charming, with vibrant paint colors Nico picked out himself, a movie room with the comfiest reclining chairs and our choice from the latest blockbuster releases, and a master nanny suite that is triple the size of my old Los Angeles apartment. It has everything I could need and more, with its own separate guest entrance, private sitting area, gorgeous spa bathroom, and a canopy bed that makes me feel like a princess.


I find Nico standing beside the elevator Rafael had installed to help his son navigate the three-story house easily, tapping his sneaker against the hardwood floor with an irritated expression on his cute little face. He is taller than other kids his age thanks to his father’s DNA, which gives him the illusion of being older.


“What took you so long?” He snatches my hand and pulls me inside the elevator car.


“I got distracted.”


“By what?”


“Your dad smiled.”


“Really?” Nico stares at me with eager eyes.


That look right there is the main reason I created the smile tracker in the first place, because whether Rafael realizes it or not, his son cherishes his smiles. They’re a symbol of hope and happiness—two things that have been severely lacking in this house as of late, although I haven’t figured out why.


I reach over his dark head of hair and hit the button for the basement. “It was small, but I caught it.”


“Wow. Two days in a row,” Nico says in disbelief.


“Looks like I may win that bet after all,” I tease halfheartedly. If Rafael smiles every day for thirty consecutive days, then Nico promised to let me borrow his favorite action figure for a month.


To a kid, those stakes are higher than me winning the lottery and retiring at the young age of twenty-nine.


“Oh no.” He fakes distress.


“It’s okay if you lose. I’ll even agree to shared custody.”


He hip-checks me with a giggle, and I ruffle his dark hair in retribution. The smile on his face dies as he looks up at me with narrowed eyes.


“What’s wrong?” I ask.


“Nothing.” His defensive tone catches me off guard. Although I’m used to that kind of tone from his father, I’ve never heard Nico speak like that before.


Nico pulls his glasses off with a frown and wipes the lenses with the edge of his blue T-shirt. He always loves to pick out his own outfits, and today’s attire features thick red frames that match his comic book graphic tee and red basketball sneakers.


The elevator doors open, but he is too focused on cleaning his lenses to move, so I block the doors from closing and wait. He gets increasingly frustrated as he struggles with the task, but I refrain from helping him, no matter how much I want to.


Like every other eight-year-old kid, Nico wants to be autonomous, especially given the retinitis pigmentosa condition he was diagnosed with about eighteen months ago. According to my late-night Google searches, promoting independence is important, especially as his vision progressively worsens and he gets more frustrated by having to rely on others.


He places his glasses back on his face with thinly pressed lips.


“All good?” I ask.


“Yup.” He squints at my face before rubbing his eyes.


“You sure?”


“Yes.” His harsh tone stuns me as his body brushes against mine on his way out of the elevator, resembling his father so much in that moment.


I clear my head with a quick shake. “All right, sir. Take the attitude down a notch before I make you practice the recorder today instead.”


My comment seems to pull him out of whatever funky mood he was in, and he sighs. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay. We all get grumpy sometimes.” I follow him out of the elevator and into the basement.


Soon after I was promoted from Nico’s after-school music tutor to his live-in nanny, Rafael converted the unfinished basement into a music studio for his son, mainly due to the drum set his godmother bought him. The large open space is decked out with soundproof insulation, state-of-the-art recording studio technology, and enough instruments to create a whole album if I wanted to.


My stomach sinks at the idea, but I’m quick to recover.


I spin the ring covering my pinkie tattoo. “What do you feel like playing today?”


Nico’s gaze bounces between the display wall of string and brass instruments and the drum set before landing on the black grand piano. “Piano.”


“Really?” If it weren’t for Rafael insisting that Nico practice the piano and violin at least twice a week, I doubt he’d bother with anything but the drum set. Usually, I have to pry the drumsticks out of his hands.


“I want to try something new today.” Nico heads for the bench with a pinched expression that tugs on my heart.


I take a seat beside him, ignoring my impulse to ask him what’s wrong. “Show me what you got, little rock star.”
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CHAPTER TWO


Ellie


By the time I tuck Nico into bed for the night, I’m about ready to keel over from overexertion after our extra-long practice session today. Nico is supposed to be practicing for his Strawberry Festival performance coming up this July, but something about his restless energy and residual grumpiness told me he needed the additional time to work through his feelings, so I kept him company while he unleashed his emotions on the ivory keys of his piano.


If Nico’s heartache had a sound, its notes would match that of a sentimental progression—achy and heartfelt and so damn wishful, it comes across as painful longing.


Even the music he listened to while taking a shower carried a melancholic tune, although I pretended not to notice while I folded laundry in his room next door.


“Can you read with me?” Nico pops out his bottom lip.


I stare at the superhero-themed alarm clock on his nightstand. “I’d love to, but it’s late, and you have school tomorrow.”


“Please.” He presses his hands together. “I’ll only ask for one story this time. I promise.”


I’ve always struggled with saying no to Nico. It’s one of my biggest flaws, especially when it comes to cute little kids who wield puppy eyes and good manners like a superpower. If Rafael were here, he would roll his eyes and give me a speech about it, but he is locked away in his office.


Over the last few months, Nico’s bedtime routine became my sole responsibility, and I know Rafael stopped trying because of the awkward tension between him and his son. I’ve tried my best to encourage my boss to try again, but he claims Nico only wants to read stories with me.


Nico and I weren’t always this close, especially given his trust issues with others, but little by little, our bonding over music expanded to most aspects of our lives—from having divorced parents to our love of Formula 1—we have built a strong relationship that I cherish.


“Ellie?” Nico taps on my shoulder.


I let out a deep sigh. “All right. Scoot over.”


He carefully removes his action figures from the left side of his bed and lines them up on his nightstand. Compared to all his other toys that lie abandoned around the house until he is ready to play with them again, he takes extra care of the figures Rafael created with his 3D printer. My boss designed and painted them himself, a fact that I try to block from my mind solely because it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy, knowing he spent months working on each one for his son.


Nico pats the empty spot beside him with a smile.


I reach for the two newest options on his bookshelf and hold them up for him to choose. Between the newest comic book about his favorite superhero and a short chapter book in braille, I already know Nico’s answer, but I give him a choice regardless.


“Which one are we feeling tonight?”


He squints at the covers for what feels like an eternity. For a kid who spent the last month talking about how excited he was for this comic, he sure is having a hard time picking today.


“I’m giving you three seconds to decide. One…two…”


My brows creep toward my hairline as he passes over the newest edition of his favorite comic book and grabs his braille book instead.


I check his temperature with the back of my hand. “Are you sick?”


“No.” He pushes me away and yanks his book open hard enough to make the spine crack.


Before he has a chance to read a sentence, I pluck the book from his lap and take a seat on the edge of his bed. “Hey.”


He tries to snag the book back, but I place it out of reach.


“What’s going on?”


“Nothing.” He stares straight ahead.


“I don’t like to push…”


“Then don’t.”


“But I’m worried about you.”


He remains silent, nearly suffocating me with the tension building between us. If this is how Rafael feels whenever Nico shuts him out, I can now understand his bad mood a bit more, because it absolutely sucks.


I’m not ready to give up yet, so I try again. “You can always talk to me about anything. No matter how bad it is.”


His gaze drops to his fists clutching the comforter in a death grip. “I can’t. Not about this.”


I tuck my fingers under his chin and force him to look me in the eyes. “Why not?”


“Because I’m scared.” His strained voice can barely be heard over the air conditioning blasting from the vents.


“About what?” I wait patiently as he takes a deep breath, only to be disappointed when he stays quiet.


“Does it have something to do with your mom?” I ask in my softest voice.


He shakes his head hard enough to send water droplets flying off the tips of his hair.


“Dad?”


His bottom lip trembles as his eyes flood with tears.


Oh, shit. What did Rafael do? I bite down on my lip to stop myself from asking that and ten different questions at once.


His voice is barely audible as he asks, “You promise not to say anything?”


My stomach churns with uncertainty. I shouldn’t make any promises of the sort, but if it means that Nico will share what is bothering him, then so be it.


I ignore my concerns and nod. “Sure.”


It takes him another thirty long seconds to speak again, all while my heart beats rapidly.


A single tear slips down his cheek. “My vision is getting worse. It’s harder to see in the dark lately, and the tunnel vision is getting narrower.”


I feel like I just took a brass-knuckled punch to the gut. “Oh, Nico.”


Another tear follows the watery path toward his wobbling chin. “I’m nervous.”


“Of course.” I take a deep breath. “Why haven’t you told your dad?”


“Because I don’t want to make him sad again.”


My chest clenches as I absorb the pain on his face like it’s my own.


I’m at a loss for words as I tuck him against me, wishing I could do anything other than sit around, waiting for time to steal whatever vision he has left.


One day, Nico won’t be able to see much, if anything at all. It’s unfair, given his young age. A kid like him deserves to experience life and the whole world without a diagnosis hanging over his head, reminding him how he is different from other children his age.


I brush his hair out of his eyes. “Your dad would want to know if you’re having trouble.”


“No, he wouldn’t.”


“Of course he would. Why would you think anything else?”


Nico takes so long to answer, I mistakenly think he’s fallen asleep.


“He cried at the doctor’s office,” he says with a shaky voice.


I freeze. “When?”


“In January.” His chin trembles. “I heard him…in the bathroom.”


“Are you sure?”


He nods.


My heart breaks for the two Lopez men, knowing they are suffering in silence when they could be relying on each other. Yet no matter how hard I try to push them together, they both continue to resist.


“He doesn’t know that I know.” His sniffle makes the crack in my chest widen.


I give him a squeeze. “It’s okay for people to cry. It’s normal and can be healthy.”


“Yeah, but not when you’re the reason.” His gaze drops.


“But he wasn’t crying because of you. He was crying for you.” I’m not sure what makes my heart ache more: Rafael having a breakdown about his son’s eye condition or Nico witnessing his father at a rock-bottom low that was meant to be kept private.


It’s hard to pick, especially when I picture my cold, emotionally unavailable boss crying.


Wouldn’t be the first time. I’m reminded of a memory I’ve kept at the back of my mind of a teenage Rafael breaking down in a parking lot one Christmas Eve long ago, completely unaware of me sitting in the car parked next to his.


At the time, I had no idea why Rafael was crying, but I’ve been able to piece it together after Josefina shared once that the anniversary of his mother’s death lands on December twenty-third.


The memory fades as Nico speaks again. “That doesn’t make it any better.”


My arms tighten around him. “I’m sorry.”


He snuggles into me. “It’s not your fault.”


“No, but I am anyway. You’ve been carrying this inside all this time…”


I should have pushed harder. Asked more questions. Something more than creating a ridiculous smile tracker in hopes of bringing Nico and his dad back together, thinking that would do the trick.


I take a deep breath and voice the opinion Nico will hate to hear. “You’re going to have to tell him about this.”


His arms tighten around me. “I will.”


“When?”


He flinches. “After our trip?”


I pull back to get a better look at him. “No. You can’t wait three weeks to tell him about something like this.”


“Why not?”


“Because he’s your dad. He deserves to know what’s going on with you so he can help.”


“Telling him now won’t make a difference.” His shoulders slump like they are single-handedly carrying the weight of the world. “My eyes aren’t ever going to get better.”


As much as I want to deny the truth, Nico is right. Nothing we can do will change his diagnosis, but that doesn’t mean he needs to struggle by himself. He can count on us to support him through it all.


“If you’re scared, I could talk to him for you.”


A look of pure desperation flashes across his face as his fingers dig into my arm, right over a tiny group of butterfly tattoos. “No! Please, please, please, Ellie. Don’t say anything yet. At least not until after our trip.”


“Why do you want to wait?”


“Today, he smiled, and yesterday, he laughed!”


The chasm in my chest deepens as I remember the sound that took me by surprise. While Rafael’s laugh wasn’t loud or powerful, it was soft and impactful enough to make Nico smile for the remainder of the day.


“He never laughs anymore.” Nico’s misty eyes make mine tear up as well. “I don’t want to ruin that before our trip.”


My deep breath might not calm my heart, but it gives me a moment to clear my head. “I need you to be honest with me and tell me how bad it has gotten since your exam in January.”


He asks to use my phone and pulls up an example of his current vision. It has begun to dim around the edges, as if he is seeing the world through a pair of binoculars, which was a symptom the doctor warned Rafael about given Nico’s advanced medical state. His tunnel vision isn’t as bad as I had originally thought, but it still worries me given how young he is.


While I don’t want to risk my job for a secret, I’m not sure I have much of a choice unless I want to break Nico’s trust. If his safety were truly at risk, I would betray it in a heartbeat to protect him, but I’m going to choose to believe him.


I release a heavy breath. “I’ll give you until after your birthday party.”


His face turns a sick shade of green. “But that’s in a week!”


“It’s either that or we tell him tonight.”


It kills me to put my foot down, especially when Nico pouts and says, “I don’t want him to be sad before our vacation.”


“That’s fair, but you know it’s the right thing.”


His reply is nothing but a deep sigh of resignation.


I lift his chin so he can look me in the eyes. “He may be temporarily unhappy, but the trip will help him feel better.”


“You think so?”


“I know so.” Okay, I may not know for certain, but I’ve never heard a single person say they had a bad time in Hawaii.


With all the effort Rafael put into planning this special trip for his son, including canceling the original Europe itinerary all because Nico became obsessed with Hawaii this year after watching a hundred hours of content about the place, I know he will have a good time.


Or so I hope.


“Okay. Fine. I’ll tell him after next weekend.”


This mini Lopez is going to be my downfall, because where Rafael is rough around the edges and keeps his heart locked behind a wall of ice, Nico wears it proudly on his sleeve for everyone to see.


I would do anything to protect it and him, even if it means making a promise about a secret that isn’t mine to keep in the first place.
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CHAPTER THREE


Rafael


I hate having a nanny in my private space, interfering with my day-to-day life, but for Nico, I’m willing to do just about anything. While I could easily raise my son with my family’s help, Nico needs a motherly figure in his life.


He needs Ellie, as much as I hate to admit it.


I remind myself of just that as I lean against the wall across from my son’s bedroom door and stare at my Richard Mille watch, my annoyance growing by the second. The obnoxious diamonds lining the face glint as the small hand ticks toward the number ten.


Usually, I’m not a stickler for bedtimes, but lately, Nico has been acting crankier than usual, and I only have his blond-haired, curfew-breaking nanny to blame.


Her soft laugh carries through the door and down the hall, followed by Nico’s airy giggle soon after. That heartwarming sound coming from my son is the only reason I hired someone with no nannying experience and a penchant for driving me insane to begin with.


When Hillary left over two years ago after I filed for divorce, Nico started changing. His fluctuating mood and irritability, while understandable, were unbearable, especially when I felt responsible.


I’m the one who filed for divorce, and while Nico has never blamed me for his mom leaving, I can’t help assuming he does.


Our relationship only became more strained after he found out about his retinitis pigmentosa diagnosis eighteen months ago. Little by little, his condition became difficult to ignore as his eyesight worsened and he started pulling away from all the things he loved, like his friends, my family, music, and me.


Music was always Nico’s outlet, so in a desperate attempt to help him, I paid for music lessons at The Broken Chord almost a year ago. At first, Nico gave me a hard time about it. He was quiet and unmotivated to pick up an instrument, but with Ellie’s help, he slowly opened up again.


For a solid four months, it felt like Nico and I were finally in a good place together, but then we had another setback at the start of the year.


One that I haven’t been able to overcome, no matter how hard I try. Asking him what is wrong gets me nowhere, while giving into his wishes only eases the tension between us temporarily.


Sure, changing our summer trip destination from Europe to Hawaii like Nico wanted earned me a small smile and a whispered thank you from him, but Nico’s good mood didn’t last long.


At least not with me.


Ellie steals me away from my thoughts as she walks out of his bedroom and shuts the door softly behind her before slumping against it.


She unleashes a harsh sigh as her hazel eyes shut. Her long blond hair rests near her waistline, the color looking more silver than gold because of the moonlight streaming through the window.


I rarely get an opportunity to look at Ellie without her noticing. Usually, she catalogs my every glance, smile, and comment, making me feel like a research subject lately with that stupid smile tracker of hers. So rather than immediately making my presence known, I conduct a drawn-out assessment of my own.


Ellie isn’t one for colorful accessories or frilly, designer-labeled clothes like my cousin’s girlfriend of nine months, Dahlia Muñoz. Nor is she the type to keep up with the latest makeup trend or hairstyle like Lily, the other Muñoz sister. In fact, Ellie does a good job of keeping her personality hidden, dampening it with her limited range of black, white, and gray clothing. I’m surprised that she hasn’t dyed her blond hair to match the Edgy Barbie look she is going for, given how much she favors dark colors.


If it weren’t for the small, dainty tattoos scattered across her body, I’d consider her as interesting as a blank canvas.


Liar.


Fine. She is as interesting as a canvas solely painted with one color.


Black.


A deep, inky shade that matches the somber music she plays late at night when she thinks everyone is asleep. She doesn’t know that I listen from the shadows sometimes, but I find it hard to resist the pull I have toward her. Her music speaks to me in a way words never can, and I can’t help being drawn to her in that sense.


If it’s only about the music, how do you explain being drawn to her right now?


The thought has me snapping out of my daze, and a floorboard creaks beneath my boot as I step out of the dark corner.


Ellie’s eyes snap open. “Good God! How long have you been standing there?”


I keep my face expressionless despite my escalating heart rate. “Long enough to notice Nico was up past his bedtime.”


She stands to her full height. While she is taller than most women in town, she still only reaches my chin without shoes. “We were practicing his braille.”


“Surprised you could get much done with all that laughing.”


Her eyes narrow. “I’m sure humor is a foreign concept to you, but people tend to laugh when they read something funny.”


“You don’t say,” I reply with a dry voice.


Whatever she was about to say is cut off by her yawn. “That’s my cue to go to bed.” She attempts to walk past me.


Without thinking, I latch on to her elbow before she has a chance to walk around me. The warmth of her skin seeps through the thin barrier of mine, sending a wave of heat up my arm.


I want to shake her off and run from the sensation, yet my hold remains strong as I ask, “How’s it going?”


“What?” She stares at the goose bumps forming on her skin.


I release her and take a long step backward. “How is he doing with the braille practice?”


“Oh.” She shakes her head. “Good, although he unfortunately inherited his impatience from you.”


I give her a look. “Is he struggling?”


“A bit, but we’re working on it. You know, if you have some time to spare, it wouldn’t hurt to practice with him too.”


Ever-present dread makes my stomach sink until I’m drowning in negative thoughts. I’ve tried so damn hard to practice with Nico, but my son has slowly closed himself off from me over the last few months, and I can’t figure out why. Something shifted after the holiday season, and no amount of probing has helped me uncover the reason.


You could ask Ellie what she thinks. I shut that thought down. She wouldn’t understand, seeing as she and Nico have a different kind of relationship that I love and hate at the same time.


I’m jealous of the carefree, easygoing connection Ellie has with my son. While I know it’s not fair to hold their bond against her, I can’t help myself.


Ellie has what I want and crave. Nico enjoys spending all his free time with her while he pushes me away without an afterthought, making me feel useless and dejected—two emotions I’ve spent decades trying to avoid.


“Why don’t you join us for story time tomorrow?” she asks in that delicate voice of hers that threatens to slip past my defenses.


“No.” I sound like more of an asshole than usual.


“Why not?” The way she stares at me makes me feel uneasy, not because of how she does it but rather because of what she may see if she looks hard enough.


A coward who would rather hide his shame behind a lie.


“I’m not very good,” I say.


The muscles beside Ellie’s eyes soften until she is no longer glaring. “I’m by no means an expert either. Whenever I struggle with a word or sentence, I say something ridiculous instead, and it never fails to make Nico laugh.”


“Must be nice.” I can barely get my son to talk to me for more than a few minutes, but here Ellie is, making him laugh without trying.


Her icy gaze returns with a vengeance. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Nothing. I’d join you, but I already made plans for tomorrow night with Julian.”


Her nose scrunches like usual whenever I piss her off. “Since when?”


About ten seconds ago. “Today.”


“Thanks for the last-minute notice.”


“Do you have something better to do?” The question comes out all wrong.


“It’s a mystery why you have no real friends.”


“Some of us prefer not to waste our time on meaningless relationships.”


Rather than becoming further enraged by my comment, Ellie looks at me in the same way I’ve seen far too many times around town.


Pity.


“I feel bad for people like you,” she says, stunning me into silence. “You work double-time to keep everyone at a distance because one person gave you a reason to.”


More like three people—two of whom brought me into this world.


I don’t say that, though.


I don’t say anything.


It’s easier to keep my feelings at bay when I don’t acknowledge them. Call it cowardliness or repression, but I prefer the term survival. Because to think is to feel, and I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to control myself once I start.


My toxic trait isn’t the fact that I don’t have feelings; it’s that I feel too much, all at once, so I suppress it instead of learning how to cope. I’ve always been that way, long before my mother packed her bags and left my father and me.


Ellie shakes her head. “Whatever. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should get some rest.” She scurries around me, the scent of her fruity body wash lingering in the air long after she is gone.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Rafael


My workday is a busy one after the real estate search engine app I own and run, Dwelling, has a glitch and an investor causes some trouble, so I don’t get the chance to see Nico yet. By the time I wrap up for the night and exit my home office, he is already tucked into bed, and Ellie is nowhere near his room.


I linger outside his door while Ellie’s words from yesterday come back to haunt me.


If you have some time to spare, it wouldn’t hurt to practice with him too.


Before I have a chance to back down from the idea, I knock on Nico’s bedroom door.


“Ellie?”


With a tight ball in my throat, I turn the knob. “No. Soy yo.”


Nico’s smile dies. “Hola, Papi.”




Soy yo: It’s me.







Hola, Papi: Hi, Dad.





Pain hits me square in the chest at the sign of his disappointment, but I ignore it as I take a hesitant step inside. “Vine a decirte buenas noches.”


He tugs his comforter up to his chin. “Buenas noches.”


I take a seat on the edge of his bed, feeling more like a stranger than his father at the moment. “Do you want to read a story together before I head out to see Uncle Julian?”


“No,” Nico says with a rush.


The sharp sting of rejection doesn’t deter me from trying again. “Ellie told me it would be nice for me to practice my braille.”


A look of sheer panic flashes across his face. “Why?”


“Because I’m not very good?”


He releases a long breath. “Oh.”


I chalk his unusual reaction up to him being anxious about spending time around me.


I grab the book on his nightstand. “What do you say?”


He shakes his head. “I don’t want to practice with you.”


His whispered statement might as well have been shouted in my face.


“Nicolas…” I muster up some courage with a deep breath that makes my lungs ache. “Did I do something wrong?”


He stares at the book in my hands with a forlorn expression. “No.”


“Then why do you never want to read stories together anymore?”




Vine a decirte buenas noches: I came to tell you goodnight.







Buenas noches: Goodnight.





His lips press together.


“You don’t mind reading them with Ellie.”


His trembling chin makes my chest ache.


You’re just making everything worse.


With stiff muscles, I place the book back on the nightstand and kiss the top of his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll practice on my own and impress you with all my skills.”


He sinks deeper into the mattress. “I love you.”


The dull throb ebbs a bit. “Te quiero, mijo. Con todo mi corazón.”


“I’m sorry,” he murmurs as I near the door.


“You have nothing to be sorry for. Just know that I’m always here if you want to try reading together.” Rejection of any kind hurts, but there isn’t anything more painful than being on the receiving end of it from my son.


Your own kid doesn’t want you around, the sick voice of self-sabotage returns at full force.


Son. Husband. Father. My list of failures is growing, and I have no one to blame but myself. I’m the one who was too busy growing my company to pay attention to my wife, so she found someone who was willing to take my place. I hadn’t expected that filing for divorce would give my ex the green light to run off to Oregon with her new boyfriend and leave her responsibilities behind.


Her superhero-loving, music-aficionado, eight-year-old responsibility.




Te quiero, mijo. Con todo mi corazón: I love you, son. With all my heart.





Nico interrupts me in the middle of my downward spiral by asking, “Can you get Ellie before you leave?”


I pull on the doorknob with a death grip. “Of course.”
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“I was surprised when you texted me yesterday about meeting up tonight.” My cousin, Julian, drops into the leather booth across from me, looking a bit haggard from a long day’s work at one of his construction sites. His black shirt is covered in sawdust flakes, and his cheeks remain permanently flushed after working under the early June sun.


We may not be brothers, but we could fool anyone into thinking we are with our similar brown eyes, dark hair, and strong jawlines inherited from our fathers.


While Julian tames his wavy strands by keeping them short, mine are longer and in desperate need of a cut—something he tells me every single time I see him.


“Do you own a brush?” he asks.


“Yes.”


“Need help learning how to use it?”


I run my hands through my thick hair. “Your mom is cutting it tomorrow.”


“Good, because you’re a week away from entering man-bun territory.” He fakes a shudder.


“Like I would ever let it get that long.”


He spares me another look.


“Again,” I add. After I filed for divorce and found out about Nico’s degenerative eye condition, I didn’t do the best job of taking care of myself. I had too many issues on my mind to think about anything other than my failing marriage and distraught child, so my self-care fell to the wayside.


“While Ma is cutting your hair, Dahlia could come over and check out your closet. She’d love to help you pick out outfits for Hawaii too, if you let her.” Julian’s eyes brighten. He always gets that same goofy look on his face whenever he talks about his girlfriend and our family friend, Dahlia Muñoz.


Although I once gave him a hard time about staying away from her, my worries were unwarranted because my cousin has never been happier than he has been over the last nine months since he and Dahlia started dating.


Unlike me, Julian never jumped into bed with the wrong woman to fill an empty void. Instead, he was responsible and patient, while I was reckless and in desperate need of therapy. Heck, I still could use some, but I’ve put that personal journey on hold because I’m not ready to face my past. It was hard enough to discover why I clung to someone like Hillary in the first place, so I need some time to process my issues before resuming sessions.


Maybe even a few years.


I ignore the lump in my throat and ask, “What’s wrong with my clothes?”


Sure, I used to put more effort into my appearance, but only because I cared too much about everyone else’s opinion. I wanted to be liked. To be desired.


Now, I just want to be left alone.


He gives my outfit a once-over. “Do you want my honest opinion?”


I really don’t, but that hasn’t stopped Julian from voicing it anyway on more than a few occasions. I’m not sure why my family cares about my clothes and appearance, but their worries are unjustified.


Just because I don’t dress to impress anymore doesn’t mean I’m spiraling.


At least not again.


He points at my flannel shirt. “Your attire could use an overhaul before your trip.”


“According to who?”


“Everybody who loves you.”


I roll my eyes. “You all are just being fussy because you have nothing better to do.”


“No. We fuss because we love you enough to see what you’re doing.”


I tense. “And what’s that?”


“Disguising your insecurities with ugly clothes, a disheveled appearance, and a personality rougher than extra-coarse sandpaper.”


“At least let me grab a beer first before you do a deep dive into my psychological issues.”


“Screw the beer. We’d need some hard liquor to get through all of those.”


“Pendejo,” I mutter.


“Cabeza dura.” Julian lets out a soft laugh as he raises his hand to get the bartender’s attention. Before I have a chance to pull out my wallet, my cousin opens a tab with his black card and orders us two beers from a brewery located a few towns over.




Pendejo: Dick







Cabeza dura: Hard-headed person





Julian crosses his arms over his chest, sending some sawdust flecks flying. “So, what’s the real reason you called me?”


“Do I need a reason to hang out with my cousin?”


His right brow arches suspiciously. “No, but lately you’re always looking for every excuse not to.”


The hole in my chest widens. “Sorry. Things have been…tough.”


Lately, I’ve found it easier to stay away from my family than answer their questions about my relationship with Nico. I know they come from a good place, and after spending the first decade of my life wishing for a family like them, I should be grateful for their love and attention, but it can be stifling at times.


Especially when it makes me feel like I’m not only failing Nico, but them too.


“What’s wrong?” Julian asks.


I take a deep breath and face my fear. “Nico and I are having problems.”


His eyes widen. “Really?”


I sigh. “Yes.”


“Is that why you’ve been avoiding Sundays at the Muñoz house?”


“Yup.” The Muñoz and Lopez families have spent every Sunday together ever since we were all kids, but I’ve done my best to avoid the family ritual lately by scheduling activities and playdates with Nico’s friends.


“What’s going on?” Julian asks.


“Nico’s been pulling away from me and acting strange, and I can’t figure out why.”


He strokes his chin. “When did all this start?”


“Right around the beginning of the new year.”


“So, around the same time his mother canceled her visit to town?”


I nod. “That and a few other things.” Like Nico insisting Ellie join us for our summer vacation while I thoroughly voiced my feelings against it.


“Have you asked him what’s wrong?”


“Of course I have.”


“And?”


“He shuts down and never wants to talk about it.”


“Sounds like his father.”


I glare.


He stares off into the distance while sipping his beer. “Have you thought about asking Ellie about it?”


“No.” The word comes out harsher than intended.


“Are you saying that no, you haven’t thought about it, or no, you’d rather be a stubborn ass and avoid asking for help at all costs?”


My molars smash together.


Julian’s head tilts. “So the latter, then. I thought as much.”


I hate how easily Julian reads me. After knowing him for most of my life, I’m used to it, but that doesn’t make it any less annoying.


“I doubt she can help.” If anything, talking to her would make me feel like an even bigger failure.


He leans forward on his elbows. “Don’t tell me you’re too proud to ask her.”


“This has nothing to do with pride.”


“Are you sure about that?”


“Positive.” To care about my pride would mean having some in the first place, and I lost that along with my self-esteem a long time ago.


He chuckles to himself. “For someone who is so goddamn smart, you can sure be a real dumbass sometimes.”


I raise my beer in a mock toast. “I can always count on you to lift me up.”


“We’ve always been straight shooters with one another, so I’m not going to start lying now to save you from hurt feelings.”


“True, but that doesn’t mean you need to go for the jugular.”


Julian’s lips curl at the corners. “I’m giving you a hard time because I care.”


“I know.” I would do the same for him, even if it made him angry at me for a day or two.


He takes a deep breath. “Deep down, you agree with me about talking to Ellie, even if you don’t want to.”


I drop my head back with a resigned sigh. “Yeah. I know.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Rafael


I was half hoping that Ellie would be asleep by the time I got home. Does it make me a coward? Absolutely, but at least it would have given me some more time to prepare for this kind of deep conversation.


I’ve always done a good job of repressing my uncomfortable emotions. At first, it was purely survival instinct because I didn’t want to give my aunt and uncle a reason to get rid of me. So I learned to shield my feelings about my biological parents with toxic coping skills and a willingness to do anything for anyone.


Emphasis on the toxic.


I made myself so damn needed by everyone that no one could imagine getting rid of me. Soccer team captain. Senior class president and prom king. Beloved nephew, devoted father, and loyal husband.


It made me feel invincible and fulfilled…or it had until my life of lies came crashing down, teaching me more about myself in a few months than I had learned in the whole thirty-one years I had been alive.


The soft strumming of a guitar greets me when I walk inside the house. I head in the direction of the sound before stopping near the entrance to the living room. Ellie hasn’t noticed me yet, but then again, she never does whenever she is in the zone.


I feel like I’m intruding on a private moment, but I don’t want to shatter it and announce my presence before she has a chance to finish playing a popular song I immediately recognize.


My excuse for lingering in the dark sounds weak to my own ears though, especially when one song bleeds into another, and next thing I know, I’ve spent thirty minutes lurking.


Ellie has no idea, but I like listening to her play. Her music has a way of sneaking past my defenses and making me feel, and I don’t want to scare her away from playing around the house if she knows I might be listening. The very idea of that happening unsettles me almost as much as my other reason for hanging around Ellie while she remains completely unaware.


There is something about her that lures me in every time, and it has nothing to do with her music. I haven’t determined if my interest has something to do with her beauty or the secrets she hides behind timid smiles and songs that make my chest ache.


Partly because I don’t want to know.


All I know is that for someone with sun-kissed skin, bright smiles, and golden hair that looks like sunshine personified, she sure does a good job of hiding it behind heart-wrenching musical progressions and haunted melodies that stay with me long after she stops playing for the evening.


The music she plays has a chilling, melancholic quality to it that sounds completely different from Nico’s upbeat song choices, and I’m always left wondering who inspires the sorrowful tunes.


I stomp my feet a few times, and the music cuts out altogether as I enter the living room.


“I’m home,” I say to her back.


She turns and glances back at me from over the couch. “I thought you were staying out late.”


“Changed my mind.” I take a seat on the couch across from hers.


“I should get to sleep then. Nico needs me to stop by the market tomorrow before school to get his friend some cupcakes for her birthday.” She rises from her spot and reaches for her incomplete music sheet.


“Wait. Do you have a second?”


“Sure.”


“I need your advice.”


She points at her chest. “Mine?”


“Yes,” I say through gritted teeth.


She stares at me for a few seconds before nodding. “Um…all right.” She reclaims her spot on the couch and places her guitar on the coffee table. “Do you want something to drink?”


“Hell yes,” I say without thinking twice.


She heads toward the bar cart and tops a glass off with my favorite bourbon without me even having to point out the bottle. When she holds the glass out for me to grab, the tips of our fingers brush against each other, sending a few sparks bursting across my skin.


She yanks her hand back.


“Thanks.” I take a sip of my drink.


“Better?” She sits again.


“No.”


“On a scale from one to ten, how painful was that to admit?”


“At least an eight.”


That mischievous glint in her eye returns. “Better than a ten.”


“Give it time. I’m sure we will get there.” My lips twitch, but I catch myself before Ellie adds it to that ridiculous smile counter of hers.


“So, what sort of advice do you need from me?”


I release a heavy breath. “I’m sure you’ve noticed I’m struggling to connect with Nico.”


Her amusement dies along with the light in her eyes. “Right.”


I thought she would have a hell of a lot more to say than right.


You knew it was a bad idea to ask her for help.


Julian was wrong. Ellie doesn’t know how to help me when her relationship with Nico is completely different.


“I’m sorry to hear that.” She looks away for a few seconds before her gaze returns to me.


“Has he talked to you about it?”


“Not much.”


“But he has mentioned something?”


She takes a few seconds to respond, adding to my unease.


Maybe things are worse than you thought.


She wraps the hoodie string around her index finger three times before speaking. “Have you asked him about what’s wrong?”


“Yes, but I’m not getting anywhere with him.”


“Maybe you should try again.”


“What’s the point? He always finds a way to reject me.”


Awareness dawns on her. “Oh, Rafa. I’m sorry.”


The pity in her voice makes my stomach churn, filling me with shame. “Forget I said anything.”


Her skin blanches. “I wish I could tell you more. I really do.”


“Has he…said anything to you?”


Her face loses some of its color. “Not really.”


“That’s not a no.”


“No, but it’s not a yes either. We don’t talk much about you.”


Somehow, her attempt at making me feel better backfires, only adding to my growing frustration. “So much for you being able to help.”


“Hey. I understand you’re angry, but—”


“Angry? You think this is me being angry?” My sensibility goes out the window, along with any self-preservation. “My son barely wants to spend time with me anymore. Whenever I try—whether it’s reading a book together, watching a movie, or playing video games—he shuts down and pushes me away, and do you know who he asks for instead?”


She fails to meet my eyes. “Me?”


“Yes,” I hiss. “And how do you think that makes me feel?” I don’t bother to shield my loathing. I’m not sure who I’m more frustrated with—her or me—but the rage and helplessness become all-consuming as I direct them straight at her.


“It makes me hate you.” Speaking the words into existence feels wrong. My aunt taught me not to hate anyone, including my parents, but I can’t think of any other way to describe the burning pang in my chest whenever I look at Ellie. Jealousy, rage, and shame seem to manifest as some weird case of heartburn that no bottle of antacid can fix.


“Is that how you really feel about me?” Her monotonous tone grates on my nerves.


“Yes,” I say with slightly less confidence.


She takes so long to respond, I begin to question if she ever will.


“I don’t think you do, because if that were the case, you would’ve fired me.”


I cover up the fact that I am impressed by her honesty with a clenched jaw and narrowed eyes.


Another long pause follows before she speaks again. “Regardless of your misguided anger toward me, I do care about helping you with your relationship with Nico.”


“Why?”


“Because deep down, I know you’re a good guy, even if you try your hardest to prove the exact opposite.”


I feel like Ellie laid me out on an operating table and cut me open, revealing all the broken parts I keep hidden. Truth is, I was a good guy, which became a weakness and a liability rather than a badge of honor. There is a reason nice guys always finish last, and it’s usually because everyone gets ahead by walking all over them.


I drop my gaze as shame snakes its way through me, squeezing every ounce of confidence from my body.


With a sigh, Ellie stands, and I brace myself for her departure like I deserve, only to be stunned when she walks around the coffee table and takes a seat beside me. Our thighs graze, sending a lick of heat up my leg.


I’ve never been this close to her before. I made sure to prevent any opportunity that would lead to this kind of proximity, and a quick inhale reminds me why. Ellie smells like fresh-picked strawberries and a hint of Nico’s favorite bath bomb, and it screws with my head and my heart all at the same time as I take another deep breath.


I’ve always had this…interest in her. Every time I dropped Nico off for his music lessons at The Broken Chord, Ellie’s eyes would light up to match her bright smile, temporarily stunning me. I’m pretty sure she chalked up my silence and general broodiness as part of my personality, and while she wasn’t wrong, she was partially to blame too.


Whatever attraction I felt toward her quickly transformed into something far less desirable as time went on and my relationship with my son became more strained.


Jealousy.


I want to shoo her away, but then she shocks me when she places her palm against my back and rubs in a circular pattern. The motion is comforting rather than aggravating, which worries me.


Being near each other is one thing, but touching? Completely inappropriate and unprofessional, but I can’t find it in me to get up and move.


Instead, I sit there, still as a statue, while Ellie tries to soothe me, a man who doesn’t deserve an ounce of her sympathy or compassion. At best, I’ve been marginally polite, and at worst, I’ve been a grumpy, insecure asshole who has taken out my jealousy on her.


All those past incidents fade away as she comforts me, and my body, which was rigid at first, slowly relaxes with every pass of her palm across my wide back.


You’ll move in a second, I promise myself as I lean into her touch.


“I have firsthand experience dealing with bad dads, and you’re not one of them, no matter how much you tell yourself otherwise.” Her words sneak past my barriers and restore a fractured part of me.


I don’t speak for a whole minute, although I wish I hadn’t at all once I say, “I feel helpless sometimes.”


“I can’t begin to imagine what it must feel like to be in your position.” She gives my shoulder a squeeze. It’s strictly platonic on her end, but my heart jolts in my chest.


I turn to face her and instantly regret it as her eyes cast some kind of spell on me. The limited lighting brings out the darker shades of green and brown in her eyes tonight, and I can’t tear myself away.


I’ve never seen eyes quite like hers before, and maybe it was for the best, because a single stolen glance has my skin tingling.


I want to blame the alcohol in my system, but the excuse feels cheap. I’m the problem, not a few beers or a couple sips of bourbon.


Before I have a chance to dive into my reaction, a loud thud on the other side of the house steals our attention. She sucks in a breath, and my stomach lurches as a sharp cry pierces through the quiet.


“¡Papi!”


“Nicolas!” I bang into the coffee table and trip over my feet in my panic. “I’m coming!”


With my heart in my throat and Ellie on my heels, I take off running. Nico’s room feels too far away as I rush toward the sound of his cries.


I throw open the door to his bedroom, ignoring how the knob permanently embeds itself in the drywall as I dash inside. My shaky legs threaten to give out at the sight of Nico curled into a ball on the floor. Blood is pooled around his split chin and soaking into his dinosaur-themed PJs, while tears stain his chubby cheeks.


Based on the bloody footboard and the rug being at an odd angle, I assume that Nico must have tripped and rammed his chin into the wood post before falling to the floor.


“Oh God.” Ellie’s voice rips me away from my stupor.


I drop to my knees in front of Nico. I’m not given a chance to warn him to stay put before he throws himself into my arms with a cry. My whole heart aches at the sound, and it tears me up inside to pull him away so I can get a better look at him. “Does it hurt anywhere else?”


“No.” Nico’s voice is hoarse from crying.


Ellie kneels on the floor beside him and places his glasses back on his head. With shaky hands, I check him for any other injuries, all while he cries in pain. Each tear on his face feels like I took a bullet to my chest.


I’m stunned for a second by the blood oozing from his wound, and my stomach rolls.


Is that bone—


Ellie digs her nails into my arm, yanking me from my spiraling thoughts. “We need to take him to the hospital.”


Nico cries out against it.


I choke on the lump in my throat. “I… He…”


“We need to find something to help stop the bleeding first. I’ll go look while you stay with him?”


Nico crawls back onto my lap and wraps his arms around my neck, answering her question for me. Ellie searches the bathroom while I readjust Nico’s position against my chest so I can carry him while being mindful of the gash on his chin.


Nico looks up at me with tear-stained eyes. “I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”


“You have nothing to apologize for.” Although the look on his face and his continuous insistence on apologizing have me questioning if that’s true.









[image: ]


CHAPTER SIX


Ellie


Guilt prevents me from looking Rafael in the face. I’ve felt sick to my stomach ever since we entered the hospital, and it has nothing to do with Nico’s bloody chin or the view I have of the doctor sewing his split skin back together.


Thankfully, Nico looks better than he did when we first found him bleeding on his bedroom floor, but his eyes lack that special glimmer to them despite the doctor doing her best to distract him with funny stories about her own children.


“All done.” The doctor drops the used supplies in a medical waste bin before letting us know she will be back in a moment.


Nico entertains himself with Rafael’s phone while we adults sit in uncomfortable silence and wait for the doctor.


As my anxiety grows, incriminating hives appear on my chest. No amount of scratching alleviates the itchiness, and I release a frustrated growl.


“All good?” Rafael’s gaze drops to my black hoodie.


Nico’s wide eyes swing to mine, and I tuck my hands into my front pocket. “I’m fine.”


“If you need to step outside…”


“I said I’m fine.”


Rafael’s lips purse as he refrains from asking any further questions.


A few minutes later, the same doctor reenters the room before asking a few follow-up questions about Nico’s injury and pain. With every answer Nico gives, the knot in my stomach tightens until I’m about to curl over in discomfort. Rafael keeps glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, which only makes the belly pain worse.


The doctor instructs Nico to follow the path of her miniature flashlight before asking, “How’s your vision?”


Nico flinches. Rafael sneaks a glance at me, but I stare straight ahead, ignoring my itchy skin.


“When was your last test?”


“January,” Rafael answers for him.


“Have you noticed any changes since then?” The doctor scans the medical chart.


Rafael goes still while every muscle in my body tenses.


Nico ignores the flashlight as he stares down at his lap. “Yes.”


“You didn’t say anything,” Rafael says.


“I’m sorry.” Nico—sweet, innocent Nico—looks over at me for support while simultaneously giving me away.


I do my best to keep my face blank, although my hands tremble inside my hoodie pocket while Rafael looks at me like I’m his biggest enemy. “Did you know?”


I lose my ability to speak.


“Did. You. Know?” he asks in a rough tone.


I drop my gaze, wishing I could erase the look of mistrust and disgust from his face. “Yes.”
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A little over an hour later, we finally pull up to the house. Rafael kills the engine and unbuckles his seat belt softly. I do the same and exit the truck, taking in a fresh lungful of air that isn’t tainted by Rafael’s anger and intoxicatingly addictive scent.


Rafael pulls Nico out from the back seat and tucks him against his chest, being careful not to wake him up. My stiff movements come off robotic as I follow them into the house.


Before I walk past the foyer, Rafael speaks up.


“Stay here,” he mutters in a low voice. I’m stunned into submission as I stand in the front entryway, twisting my hands in my pocket while I wait for the inevitable.


Rafael takes his sweet time getting Nico ready for bed, all while my heart feels close to launching itself out of my chest. Although I could definitely use an edible or two to take the edge off, sneaking into my room after Rafael’s request to stay put would only make my situation worse.


Is that even possible?


I curse to myself as a door closes in the distance. Goose bumps spread across my skin as Rafael’s steps echo off the vaulted ceiling. He walks out of the dark hallway and motions for me to follow him into the living room.


Walking behind him feels like I’m trudging through quicksand.


“Sit.”


I follow his command and drop onto the couch across from his favorite leather chair. He heads over to the bar cart in the corner and pours himself a drink before taking a seat diagonal to me. Neither one of us says anything as he brings the glass to his lips and takes a sip.


His eyes remain glued to mine while his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. My skin flushes, and I look away as blood rushes to my ears. “I can explain.”


“Don’t bother.”


“But—”


He balances his glass on his muscular thigh. “I have one question for you.”


“Okay.”


“You knew.”


“That’s a statement.”


His jaw clenches so hard, I fear for the state of his molars.


“When I talked to you yesterday about him, you knew?” He enunciates each word with a sneer.


“Yes, but—”


“Then that’s all.” Ice rattles as he draws the glass back toward his mouth.


“I’m so sorry. I wish I could take it all back. I had no idea something like this could happen, or—”


He cuts me off with an icy glare. “You can’t, though, can you?”


“Nico begged me not to say anything.”


“If I wanted an explanation, I would have asked for one.”


“I deserve a chance to—”


“You deserve nothing,” he hisses under his breath.


If I had gone against Nico’s wishes and said something like I had wanted to, this wouldn’t be happening right now.


But it did.


I take a deep breath to center myself. “Regardless, I am sorry. Nico getting hurt was an accident.”


“So was hiring you.”


My sharp inhale only seems to annoy him more.


He doesn’t bother looking at me as he says, “I should’ve known better than to trust someone like you.”


My whole world stops as I process his words. “What?”


“You have no experience with children, and it clearly shows.”


Deep breaths, Ellie. He has every right to be upset, so no need to fight his fire with yours.


My hands curl into tight fists. “In the time I’ve worked here, I have made one mistake—”


“A mistake that sent my kid to the hospital!”


I do my best to quell my anger like my mom taught me. “I’m so sorry.”


“You’re lucky I don’t sue.”


“What?” My voice trembles, along with my hands by my sides. I hate myself for showing any sign of weakness, but I can’t stop the raw burst of emotion from overwhelming me.


He looks unbothered by my outburst as he picks at a piece of invisible lint. “If that’s all…”


His cold reaction triggers a past memory of Ava doing the same. The way she dismissed me like I never mattered. Like we hadn’t been friends for fifteen years before she let a man and his lies get between our friendship… God, I’ll never forget the ache.


Rafael robs me of my next reply. “I’m taking Nico to my aunt’s house tomorrow for a sleepover, so that should give you enough time to clear out your room.”


I must have misheard him. “Excuse me?”


“I’ll get Nico ready for school and drive him there myself. It’s best for you to stay in your room during that time.”


“Can I at least say goodbye to him?”


Rafael cuts me down with a single “No.”


I rapidly blink until I regain control of my tears. “So that’s it? I’m dismissed?”


“No, Eleanor. You’re fired.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Ellie


Willow, who has been my best friend since I moved to Lake Wisteria in middle school, didn’t ask any questions when I showed up at her lakeside bungalow in the middle of the night with tear-stained cheeks and a car stuffed with my personal belongings. I thought I could wait until morning to pack up my room, but then I considered how it would feel to stay quiet while Nico went about his morning routine, completely unaware of me no longer being his nanny.
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