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      To all the men who stepped up when another man stepped out.
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      “Brooklyn, please, Mommy really needs to get this done, okay?” I was frustrated with the task on the screen, not my daughter. Nevertheless, my heart broke when I glanced over at my six-year-old as her face fell.

      She sighed. “Okay.” If her tone hadn't told me how much I'd just hurt her feelings, the pitiful expression on her cute face would have. Her eyes were big and round and normally so full of life, but right now, I couldn't see them as Brooklyn stared at the floor.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and counted to ten. I needed to find a job, but it could wait a few minutes. It wasn't like someone was going to offer me employment at the click of the next button. “I’m sorry, baby girl.” I kissed her forehead and got up to grab the craft basket out of the cabinet above the fridge.

      Her face lit up as I set it down, and I sat cross-legged beside her on the floor. “So, what are we making?” Regardless of what was going on, I had to nurture her little spirit, which included giving her my attention.

      Being a single mom was the hardest job I'd ever had, but I loved every minute of it—well, ninety-nine point nine percent of every single minute. There were times when I really wished I had some help—like tonight. I'd been notified by my employer that they were closing the doors. Thankfully, they'd given us notice, but without another income, I felt the pressure more than others. I needed to transition from one job to another so that Brooklyn didn't feel the squeeze of tighter finances. Nor did I want her to feel neglected because I spent all my free time looking for my next career path.

      Online job boards were open twenty-four hours a day, so I could set that aside in favor of spending time with my daughter. And for the next hour, that's what I did. The two of us made crafts, although I'm not really sure what any of it was. And after I'd put her in bed, I cleaned the house, folded laundry, and showered. By then, it was pushing nine, and I was beat. Regardless, I sat in bed with my laptop, applying for jobs until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      As usual, the morning came way too quickly, and I paid the price for staying up late the night before. I was groggy and dragging when Brooklyn popped into my room, ready to start the day.

      I had to assume she got being a morning person from her dad—not that he'd stuck around long enough for me to find out—because she sure hadn't gotten it from me. I was worthless until I had caffeine and then breakfast, in that order. I needed a solid hour before I could even consider being productive.

      My little spitfire stood there, tapping her foot, waiting on me. “Mom, I’m going to miss the bus.” Her whine wobbled on the edge of my last nerve as I tried to keep myself in check.

      I took a deep breath to keep from snapping at her and started toward the closet. “I’m sorry, let me get my shoes.”

      She opened the door and then turned to face me. “You’re going dressed like that?” The horror on her face clearly said Hello Kitty pajama bottoms and matching tank weren’t first grade acceptable for a mom.

      I leaned down so I was eye to eye with her. “Listen here, little lady. You either hold my hand and walk to the bus stop with pride, or I’ll drive you to school and walk you in dressed like this.” I smiled brightly and blinked, waiting for her to accept her fate. “What will it be?”

      Brooklyn's face went blank, and she snapped her mouth shut. Without a word, she did an about-face and marched out the front door like a little soldier. The kid was six going on sixteen. I couldn’t imagine how I would deal with her spunk in ten years. Lord, help me.

      She'd managed to escape the porch without taking my hand, and I let it go. Her backpack bounced with each step she took, and I couldn't help but smirk and shake my head. Everyone at the stop knew I was her mother, so her pretending like she didn't know me didn't fool anyone. The other moms at the stop giggled at her little attitude, and I just rolled my eyes playfully at her silliness.

      But before she got onto the bus, she raced back to where I stood and hugged my waist like her life depended on it. I kissed the top of her head and told her to have a good day. As much as she wanted to act all big and tough, at the heart of it, she was a sweet kid with an even kinder heart. It had always been the two of us, and we were tight.

      After waving goodbye to Brooklyn, I didn't put forth a ton of effort getting back to the house quickly. I didn't have to be at work until nine, and I really needed a cup of coffee before I had to get dressed. And since I'd already been told the company was closing, I wasn't real keen on spending an hour doing my hair and makeup for the job that wouldn’t exist in a few weeks. Dress for the job—unemployment looked a lot like a messy bun and a pair of jeans. I might go all out and put on a clean sweatshirt, but I refused to even commit to that before coffee.

      Just the smell of a fresh cup from my Keurig already had my senses perking up, and when it finished, I added cream and sugar before taking it upstairs to my bedroom. After a few sips, I realized—upon looking in the mirror—that even with the looming threat of unemployment and financial despair, I couldn't leave the house without doing something to my face. Dark circles were prominent under my tired eyes. Concealer would help hide those, and mascara would make me look alive. I might even add a bit of lip gloss just to spruce it up a bit.

      As I applied a second coat of mascara to my lashes, my cell rang in the other room. It scared the shit out of me, and I stabbed myself in the eye with the wand. “Motherfucker.” It stung like a bitch, and my eye watered as I tried to find my phone.

      I grabbed a tissue from the nightstand and held my eye, attempting to keep the mascara from running down my face as I answered the call. “Hello?” My tone was short, and I realized as soon as those two syllables left my mouth just how curt I sounded. But anyone who called at eight in the morning should expect a less than receptive greeting.

      “Good morning. Is this Kiera Jensen?” The deep, rich voice on the other end suddenly had my attention.

      I dropped my hand and the tissue, the pain from my eye instantly forgotten. “This is she.” My voice didn’t sound like my own, and I cleared my throat, trying to keep my voice from cracking.

      “Hey, my name is Stone Westbrook. I’ll be Brooklyn’s soccer coach this coming season. If the information I got is correct, you've signed up to assist.” His voice was robust and warm like hot butter, and I wanted to slather myself in it and roll around in the luxuriousness of his tone.

      I shook my head to drag myself to the present. “Oh, hey. Yes, I did sign up to help." I caught myself twirling a chunk of my hair like a teenager and grimaced at the action before I promptly dropped it to focus on Stone. "Honestly, I haven’t played since I was a teenager, but I thought I could help out with the little ones.” My stomach was in knots although I had no idea why.

      I had zero coaching experience, but it wasn't like we were talking about kids destined for the World Cup. They were six and seven years old. Even if one of them was the next David Beckham, I wouldn’t do any damage standing on the sidelines, cheering them on. So, when Brooklyn had asked, I had agreed since I would be at every practice and game anyway. The league needed someone, and I was happy to help.

      “It really doesn't matter. I'm more excited about having someone who wants to be there, and the more help, the better. With the little ones, it’s not hard to teach them the basic skills and rules of the game. In my opinion, it's more important that they have fun and enjoy being part of a team."

      He paused, and I used the opportunity to hum my agreement although I didn't say anything.

      "Would Tuesday nights work for practice?”

      I'd heard the question, but I hadn't really registered that I was the one who needed to respond. It was too easy to get wrapped up in Stone's voice. If the man looked half as good as he sounded, this was going to be a long soccer season.

      "Kiera?"

      Shit. “Oh yeah, of course. That works for me.” Nothing like sounding like an idiot to a man whom I'd never met but was going to have to spend an entire season working side by side with. Hopefully, ditzy was a turnoff to him, so when I blubbered in front of him, we wouldn't have to worry about a mutual attraction. I tilted the phone away from my mouth and groaned as I rolled my eyes—I was a lost cause.

      “Perfect. We have the field at six. I thought it worked well for the age group so the kids could eat beforehand and get into bed at a decent hour. Would you mind if we met a little early this first Tuesday? I'd just like to have a chance to talk before we get started and go over any questions you might have. Maybe 5:30?"

      “Not a problem. We’ll be there.” I was far more excited about this than I should have been.

      When I had first signed up, I had assumed I'd be working with another woman. Granted, I hadn't met Stone, and his physique might not match his voice, but at this point, I could get myself off just listening to the man talk—and that was dangerous.

      “Will your husband be helping as well?”

      I couldn’t tell if he was fishing or not, but that was probably wishful thinking on my part. “Umm, no. I don’t have one of those.” My attempt at humor came out nervous, and instead of a cute giggle, it was more like a high-pitched hyena. I cringed and wondered If I could possibly mess this up anymore over the course of this call.

      Thankfully, a deep chuckle came through the line. What I hadn't expected was the way that sound ran up my spine and sent chill bumps across my arms. I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to will away the heat that had pooled between my legs. It was ridiculous to be excited—no, turned on—by the sound of a man's voice. Clearly, it had been way too long since I’d been laid or had any action at all.

      “Well, that’s good."

      I couldn't have heard that right. The blood must have rushed from my head to between my legs because now I was imagining things.

      And Stone was rambling. "Well, not good. Ugh.” He blew out a breath loud enough for me to hear, and it was endearing to know he was as flustered as I'd found myself over the last three minutes. “Sorry, forget I said anything.” He had to be blushing, and even though I didn't have a clue what the guy looked like, I imagined his embarrassment was adorable.

      I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at the awkwardness of the conversation.

      Stone quickly changed the subject and rattled off the location details. As I wrote them down, I realized the fields were just around the corner which was convenient. I almost asked him if he lived nearby but decided against it.

      After hanging up, I sat there for a moment. The goofy grin I felt plastered on my face was as ludicrous as the sexual excitement I felt at the sound of a man's voice. For all I knew, the guy looked like Kevin James in a speedo.
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      “All right, guys. Let’s wrap it up. I’ve got places to be.”

      The Lion's boys’ varsity soccer team cheered in response; they were happy that Tuesday practice would be a short scrimmage from now until the end of the year since the little ones were starting today.

      I didn't have kids of my own, but for the last seven years, the boys who had graced this field as part of my team and all the high school kids who'd come through my PE classes became part of my life. I loved my job, and now that I was pushing thirty-five, it looked like these kids were the closest I'd ever get to my own family. I'd resigned myself to that fact and come to terms with it years ago. But that didn't mean that when I got the call about coaching for the city rec league that I'd pass up the chance to add some little people to my roster of surrogate family members.

      I had just enough time to run home, heat up some leftovers, and head over to the fields by the park. I'd agreed to meet Kiera at the playground so we could chat. There wasn't really much to go over, but if she had any questions, I wanted to answer those. And it would be nice to be on the same page before I had twenty little kids calling my name, not to mention the endless questions that came from parents of children that young.

      I pulled into the parking lot right on time and threw the Jeep into park. Looking up, I zeroed in on the woman pushing a girl on the swing set. I couldn’t see her face, but her long, red ponytail and tight little figure had me adjusting myself in my shorts—and soccer shorts left nothing to the imagination.

      I grabbed all the soccer equipment and uniforms out of the back and dumped them beside the field before heading toward the playground. I nearly stopped in my tracks—and barely kept from falling on my face—when Kiera turned around. It wasn’t just my feet that didn’t want to work; my lungs threatened to cease function as well. She was stunning—like take my breath away, gorgeous—her smile was warm and inviting, but it was her eyes that had me captivated. They were a deep green, but I couldn’t name a shade to match the brilliance of the hue. Or maybe it was the vibe and not the color that had me thrown off. If I weren’t mistaken, Kiera was conveying everything I felt in her look alone. And it was more than just a “Hey, there’s Coach” vibe. Instead of getting ahead of myself, I took a deep breath in through my nose—a cleansing inhalation—and huffed it out through my mouth, forcing my libido back into check.

      It dawned on me just how little I got out if a
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