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      Single dad hockey star Rafe moves to Boston to start over with his baby, but his nanny quits and he’s desperate enough to hire the first woman he meets. Will it work out?

      Or does he end up with more than he was looking for?
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          Rafe

        

      

    

    
      Managing to ring the bell with the rattle in my hand, I juggle Lizette against my chest with her diaper bag on my shoulder while balancing her portable crib against my leg. I have no idea how the hell single mothers do this all the time with half the muscle power that I have.

      Lizette smiles and makes an incoherent sound which I know will someday morph into words, and I don’t know if I’m excited about that future or if I dread it.

      “I’m glad you’re happy about this, cutie pie,” I tell her. “I bet you’re laughing at me, aren’t you?” Grinning, I kiss her, taking in her heady baby scent.

      The door pops open in front of me.

      “I don’t know about her, but I think you’re pretty funny.” A sultry female voice assaults the hairs on the back of my neck, and I look up from where I stand on the front steps.

      Two women stand in the doorway. Both of them look like they stepped from a magazine, tall and shapely, not the skeletal type like my ex. Tall drink number two only has eyes for my baby, but she finally meets my eyes with hers. They’re killer eyes. My breath stops for a second, but Lizette keeps me real with a tug on my too-long hair where it curls over my collar.

      “I’m not sure which one of you is giving me sass because, from the looks of it, you’re both full of sass.”

      “She said it,” tall woman number one on the left says. “I’m not taking the blame for your sass.” She points at her friend. Before I can respond, Ryan O’Rourke, the Boston Brawlers hockey team captain, comes to my rescue, sliding an arm around innocent woman number one with a knowing smirk on his face.

      “Welcome to the party—and to the team, Lemaire. Looks like you met my wife Chelsea and her friend Zoey. Come on in.”

      “Glad to be here,” I say, and I mean it because I need a fresh start.

      “Who’s the cutie pie?” Zoey says.

      “My daughter Lizette.” She’s looking at my baby with an infatuated smile as O’Rourke takes the portable crib from where I propped it. He and Chelsea lead me through a hallway into a fragrant kitchen where a few guys I recognize from the team turn to greet me.

      “Say hello to our newest teammate, guys.” O’Rourke raises his voice over the din. “This is Finn, Aiden, and Sam.”

      “Hey, Rafe.” Aiden Cavanaugh, a defenseman, slaps me on the back. “I hear you have a good shot. Didn’t know you had a baby girl. Welcome to the team.”

      Sam Grayson, the team’s first-line center, says, “We might have a spot on the second line for you.” I hear the edge in his voice, the test, the doubt about whether I measure up to my rep. That gets my blood up.

      “I understand the team needs a lift,” I say, “after last season.”

      “Ouch,” O’Rourke says. “Not even a subtle dig.”

      “Well, aren’t you full of yourself,” Zoey says.

      “Excuse my frank-mouthed friend,” Chelsea says, elbowing her friend. Zoey laughs.

      “Fuck you,” Finn says to me. The Brawlers’ number-one goalie sports a pained half-grin. He’s an open book and I like him instantly, laughing.

      “I think I’m going to like you guys.” I slap my new goalie on the back.

      But my eyes slide to Zoey, to give her a good look. I swear her eyes are like a pair of exquisite aquamarine gemstones set in the most luminescent skin I’ve ever seen. She looks more like a picture someone painted than a real person. And I could swear she looks familiar.

      Maybe I’m staring too long, too impressed with the full-on glitter of her, because she glances past me and refocuses her attention on Lizette. Not that I blame her.

      “How can this little beauty be yours?”

      She reaches her arms out as she smiles and my little girl smiles back, the traitor.

      “I’m her one and only,” I say. Zoey turns to me then.

      “No mama?”

      I shake my head. Everyone’s eyes are on me now.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” Ryan says in a somber voice.

      “No, no. I didn’t mean—her mother isn’t dead.” Shit. This is awkward to the point of uncomfortable. What do I tell them? “She’s . . . gone,” I say. Still a weak explanation. I clear my throat and give Lizette a squeeze. “I have sole custody.” Fuck. Real smooth. I’m not prepared to explain the story about my essentially motherless child. Didn’t think about what I’d tell people. I’ve been too busy concentrating on hockey, leaving Montreal, and wrapping my head around the fact that I’m now playing for my old team’s chief rival, the Boston Brawlers.

      A lot of serious eyes look back at me, troubled, puzzled, and silent, except not Ms. Frank Mouth’s.

      “What do you mean, she’s gone?” Zoey arches a skeptical brow and takes my baby from me without asking and without a fuss from Lizette, so I let her. Our hands touch when she lifts Lizette out of my arms and a massive shot of static electricity hits us, powerful enough to hear the snap. She laughs it off, but I’m taken aback. I’m pretty sure it’s static electricity, but it could have been a bolt of massive sensual awareness because my cock sparks to life. Reverting to my game face, I automatically shut down any expression, playing it cool.

      She smiles at Lizette and the lady’s smile is as startling as her eyes, with dimples and bright teeth, blinding in authenticity. I force myself to regroup.

      “I mean she’s living in France,” I say, “married to someone else.” The words are easier to say than they are to hear, even for me. The reality still feels like a shot to my soul. Not because I’ve lost Priscilla, but for my baby girl who lost her mother.

      A pained frown crosses Zoey’s face as she tightens her hold on Lizette, hugging her as if to make up for her mother’s desertion. Because let’s face it, that’s what it is. Fucking Priscilla deserted Lizette and I need to come to terms with the harsh reality that I’ll never be able to make up for that no matter how good a daddy I am.

      I also need to come to terms with the awkwardness of sharing this fact with other people. Because it’s fucking awkward if the looks on Ryan, Chelsea, and Finn’s faces are any clue.

      “Damn. I’m sorry,” Finn says. He slaps my back.

      Chelsea joins Zoey in showering attention on my baby girl, as if they instinctively need to make up for the lack in her mother. It lightens my soul to see young women with that nurturing instinct. Gives me hope for someday. But not today.

      Time to reclaim Lizette. I catch her eye and put my arms out. She automatically gravitates to me, making all kinds of happy noises and I take her from Zoey’s arms, glad to breathe in that baby scent and feel that cuddly baby warmth.

      “It’s you and me against the world, isn’t it, Lizette?” I say, smiling at her in spite of the terrible reality of the words, and she treats me to bubbles and cooing.

      “That’s so tragic,” Chelsea says.

      “No,” Zoey says, “something tells me they’re both fine.”

      “We are,” I say. Lizette makes a noise like she’s going to cry, and I know the sign. “She’s hungry though.”

      “Me too,” Ryan says. “Let’s eat.”

      I go to grab the bag with her formula, but Zoey picks it up first. “I’ll take it for you. Think of me as your baby caddy. Since you forgot to bring some help.”

      She flashes her twin-dimpled smile, and I find myself nodding in agreement. If my nanny Mrs. Freeny didn’t take off early this morning, I would have asked her to stay with Lizette even though it’s her day off. But I can handle Lizette. The question is whether or not I can handle Zoey, the hot goddess who seems to like babies.

      “I’m guessing you like babies?”

      “I do. I’m a big fan of hunky hockey players, too, FYI.” She wiggles her eyebrows like something out of a Marx Brothers movie, and I give her a double take as I walk out the door, nearly stumbling on the threshold.

      Laughing, I say, “Good to know. You have your heart set on anyone in particular?”

      Please let it be me. Please don’t let it be me.

      Shoot me now because I don’t know what the fuck to think of this plain-talking stunner who has a way with babies. She ignores my question as she baby-talks with Lizette, making faces over my shoulder as she follows me out back to a patio set up with two grills and a smoker.

      I’m pretty sure Brady Mackenzie, the team’s senior veteran player and co-captain, the wingman I plan to rely on with feeder passes, is the man wearing an apron, flipping burgers on one grill with a little boy at his side.

      Before I reach him to introduce myself and see if I can help out, my phone rings. It’s my mother. My chest tightens because this can’t be good, and I block the negative thoughts that are set to bombard me as I press the button and turn aside.

      “What is it, Mom?” I keep my voice low and calm in spite of the tension gripping my muscles. I move a step away from the others, catching the concern flashing in Zoey’s brilliant eyes.

      “It’s your nanny, Rafe,” Mom says in a voice she usually reserves for church. “You know I wouldn’t call you while you’re at a team function, but Mrs. Freeny quit. She called me from the road. She’s driving back up here already. The nerve of the woman. But don’t you worry. I’m packing my bags now⁠—”

      “Wait a minute, hold on, Mom. Mrs. Freeny quit?”

      “I’m so sorry, honey. She said she was homesick. But it should only take me two days to get there.”

      Fuck. I barely hold back from venting out loud to my mother. My grip on the phone tightens to the point that, if I’d done one more workout, I’d have probably crushed it. Forcing myself to ease my hold, a cascade of problems runs through my head, ending with the bottom line: who’s going to take care of Lizette on Monday morning—two fucking days from now—while I report to practice to start my career with the Brawlers?

      I don’t know the answer, but I do know it’s not going to be my mom. She has a full life in Montreal, and it would be too big a sacrifice for her to drop everything to come here, even if she could get here for Monday morning.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “You don’t have to do that, Mom. I’ll handle it. I’m sure the team’s front office can help.” I have no idea if this is true, but I hope to fuck someone with the organization will be able to help me find someone. The idea of a stranger staying with Lizette makes my stomach turn.

      “Of course I’m coming down. What kind of mother do you think I am?” The temptation to let her rescue me is strong, but there’s no way I’ll let her. No way I’d want to contend with Dad if she did leave him and come down here.

      “What about Dad? Is he okay with you coming down?” I know he wouldn’t be. He relies on Mom. They’re inseparable since he retired, and he’d starve if she didn’t cook for him.

      “Oh, never mind your father. He’ll survive.”

      “You didn’t tell him your plan, did you?” I can’t help my smile.

      “Not yet. But don’t you worry.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. Really.” Resignation solidifies into resolve, and I straighten, calming with certain belief that I can handle this. I won’t let her disrupt her life and come all the way down from Montreal. Aside from the fact that Dad would kill me. So I go with bravado. “I’ll find a replacement. She’ll start Monday.”

      “You’re sure? How will you manage that? It took you forever to hire Mrs. Freeny.”

      “And look how that turned out.” I’m hoping my joke will deflect the fact that I’m faking my way through this, lying my ass off and hoping I’ll be able to get a nanny by some miracle. I’ll have to rely on the Brawlers’ front office for help, or maybe one of the guys knows someone.

      After I convince my mother that I’m all set, she agrees to wait and come down with Dad for the season opener. We end the call. I’m left with the phone in my hand and a big fat fucking problem to deal with.

      I have to deal with finding a nanny by Monday either way, but now that I’ve pretended to my mother that I have things under control, it makes it only a fucking billion times worse.

      “What was that about?” Zoey asks. She appears at my shoulder as she plays with Lizette’s small hand, fascinating my little girl with her shiny rings.

      “It was about my nanny quitting.” I push my free hand through my hair, running the phone calls I need to make through my head.

      “That’s too bad. I figured you might have a problem the way you arrived with your things all disorganized. You find a new one yet?”

      “She quit today. I just found out now. She got in her car and is driving back to Montreal as we speak.”

      “Eek.” She stops fluttering her many-ringed fingers for Lizette and kisses her forehead as she looks up at me with those sparkly eyes and perfect face like she’s from a superior species.

      “That’s one way to put it,” I say. “Mine is more along the lines of fuck. As in, I’m fucked.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she says, looking devilish. “Maybe as far as shit. As in, you’re up shit’s creek.”

      The corner of my mouth lifts a grudging millimeter. “Without a paddle,” I add.

      She looks between me and Lizette and whispers, “Without a fucking paddle.”

      I can’t help snorting a half-laugh, even as the stress level in me elevates, and my mind spins through the endless line of steps I need to take starting now to get a new nanny in time to start practice Monday morning with my new team.

      “I’ll call the team’s player relations office and see if they can help out,” I say in answer to the unspoken question on her face. She nods, but she doesn’t look happy. About the same as how I feel.

      “You’ll leave Lizette with a stranger?” she asks as if she has a stake in my baby’s happiness, and the jolt that hits me far exceeds the earlier impact of her looks. Her caring nature is like some kind of rabid aphrodisiac, because my cock’s interest grows by leaps and bounds. Literally.

      “Hopefully not for long,” I say, the words churning my gut. She makes a face, crinkling her nose. Then she pulls a bottle from the bag she’s still carrying for me.

      “I heated up Lizette’s bottle for you. Let me feed her?”

      I laugh, giving in, and we find a seat at a table. I feel the eyes of most of the women at the gathering on me, shifting from me to Lizette and Zoey. I can hear the buzz of speculation. Fat fucking chance.

      Although I’ve been inundated with female attention throughout my career and have taken full advantage of it at times, right now I need to concentrate on hockey and my daughter, and not in that order. Either way, I have no business carrying on a flirtation with Zoey that’s not going to end with a new mama for my baby. Not ready to jump into that fire again. I only have room for one love-of-my-life and that’s Lizette.

      As for a fling, I can’t afford a fling with my teammate’s wife’s friend. O’Rourke is my new team captain, and hitting on Zoey at this party would be bad form. Bad fucking form. Besides, I don’t know a thing about her except that she likes babies and hot hockey players. And she’s unnaturally gorgeous. And frank-mouthed. Okay, that’s not nothing, but she could have skeletons or career ambitions that are problematic, like my ex-wife for instance, who is more enamored with her modeling career than her baby daughter.

      “How do you know Chelsea and Ryan?” She helps me feed Lizette, true to her word about being my baby caddy, passing me food and things from the bag and wiping Lizette’s mouth.

      “Chelsea was my volleyball coach at Boston University.”

      “Interesting. That explains your height.”

      She laughs. She is tall, but there’s something wrong with her story. There’s more to it, but I don’t have a chance to push for it as Brady lets out a shrieking whistle the old-fashioned way, with two fingers in his mouth.

      “Team meeting.” He points in the direction of a side door where O’Rourke stands waving us over.

      “I’ll take care of Lizette,” Zoey says. I hesitate to say yes, so I say nothing as I study this woman’s face. I’m way too fascinated, too drawn to this stranger. Except she still seems familiar.

      “Let’s go, new guy. Give up the baby. There’s plenty of help here,” Finn says in a taunting voice as he passes by our table.

      “I really like that guy,” I say to Zoey.

      “I’m sure he likes you,” she says. “You and your hundred-point seasons. You have a rep to live up to.”

      “More sass, eh?” Shit. She knows my hockey stats. She may be a family friend, but she acts more like a puck bunny. Another look up and down her flawless body and face and I know better. This lady doesn’t need to chase anyone for any reason.

      “I think she needs a nap,” I say as I hand my baby over to her, another jolt striking me to the core as we make contact. She shoots her eyes to mine but they’re unreadable. Mine are telegraphing Did you just feel that? But she doesn’t answer my unspoken question. Of course not. She’s all business with the baby now.

      “I’ll put her portable crib in the nursery.” She holds the baby as if she’s a pro. Maybe she is. Maybe she works in a nursery or a daycare. Or maybe she’s a pediatrician. I should ask.

      Instead, I dig my phone from my pocket and scroll open the monitor app. “Here’s my phone. There’s a baby monitor app⁠—”

      “Go. I got this.” She takes my phone and tosses her head in the direction of the door where everyone else has disappeared. They’re waiting for me while I take care of Lizette and that drives home the point that I need to solve the nanny problem pronto. Because I can’t damn well count on having a mysterious knockout offering to help me wherever I go—at least not a trustworthy one. Something, even beyond the fact that she’s friends with the O’Rourke’s, tells me this one is trustworthy. And don’t forget off-limits.

      Zoey holds Lizette against her chest and my baby settles in as if her breast is a pillow. I have no business feeling a spurt of desire mixed with my gratitude as I nod my okay, keeping my mouth shut.

      “I’ll put her down for a nap and I promise to keep an eye on her while you have your unofficial team meeting with the guys.”

      “No need to watch her. You can keep tabs with the monitor app.”

      The smile she gives me could stop a tank, and for the moment it stops my breath. I’m lucky I don’t follow my dick and grab her face to plunder those sassy lips. This is fucking ridiculous. I’m ridiculous. Guess this is what happens when a guy goes without for too long. It’s been since before Lizette was born last time I was with a woman and it’s showing tonight. Shit.

      “I’m honored that you’re entrusting me with Lizette,” she says, and I believe her. Again, I don’t trust myself to speak, so I nod and pat Lizette’s back once before I walk away. I wanted to lean in and kiss my baby, but I didn’t dare get that close to Zoey and her tempting breasts. Hell, who am I kidding? Everything about her tempts me.

      Snorting to myself because I’m pathetic, as I join the others I do my best to keep that fact under wraps. It’s time to concentrate on hockey and my new team. I have a lot to prove. Besides, though Zoey is an undeniable beauty, my attraction is more a symptom of my desperation than a real connection. She’s more connected to Lizette than me. Zoey’s not my type. She’s too bold, too shiny, and glittery. Besides, if she’s interested in me at all, I can’t tell if she’s looking for a hook-up or a relationship. Either way, she’s a friend of Chelsea O’Rourke and so it’s better she stays off-limits, because I don’t need to piss off the team captain by making a wrong move with his wife’s friend.

      Maybe she can help me find a nanny, though. Maybe she can be my nanny. A shiver of desire runs down my spine straight to my dick as I walk through the door. I dismiss the idea and concentrate on where I’m going, down a few steps to an impressive man cave where the other guys are talking and joking.

      O’Rourke blows a loud whistle through his two fingers, effectively stopping conversations and causing a string of curses and muttering from my new teammates. I lean against a wall and take the beer Finn hands to me as he takes the spot next to me against the wall. The two couches and four chairs at the card table are filled. O’Rourke stands front and center in front of a big-ass screen that’s currently blank. A few guys lean against the pool table to the left.

      “Welcome back to the season—our Stanley Cup season.” O’Rourke grins and we all clap and hoot. I join in because I know he’s serious, and I know I’m the last piece of the puzzle the team needed to assemble the kind of team that will be a top contender for the Cup.

      “Preseason starts next week and if you didn’t already meet him, let’s welcome Raphael Lemaire to the team.” O’Rourke points to me and claps. All the guys clap. “Say a few words.” O’Rourke gives me no choice.

      “Call me Rafe.” That gets some laughs and a snort from Finn.

      “Does this mean there’s going to be a shake-up on the first line?” Finn says, because he’s a bold bastard, I’m learning.

      “You’re the fucking goalie. What do you care?” This time the laughs are more robust, and I shake my head at the guy’s fucking pluck. “The answer is no. Coach told me I’m playing on the second line, and we’ll see how the team meshes.”

      That satisfies the guys, except Grayson, who throws me a death stare. I’m laughing when I see him approaching.

      “Enough shit about babies,” he says and elbows me. “We have a season coming and we need to turn it around. What I want to know is how many points you can get us?” He doesn’t bother to hide his animosity. Tough shit. O’Rourke is about to say something, but I stop him.

      “If I stay healthy and play 85 percent or more of the games, I guarantee 100 points, minimum.” I’m not joking, though Finn laughs. I already know the guy well enough to know he doesn’t doubt it and appreciates the self-confidence. O’Rourke quirks his brow.

      “I wouldn’t go making bold statements, but he asked and I’m not going to back down with false modesty. I take the question seriously because I know the team is serious about counting on me, about coming back from last season,” I say to O’Rourke. “You okay?” He nods. He’d been injured halfway through the season last year and missed too many games to help them much. There were a few other personnel changes, including some shoring up of the defense.

      “We should be good to go then, right?” I turn to Finn. “I know we’re fucking aces at goal.”

      He high-fives me, taking the compliment as his due. Brady joins us and smacks him, but he’s grinning while he does it.

      O’Rourke goes on to give a tough and inspiring captain’s speech and I wonder if he’s going to coach after he retires at the end of the season. He’s a class act—now. You’d never know he was nothing but trouble his first couple of years in the league. I know all the players on the team, their histories and stats and everything else I can find out about them. Made it my point to do my homework before I made the move.

      “That’s it for official business,” O’Rourke says. “Drink up and then we eat.” The guys comply with impressive speed.

      “So, what’s with you and Zoey?” Finn says as he grabs another beer.

      “Nothing. Why do you ask?”

      “You’re one of the few single guys on the team now who are eligible. The others are under twenty-one. Beware of the puck chasers.”

      “I’m pretty sure Zoey isn’t⁠—”

      O’Rourke comes over and hands me a beer. I take it, putting my empty bottle down.

      “What about Zoey?”

      “She’s gorgeous,” I say.

      “Mr. Obvious,” Finn says.

      “Don’t let Finn fool you. She’s no puck chaser,” O’Rourke smiles. “She is special though. A near and dear friend of my wife.” He gives me a friendly wink. Or seemingly friendly wink, but I know a warning when I get one. He walks away and Finn lets out a low, quiet whistle.

      “Jesus H. Guess that means Zoey’s off-limits. Sorry man.” He slaps my back again. I don’t mind. It’s more like brotherly affection than anything else.

      I shake my head. No fucking way. I say, “No worries there. I have my hands full with the one girl I have in my life right now. I don’t need a girlfriend. I need a nanny. By Monday.”
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          Zoey

        

      

    

    
      “Chelsea, you need to help me with the new hottie, Rafe Lemaire.”

      My former coach and good friend laughs at me.

      “Impulsive much?”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Today you want him. But what about tomorrow?” Chelsea softens her look and throws an arm around my shoulders.

      “You have it all wrong,” I whisper. We stroll toward the bedroom where the two babies are sleeping, Chelsea and Ryan’s number two baby, Charlie, and my hockey hottie’s little girl are fast asleep. Lizette looks like a cherub in her portable crib that turns out to be sturdier than I would have guessed.

      “My heart needs someone to reach out to, to pick up the slack since . . .” I fly my hands around because there’s no need to explain the loss of Grams to Chelsea. We both spent enough lunches and brunches and after-dinner glasses of wine with Grams for Chelsea to know how close we were, how special my Grams was. She lived on Beacon Hill in a big, old mansion and left it to me along with half her fortune—not that I need it.

      “You hardly know him,” she says, her forehead furrowed.

      “Oh—not Rafe. Not that he isn’t compelling on his own, but we both know I’m in no shape for any romantic entanglements. I’m talking about his baby, Lizette.” I smile and wink, shoving her shoulder.

      She looks like she’s about to take a bite out of a balloon. “Oh. Well. That makes more sense. But what the heck do you need my help with? Looks like you have Lizette wrapped around your pinky the same way you have my two devils under your spell.”

      “I want to be his nanny—I mean Lizette’s nanny.” I try to keep my voice low as we check on the sleeping babies, but there’s so much excitement bursting from me.

      Chelsea gives me a strange look and drags me from the room. When she closes the door, she says, “What about your real job? You’re a freaking supermodel. Or did you forget that?”

      “I’m no supermodel.” It’s true. In the world of modeling, I’m up and coming. Only friends and relatives who have no clue think of me as a superstar.

      “Only a matter of minutes.”

      “Which isn’t happening since I’m on hiatus and, honestly,” I pause and sigh, saying out loud for the first time what’s in my heart, “I don’t care if I never go back to it.”

      “You don’t mean that. Grams was so proud⁠—”

      “She was proud of me for being me, for shooting for the moon, not for being a model.” The modeling comes too naturally to be an accomplishment. I almost feel guilty for succeeding in such a competitive field without putting up the necessary fight to make it worthwhile. Especially when so many others struggle and never make it. “I’ll step aside and give someone else a shot at the Estée Lauder contract.”

      Chelsea nods and rubs my back. We stand in the hall just outside the nursery door.

      “Maybe I’ll go back to beach volleyball,” I joke. We both know that’s not happening. I barely made the team, and my right knee probably has a different opinion about whether I can go back.

      “A hard no on that one, sister.” We slap our palms in a high-five. “Save your knee and all your other limbs for something more worthwhile.”

      I snort. “Like modeling?”

      “At least it pays well. You get a platform and could do a lot of good.”

      I nod. “There’s that.” That was the reason I went with it in the first place, the reason Grams was proud. But now that I’ve made some money and inherited half of Grams’ fortune, the money from modeling is no longer a factor. But there is the platform . . . “I’ll think about it. But I’m going to take some time. And I’ll need to do something during that time besides naval gazing and sorting through Gram’s wardrobe.”

      I hear a stir inside the nursery and go back inside to find Lizette awake. “You’re wet,” I whisper as I get her bag and, before I have a chance to wrangle a diaper from it, Chelsea is there handing one to me along with wipes and powder. I change her up and the deep satisfaction of her adorable baby face seeps through me as I lift her into my arms. Taking her and her bag, we leave the nursery and head back outside.

      Chelsea says, “Join me and work on the annual Festival of Trees to benefit the team’s foundation.”

      “Isn’t that just for players’ wives and girlfriends?”

      “We’ll make you an honorary member. Besides, you never know what might happen with Rafe.” She arches a brow.

      “You’re incorrigible. But I’d still . . .” rather take care of his baby.

      “What are you thinking, girlfriend? You look so sad, like a lost puppy. Spill it.”

      “My heart goes out to Rafe’s little girl. I’d really love to take care of her. Just for a while.”

      “I don’t know. I think he needs a professional nanny, not temporary help. He needs someone who can stick around and give Lizzie stability and you have⁠—”

      “Nothing on my horizon. Seriously. Call me crazy, but the last thing I want to do is perpetuate a modeling career that I never looked for in the first place. I certainly don’t need the money and I can do without the notoriety.”

      Chelsea gives me one of her thoughtful, skeptical, crunched-forehead looks and I know she’s worried about me. We find an empty table and sit with Lizette on my lap playing with my rings.

      “You’re feeling lonely and off-kilter after losing Grams,” Chelsea says, “but it won’t always feel this way.”

      “I hope to hell not. But that doesn’t change my mind about modeling.”

      “There’s always volleyball. You can help me with my team.” She grins because we both know my short career in beach volleyball was even more of a lark than modeling.

      “I’ll take Lizzie to your team’s games, and we’ll cheer on the sidelines. That’s as involved as I want to get. I’m sticking to yoga for my daily dose of activity. It’s all my knees can handle.”

      She sighs. “If you’re dead set on being a professional nanny, then by all means go for it.”

      “I’ll need your help. He’d never hire a perfect stranger with little to no experience. You need to vouch for me and let him know how good I am with your Charlie and Suzie.”

      “Of course I will. You’re one of the most nurturing souls I’ve ever met, even if you are a little . . .”

      “What?”

      “Lost.” She wraps an arm around my shoulder as she says it, and she’s not wrong. At least she didn’t say flighty. I haven’t found what I want to do with my life, switching majors, sports, and careers in the past six years like changing socks. I haven’t even figured where I want to settle until now and only because Grams left me her Beacon Hill townhouse and it’s filled with memories of her.

      Boston isn’t as sunny as California or as glamorous as New York, but it’s home and it’s a start to figuring out my life.

      “I’m also bored and restless, and I can’t stand the idea of filling my time with shopping and decorating and busywork. I need a place to put my heart, Chels, and Lizette could be that place.”

      “What about her daddy? Is he a contender for your heart?” She pokes me like we’re a pair of twelve-year-olds talking about the cool guy on the playground.

      “How would I know?” I half-laugh. “I just met him today. All I know is he’s hot and interesting. And I love his voice and I especially love the way he fawns over his baby, the way he kisses her forehead.” I pause with the image fresh in my head of those lips.

      “You’re thinking of him kissing you, aren’t you?” She whispers, poking me again and I push back, laughing.

      “Will you grow up?”

      “You grow up. You admitted he’s hot. If you’re his nanny, I’m sure he’d consider you off-limits. Maybe you should date him and let a mature, experienced nanny take care of Lizette. You could still see her⁠—”

      “You’re too crazy. As much as Rafe is tempting, you know I’m in no shape for a grown-up relationship. I need to get my head on straight, figure out my life before I consider that.”

      “So just have a fling.”

      “No way. That wouldn’t be fair to Lizette. Besides, something tells me he’s not a fling kind of guy.”

      “Well, he’s not a monk. At least not according to the gossip⁠—”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be out of the celebrity gossip business?”

      “Sure, but I’m having a hard time kicking the habit of consuming the gossip. I don’t know what it is. Some kind of disease that’s embedded itself in me after working in the field. But in my defense, I don’t spread gossip anymore.”

      I snort. “Well, at least there’s that, thank god.” I know it’s true because she could have spread all kinds of gossip about me, and the media would have sucked it up like a vacuum. “So, bottom line, I’m feeling the tug to nurture the little angel Lizette and you’re going to be my agent and make me sound like the second coming of Mary Poppins, right?”

      She laughs and gives me a one-armed hug, nodding her agreement. Now all I can do is hope that Rafe—Mr. Lemaire if I’m going to work for him—is desperate enough to hire me. Because, frankly, I wouldn’t hire me unless I was desperate. I’m too flighty, too needy, and sad.

      Shit. I pull out of the hug and hesitate.

      “But only if you really believe in me . . .”

      “No you don’t.” Chelsea puts her hands on her hips. “Do not second-guess yourself. Hold your chin up and own the fact that you’re the queen of nurturing.” She forces a smile from me in spite of my insecurities—another thing I need to work on. “Of course, I have no idea if you can handle a kid once they hit adolescence, but let’s hope that bridge gets sturdy by the time you need to cross it.”

      “Adolescence?” The notion of twelve years down the line rattles me, giving my doubt a second life.

      Chelsea laughs hysterically and is almost to the point of tears before she can insist she was kidding. Which I, of course, get now.

      “I was . . . kidding. No way any parent would expect a nanny to stay twelve years.”

      But the idea of stability and longevity go hand in hand and leaving Lizette once I fall completely in love with her would be out of the question. Aren’t the people you love supposed to stay in your life forever? Grams was that to me and I’ve almost forgiven her for dying on me far too young, but the hurt twists in my gut and my heart aches like I’ve been punched every morning just before I wake up.

      “You’ll be fine. You’re exactly what he needs.”

      “You mean what Lizette needs, don’t you?” I’m not sure I trust Chelsea and her matchmaking tendencies.

      “Same thing.” She waves it off and I suppose it’s true. Rafe loves Lizette and whatever she needs, he desperately needs. That much is clear.

      The guys come out of meeting, laughing and loud and rambunctious. When Rafe steps out of the door my heart pings like it’s just been messaged by Cupid. He’s so absolutely doable with that dark wavy hair all sexy and disheveled. But it’s his sensual full lips and that manly cleft in his strong chin that clenches my thighs together. Until I meet his eyes, and everything melts.

      The deep brown fringed with long lashes and set at the exact angle to set my girl parts on fire with longing hits me with an atomic spark. He grins and I answer with the kind of smile that screams take me now. It takes everything I have not to falter when I realize it’s Lizette he’s grinning at.

      I excuse myself and bring her over, meeting him in the middle of the patio, the crowd of hockey men swarming past me to the steaks laid out in stacks on a table with all manner of dishes.

      “Short meeting,” I say.

      “Hungry men,” he says back as he takes Lizette from my arms as if she’s been waiting. “I bet she’s hungry again.”

      “I bet.” I clamp my mouth shut to prevent me from licking my lips like I want to devour him. Maybe Chelsea is right about him.

      He takes Lizette inside to the kitchen where we put the rest of her formula and I follow him. It’s because I want to be helpful. It’s the least I can do really for the poor guy with no nanny. He takes out a bottle from the fridge and heats it up in a plug-in bottle warmer, doing everything one-handed while he holds her, like an expert.

      All I do is watch and play with Lizette’s chubby hands and feet and talk nonsense with her.

      “I don’t suppose you resolved your nanny problem in that meeting?”

      “No.” He half laughs, half looks at me like I’m silly.

      He takes the warm bottle back outside and we settle at a table together with Angela, Brady Mack’s wife, who’s nursing her latest baby. I think she has three other children running around. A strong jolt of need to nurture strikes me fresh. When he strikes up a conversation with Angela, I look around for somewhere else to be, like in a hole or under the table because I’m so pathetic.

      But when I hear him say to Angela, “I don’t suppose you know of a good nanny who might be available?” I snap to attention and jump in without a thought or even a breath.

      “I do,” I say. They both turn to me. Rafe raises his brows until they’re hidden under the dark waves of his hair. I stare back for a beat and then, remembering I’m an adult woman, almost a supermodel, and I have professional poise and confidence, thinking maybe I ought to find all that hidden treasure and put it to good use here. “I know someone who would be great with Lizette.” I sound convincing because I mean every word. My heart beats fast like I’m trying out for a spot on the cover of Vogue. Both Rafe and Angela’s eyes are riveted on me. Lizette flails her arms at me as he takes the bottle from her mouth.

      “Well? Who?” His eyes dance with interest and wariness and a touch of desperation as they beg me to be his savior. I square my shoulders and let it rip, spilling my fresh new secret desire out into the world, smack into the face of the one man who can grant it.

      “Me.” I flash my most brilliant, photo-ready smile, sitting up straight and holding my breath as I meet his astonished gaze.

      “But—” Angela starts and I should have known she’d be shocked since she knows I’m Chelsea’s supposed supermodel friend. That’s what they all call me. Damn. How the hell am I going to keep that under wraps?

      “I’d be honored and thrilled to help you out.” I cut off whatever Angela was going to say and, since she’s a kind and smart lady, she shuts her mouth and tries not to smirk.

      “Really?” he says. “Don’t you already have a job?”

      “I’m in between jobs right now.” I flash my eyes at Angela begging her to go along when she looks like she’s going to burst out laughing.

      “What do you do?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.” This is where I’m going to lose him if I can’t flag down Chelsea right now to back me up. I look frantically around and see her with a tray of hot dogs and wave at her.

      “Still looking for a career?” he prompts. Angela coughs.

      “I’m in between careers,” I smudge the truth. “It’s not a crime, is it? It’s not that I’m a flake or anything, but I’m not sure I know what I want to do when I grow up.”

      “Daydreaming is nice, but how about paying the bills?” he says. The nerve.

      “Says the guy who pursued his dream to play hockey for a living.” I arch a brow, with extra meaning, reaching for my hairline and hoping I don’t look like a freak. Great. Now he thinks I’m a flighty, irresponsible freak.

      “Touché. It worked out for me. What dream are you pursuing?” He roams his eyes around my face and it takes all my moxie, as my grandma would say, not to flinch or blush. But I’m no blusher. I’m made of tough stuff—according to said grandma, the woman who I loved most in the world, who recently deserted me, leaving me with a pile of money and too many decisions to make in the vacuum of her loss.

      I shrug. I can’t tell him my current dream is to be his nanny or that I’m on hiatus from modeling. My last shoot was in France last week, but something tells me to keep that tidbit to myself.

      He fucking rolls his eyes at me.

      “You have nerve judging me. Your career could end any time and you’ll find yourself in the exact same⁠—”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. Don’t mind me. It’s just . . .” he lets out a big breath. “Lizette’s mother was . . . flighty.” His mouth flattens and I know there’s more to the story than that. A hell of a lot more and whatever it is has him too skittish to be healthy.

      And look who’s talking about emotional health now. I’m the queen of messed up. I’m his worst nightmare, in fact. Flighty.

      “So, when do you think your baby mama will have her epiphany and come back from France to collect her little angel.”

      “Never.” He scowls, anger simmering.

      “I’m not trying to be a jerk, but I find it hard to believe that she won’t be back.”

      “I don’t care if she does come back. After the way she deserted Lizette, no court would ever give her custody. Not if I have anything to say about it.” I nod, understanding his anger, the fear and hurt behind it. He knows he can’t possibly make up for his little girl’s mother deserting her.

      I look at him, ready to say more, but his mouth goes flat and thin and he looks away, paying an unnecessary amount of attention to adjusting Lizette’s cute little pink hairband.

      “You’re probably right,” I say. He looks at me and doesn’t say a thing, no pretense of a smile showing. He flashes a look at Angela, and she gives him a reassuring nod. When he returns his eyes to mine, he looks absolutely hostile.

      But fuck that, because I want to help him, want to erase the hurt, shield Lizette from feeling deserted, from thinking that she’s not every mother’s dream girl. I want her to know that her mother is the one in the wrong. I want to make up for that skanky woman, whoever she is, want to erase the horrible rep she’s giving to models everywhere.

      While I’m working up my nerve to say what’s on my mind, Angela speaks up, “I think it’s wonderful that Zoey wants to help you, Rafe. I know my word doesn’t mean much since you don’t know me, but she’s a good person and has a way with babies and kids.”

      Rafe stares at her like she just landed from Mars, and I want to kiss her and pick her up and swing her around and squeeze her with gratitude. I settle for a big smile and a gentle squeeze of her hand. Rafe nods and turns to me, all business, his face making me feel like I forgot to wear my hockey pads and helmet for this conversation because he’s in game mode.

      “When you’re not between jobs, what do you do? Nanny? Daycare? Kindergarten teacher?” He smirks at the last as if he’s joking. Maybe mocking me. But he has a point.

      Shit. I have no experience. He’s asking the exact question I don’t want to answer, can’t answer because I know he’ll shut the door of opportunity in my face.

      “No.” I look frantically around for Chelsea again, needing her to stand up for me. Angela’s words opened the door, but I need Chelsea to close the deal. He’s looking at me expectantly, like I didn’t finish answering the question.

      “I was playing pro beach volleyball for a while. Now I’m kicking around.” I refuse to admit to my career in modeling. Not now. I don’t want to spill that not-so-secret secret. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t recognize me from any of my commercials. I have no makeup and my hair is in a ponytail, like the way Grams used to do it when we’d go to Revere Beach when I was a kid. God, I miss her. A pain spears me like a renegade bolt of lightning from a faraway storm, reaching out and bringing me back to the heartache.

      Angela stands with her little bundle of joy asleep on her shoulder and says, “Like I said, if it counts for anything, I think Zoey would make a great nanny for Lizette, at least until you can find someone permanent.” Rafe nods with excessive politeness as if her opinion counts for exactly zero points. He’s clearly protective of Lizette. Angela winks at me before she leaves us alone and now my nerves kick in. He hasn’t come close to answering the question of whether he’ll accept my offer of help.

      Not good. All that means is he’s trying to avoid rejecting me, hoping I’ll go away. Unfortunately for him—and me too—I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t disappear, I don’t quit a challenge, not even when I’m hurting. I may be flighty, but I always rise to a challenge when it’s put in front of me. Maybe that’s my problem.

      Too bad. Grams’ voice tells me to own it, flighty or not.

      Lizette slaps at Rafe’s face and I laugh. Time to bring the conversation back to him and Lizette.

      “What’s the real story about why your baby mama left? Did you do something terrible to her?”

      “Are you blaming it on me?” He’s incredulous and I laugh.

      “No. Just sassing.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Sore subject. I get it. Although Lizette seems very happy with you and is no doubt way better off without the skank who birthed her.”

      His eyes snap to mine and after a shocked beat, he barks out a laugh.

      “Do you always change your mind from one breath to the next?”

      “Not when a thing takes hold of me.” Or a desire, a bone-deep need to share the love in my heart that has no place to go right now because Grams is gone. “So, I take it you weren’t close to⁠—”

      “Priscilla. No. I wasn’t. She was barely a notch above puck bunny, dating me for the status.”

      “But why were you dating her?” This is the million-dollar question.

      He has the grace to turn away and look embarrassed, blushing slightly. When was the last time I’d seen a hockey star blush? The answer is never. My heart lurches into go-mode, beating a bit faster than usual, even faster than it does with the normal interest in a sexy man.

      Well shit.

      “I . . . was stupid. Didn’t think much of it. She threw herself at me and I needed some arm candy at the time.” He pauses, clears his throat, and I let him continue, knowing what’s coming next, but feeling his pain as he admits it.

      “She was attentive and fun. We got along, so when she got pregnant, I was happy because I always wanted to have kids.” He sighs. “But I wasn’t interested in marriage. She said she wouldn’t have the baby unless we got married. I understood where she was coming from and there was no way I wanted her to give up the baby, so I agreed to marry her.”

      “Tough start to a marriage.” My mind spins with the kind of commitment he has to fatherhood to agree to marry a woman he wasn’t in love with so he could be a father to his baby. “She wasn’t the wife you had in mind?” He shakes his head.

      “She wasn’t going to have the baby at first. The fact that I had to persuade her should have been a big red flag.” He runs a hand through his dark hair, ruffling the sexy waves. “Fuck, I should have known then she wasn’t going to be much of a mother. She left to pursue a career in modeling because that was more important than her baby. I don’t mind that she left me since we were hardly a love match, but⁠—”

      “But who leaves their baby? To model of all things?” I mean the words with every fiber of my being. I’d give up modeling for a lot less. For me, it’s a temporary career at best, a way to save up to do something worthwhile with the money. Now, money is the least of my worries. But again, I don’t share that with Mr. Judgmental. I don’t want him to be influenced by my money.

      If he finds out I’m a model, he won’t appreciate the similarity to his ex.

      And for some reason, I care about what he would appreciate. Against my better judgment and everything I thought I wanted, I want him to appreciate me. I want him to look at me with those deep brown eyes that remind me of melted chocolate and melt my heart with the same kind of adoring look he gives to Lizette—only with a side of sexy. A jumbo side of sexy.

      “Well, this was a terrible getting-to-know-you conversation,” I say. He laughs. I love the sound of it, deep like he’s hiding a big bass voice of operatic proportions inside, like he could blow the roof off if he let out a yell. And, all of a sudden, I want to make him lose his mind bellowing in orgasmic pleasure, to hear that sound.

      It’s my turn to blush and I hope he doesn’t notice as I turn away. WTF?

      “An even worse job interview,” he says. But his smile says otherwise.

      Chelsea comes over, dragging Ryan with her, and out of nowhere she gushes on and on about how good I am with her children and how she trusts me with them implicitly. Before either me or Rafe can say a word, she elbows Ryan, who agrees that I’ve taken good care of Charlie and Suzie when I’ve stayed with them. He looks confused, but he goes along because he adores his wife.

      “She’s a very responsible person,” Chelsea says. “The most responsible player on the volleyball team when I was coaching.” It’s a ridiculous statement, totally out of place, and when she realizes it, she blushes furiously. I pat her shoulder and try not to wince. Rafe smirks and I know he knows I put her up to it.

      “Is that right?”

      Chelsea nods while Ryan shakes his head.

      “What’s this all about?” he asks.

      “Zoey put Chelsea up to vouch for her to be my nanny,” Rafe says without missing a beat. Well damn.

      “It doesn’t mean what I said isn’t true,” Chelsea blurts, admitting all.

      “No doubt you meant every word,” Rafe says, “even if it is biased.”

      “Now wait a minute,” I say, ready to fight for what I want, trying not to look at Lizette’s little cherub face. Rafe puts up his free hand to stop me.

      “But since I’m desperate and Lizette seems to like you, you’re hired.”

      Bam. My heart stutters and clatters in my chest and I grin like a girl in love who’s just been proposed to. I’m certifiable, Grams, but at least my heart feels better as I reach out to Lizette and take her in my arms.

      “Temporarily,” he adds. “Until I can find a professional.”
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      Chelsea is comical in her endorsement of Zoey, saying that since I need a nanny so desperately, she’ll give up her favorite babysitter in the world and let me have Zoey and going on about how perfect her friend is. Clearly these two are more than friends; they’re close like sisters.

      Zoey looks at me with those compelling eyes that should be illegal because I feel like I’m under the influence of some kind of mind-altering drug when she stares at me. But I shake myself mentally enough to see the genuine caring there, the real commitment.

      “Why do you want to be my nanny—I mean Lizzette’s nanny?” I don’t bother keeping the curiosity from my voice because I could swear she’d be better suited to something more glamorous, maybe fashion, hell, probably fucking modeling with her face and body. I wouldn’t have guessed a woman that looks like her would have such simple ambitions as to be a nanny. “Even temporarily?”

      “Because I love babies, and I need to shower my love on someone right now. It would truly be my pleasure. Even temporarily.”

      “Are you prepared to stay overnight? I mean when I have an away game, until I can find a professional⁠—”

      Chelsea jumps in, “Of course she would. If they had an award for the most committed and nurturing nanny on the planet, Zoey would be a top contender.”

      “At least she didn’t claim I’d win,” Zoey says, just short of an eyeroll. I laugh because I like her sense of humor. Her self-deprecating modesty is refreshing.

      “You can report for work on Monday morning. It’ll be early, I’m afraid. 6 a.m.”

      “Ouch. I can’t pretend I’m normally an early riser, but I’ll be there. Me and my extra-large Dunkin’s coffee.”

      “And I had you pegged as a Starbucks kind of girl.”

      Chelsea laughs. “She almost went to the froufrou side, but being back in Boston cured her of that.”

      Zoey’s eyes go wide with panic, and I’m confused.

      “Back to Boston? Where were you before and what brought you back?” There’s a story about this girl that I don’t know. In fact, I know hardly anything about her. I must be crazy to be trusting her with Lizette even with Chelsea’s recommendation and knowing she’s a friend of O’Rourke’s family.

      “I told you. I was playing beach volleyball on the West Coast for a while.” She licks her lips and I swear she looks guilty, but then she adds, “I came back when Grams—my grandmother—got sick. She passed away a month ago.”

      “I’m sorry. You were close to her.” There’s no question. Her beautiful face is filled with pain and my chest tightens at seeing the raw hurt in her eyes. She’s so expressive, so open.

      She clears her throat. “Where do you live?”

      “I’m staying in a townhouse on Beacon Hill. The team arranged a short-term lease. I have six months to find a permanent place to live.”

      “Wow,” Chelsea says. “The team’s gone all out to bring you here. I’ve never heard of them arranging housing for a new guy.”

      “It was part of my terms. Because of Lizette. I didn’t want to leave her behind with my mom and dad, though they offered. I thought I had everything worked out, bringing my nanny with me from Montreal, but . . .” I shrug and smile.

      “Maybe it’s meant to be,” Chelsea says. Zoey nudges her with her hip. There’s definitely something going on. The undercurrent of a hidden agenda is strong. But how can Zoey be so enchantingly authentic and hiding some kind of agenda or secret at the same time?

      Finn heads our way with a big plate of food, and I wave him to sit. At the same time both Chelsea and Zoey pop up to their feet.

      “Gotta go now and see to . . . the dessert,” Chelsea says, wrapping an arm around Zoey’s shoulders. “Zoey needs to help me.” They take off in the direction of the house and disappear before Finn arrives and I wonder why they’re so hot to avoid him. From what I know, he’s a happily married man.

      “You’re living dangerously hitting on Boston’s beauty in spite of O’Rourke’s warning,” Finn says as he sits down.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m not hitting on anyone. But I did just solve my nanny problem, at least temporarily.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” He says and I laugh.

      “I just hired Chelsea’s friend to be Lizette’s nanny until I can find someone permanent.”

      He looks at me and tilts his head, his brows furrowed to trenches. “Chelsea’s friend? You can’t mean Zoey Ross?”

      “Yes.” Zoey Ross. Fuck I didn’t even ask her last name. What happened to the cautious, thorough, responsible father looking out for his little girl? Shit. We didn’t even talk about her compensation. Fuck, I’m so messed up. Why the hell did I hire her on such a wild impulse without knowing a fucking thing about her—not even her last name?

      “Are you out of your fucking mind? She’s no nanny, man. Do you even know who she is?”

      “Apparently not. But Chelsea recommends her highly and Lizette likes her.”

      “Chelsea recommended her? To be your nanny?” he rubs his face. “This is so fucked up. Did she agree to this?”

      “She practically begged me,” I say. It’s only a slight exaggeration, but I could tell how much she wanted it. “Seemed like she needed the job.”

      He barks a laugh, looks at me shaking his head and then laughs and laughs and wipes tears from his eyes he’s laughing so hard.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I say, but I’m deathly afraid there’s something wrong with my new nanny that I’m about to find out about.

      “She’s playing you, man. Has to be, because the last thing that girl needs is money. Don’t you know who she is?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?” It seems like I’m missing something big, and I steel myself because it’s not going to be something good. That much is clear.

      “She’s Zoey Ross, the supermodel. Shampoo commercials, perfume commercials, on billboards all over town.” He stops and looks at me like I’m an alien from another planet and that’s exactly what I feel like because his words don’t make any sense, refuse to sink in. The word supermodel pings around in my head like a lead ball, like a bad message I refuse to decipher as I stare back at him.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. You just got to town a few days ago. But you must have seen her on TV commercials?”

      “No.” No, no, no. It can’t possibly be true. The universe would not send me a supermodel to replace the mother of my child who left us to become a supermodel. It’s simply not possible.

      “She said nothing about being a model. She said she played volleyball.”

      “Sure. Beach volleyball. That’s how she got discovered. It’s a cool story.” Finn grins, oblivious to the dark vortex circling me like crows, about to overtake me as I hold onto Lizette. She’s sleeping against my chest, and I don’t know how she manages with the loud drumming of my heart beating against my chest, sounding like a parade in my ears.

      “If that’s true, why would she agree to be my nanny?”

      “Beats me. Maybe she wants to get in your pants.” Finn picks up a rib and bites in.

      I’m a fan of hunky hockey players too. Zoey’s comment rings through my head and I flinch. How could I be so wrong about her genuine fondness for Lizette, about her openly telegraphing her desire to be her nanny?

      Maybe I wasn’t wrong. Maybe I was right about there being a hidden agenda. And maybe Finn is right and I’m the hidden agenda. But that makes no sense because why would she go to the trouble of being my nanny if she wanted a hook-up? Especially the way she looks?

      Boom. I’m a fool. She looks like a supermodel. Perfect features and skin, amazing eyes, tall and shapely. What the fuck was I thinking? I stand.

      “I need to find Zoey,” I say.

      “I bet you do.” Finn talks around a bone in his mouth and makes no further comment.

      I collect Lizette’s things and go inside where I last saw Zoey going with her partner in crime, Chelsea, who swore up and down what a great nanny Zoey would make. Damn. What kind of people am I dealing with on this team?

      In the kitchen I see Chelsea with her little boy in her lap, feeding him a bottle, but Zoey is nowhere in sight.

      “Where’s Zoey Ross?” I don’t bother keeping the displeasure from my voice and face, aware of the thin, tense line of my mouth and jaw. Chelsea flinches. Lizette breathes quietly on my shoulder, and I kiss her head automatically, my chest tightening. Poor baby girl.

      “She left. But don’t be mad at her because she knew if you knew she was a model that you wouldn’t let her help you and she so wanted to help, to be Lizette’s nanny.” Chelsea rushes out her words and gives me a pleading look.

      “You expect me to believe that? What kind of game are you playing?”

      Shaking her head with convincing violence, she says, “No game. I promise you that. She’s legit in between jobs. She left modeling last month when she came home to take care of her grandmother. Grams was at the end of her life. It was hard on Zoey, and she needs to shower someone with her orphaned love since her Grams is gone. Surely you can understand that?”

      “If that’s all true, why didn’t she just tell me?” My outrage slips. I felt lost when my grandpappa passed years ago.

      She snorts. “You seemed very cautious, and she didn’t want you to think she’s
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