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What A Guy Wants
Everything financial whiz-wunderkind Beckett Fields touches turns to gold—well, ever since he changed his name and turned his life around. But when he bets on the monthly poker game, it looks like his luck has just run out.

Or has it?

Dr. Jennifer Bingham has done everything right her whole life, starting in high school when she tried to help a cute guy everyone else thought was a loser. And now, thanks to the mess her twin sister has made of her life, Jennifer is raising her niece, Sami. 

When bad boy Beckett shows up to clean her house, using a different name now, she tries to forget how he snubbed her years ago. But because of her ex-husband’s lies, the fallout from her sister’s mistakes, and the mystery of who might have fathered her niece, Jennifer isn’t leaving anything up to chance.

Until Sami runs away to find her dad, and Beckett antes up his support, his truth, and his love.

That’s a bet Jennifer’s willing to take.
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Vixen for living through the fishhook incident

and for being my office buddy.

You are missed.
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Third Friday of the month

“Read ’em and weep, ladies.” 

Liam Manley laid down his hand to a chorus of groans from the rest of the table.

Beckett Fields bit back his own sonofabitch. He rarely didn’t win at poker—mainly because numbers and odds were his thing. If counting cards weren’t illegal, he could make a hell of a nice living in Vegas, and while what he could do wasn’t technically card-counting, he doubted the casino brass would see it differently.

Liam obviously didn’t care because his royal flush beat Beck’s full house.

So did Sean’s straight flush, six high.

And Kerry’s four eights.

Kirk’s four nines.

All eyes turned to Cooper. Especially Beck’s. The guy couldn’t have a hand that’d beat a full house. He couldn’t. The odds of that, with all these other winning hands, were astronomical.

Cooper laid down his hand.

Full house. Kings and sixes.

Beck didn’t need to look at his hand again, but did it anyway. Threes and twos.

He’d lost.

“Beck?” Liam tapped the table. “Are you gonna stare at them all night or are you going to let us know which one of these losers is gonna have to put on a maid’s outfit?”

Aw, shit. That’s right; that was on the table. The Manley brothers’ and friends’ monthly poker game upped the stakes on the third Friday’s game: loser lost more than just money. Jesus. Bad enough he had to lose, but he had to lose tonight? And here, he’d thought his luck had changed when he’d changed his name.

Apparently not.

He exhaled and set the cards on the table, giving it to the count of three before the celebrating began.

The guys made it to two.

“Better you than me in those green pants this time, dude,” said Cooper. 

Liam raked in his chips. “And you owe me for the side bet.” 

“Thought odds were your thing, Beck.” Kerry saluted him with a raised beer.

“Yeah, losing odds,” Kirk snorted.

“Hey, it’s not that bad,” said Sean. “I mean, I got something good out of working for Mac. Lee and Bry, too.”

“Yeah.” Liam nodded as he made perfectly-annoying perfectly-aligned stacks, gloating both at the win and winning the girl. The bastard. “But Beck isn’t looking for a wife. Bang-’Em-and-Bag-’Em-Beck. In and out in an hour.”

Kerry tilted his beer toward Liam. “Maybe your sister ought to use that as her new slogan. That’d put an interesting spin on the Manley Maids’ list of available services.”

Beck let them talk. They’d earned the right. After all, he’d known the deal when he’d ante’d up. Loser works for Mary-Alice Catherine Manley’s maid service for a month. It’d started as a lost bet in the beginning when Sean had had to first don the uniform, but the gimmick had become a great marketing tactic. As for the rest of them, well, it was hysterical to watch the losing guy have to sling it out for a month.

Except when he was the losing guy.

God, he hadn’t lost in fifteen or so years. Not since he’d turned down the one nice girl who’d spoken to him in high school, but that’d been because he hadn’t been worthy of her then. Hadn’t had any prospects. Had been facing aging out of the foster system with no place to go, no money, no plans, and not one clue how he was going to survive.

You’d think that with all he’d accomplished in the interim, that that one instance wouldn’t come back to haunt him just because he’d lost a poker bet, but, yeah, it did. Because losing sucked.

And so, apparently, did the vacuum cleaner he was now going to have to use.
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A maid.

He was a freaking maid.

Here to clean dirt and dust and mildew and toilets.

How the hell did this happen?

Beck looked around before he climbed out of his Mercedes. God help him if any of his clients saw him in this ridiculous get-up. Green shirt, green pants; he looked like the swizzle stick from the last rum concoction the bartender had served him in Aruba two months ago.

What he wouldn’t give to be back on that beach.

He adjusted the baseball cap Liam, his so-called buddy, had tossed in with the uniform for Mac’s cleaning service. It was the same puke green—though Lee’d insisted it was mint—but, whatever color it was, at least it shadowed his face. The sunglasses helped, too. Thank God Mac hadn’t put his name on the shirt as if it was some team’s jersey. Team Manley, go team.

More like, Go home, team.

He opened his trunk and unfolded the half-dozen garbage bags he’d wrapped around the toolbox of cleaning supplies—also puke green. All he’d need was for one of them to leak.

He grabbed the vacuum cleaner, the mop/sweeper thing, and a bucket. He should’ve brought his assistant along. Fiona was a whiz at juggling things.

Except he didn’t want anyone to see him like this. Bad enough he’d had to try the damn uniform on before Mac would let him leave her office—and he’d seriously considered staying right there until she let him out of the stupid bet—but he wasn’t going to let anyone else he knew see him. He’d never hear the end of it at the next industry dinner.

Hiking the items in his arms, Beck tried to get from the curb to the front yard as quick as possible, bypassing the trek up the driveway to the brick walkway. Cutting across the yard took about thirty seconds off his commute.

The dog shit he stepped in was about to add them back—tripled.

Sonofabitch.

He dragged the industrial-strength, steel-reinforced-toe boots that were about as comfortable as a pair of women’s high heels—actually, stilettos would probably be more comfortable—through the grass to get the mess off.

That didn’t do much.

Sighing, he hopped, one-footed, to the house and sat on the step between the brick walk and the porch. Yanking a rag from the bundle of goodies inside his Pandora’s box of supplies, he spritzed it with an organic whatever cleaning spray, then just about gagged while cleaning the intricate, non-slip boot tread.

He should never have played that last hand. But the guys had started in on him about being chickenshit, and, well, what could he say? He’d never been one to back down from a dare.

His social worker back when he’d been in the system had always said that would get him into trouble. He should’ve listened.

He ended up spraying the cleaning product directly onto his sole until the, uh, detritus had liquefied enough to run out of the tread itself. Then he used the rag to dry off the shoe, hopefully catching any last remnants so he wouldn’t drag them into the house.

The one he was here to clean.

Sonofabitch. 

Beck packed up the supplies, then looked around for some place to dispose of the rag. No way was that going back into the box, and his pocket was out. The pants were so form-fitting there’d be a bulge. Make that a second bulge if he even thought about something sexy since the pants were so damn tight. 

Thank God he could honestly say he’d never felt less sexy in his life.

Jennifer Bingham opened two slats of her wood blinds a little wider. She’d never seen anyone sexier than the guy bent over in front of her wearing the tightest pants outside of a sports stadium. And considering hunky baseball star, Jared Nolan, as well as Bryan Manley, the latest sex symbol to grace theater screens, were both her clients, that was saying something.

But if this guy wanted to be a client, he had to learn that she didn’t make house calls and definitely didn’t want anyone showing up at her house either, no matter how sick their pet was.

Only... he wasn’t carrying a pet. He was carrying... a vacuum cleaner?

Oh hell. The cleaning service. Today was the day she’d set up weeks ago and had forgotten about.

Jennifer dropped the slats and looked around her great room. She groaned. The stray she’d fostered-into-forever from her veterinarian practice had had a shedding reaction to his antibiotic, and Sami had decided to go through her winter clothes early this year. No matter how many times Jennifer told her that the great room wasn’t a giant closet, the kid wouldn’t listen, which was just one of the reasons she’d finally caved and hired a cleaning service. Sami was seven going on twenty-seven and wanted the wardrobe to prove it.

Jennifer picked up a pile of—oh hell. Sami had gone into her closet again, too. Thongs were not appropriate for seven-year-olds, and given the lack of dates she’d had recently, probably something she ought to put away until the day her social life picked up again.

Especially if the kid had strewn them all over the place for this guy to pick up.

The doorbell sounded. Crap.

Jennifer scooped up as many of the clothes as possible, dropping them in a giant heap by the stairs. She’d tell him it was laundry that she was taking to her room to sort. And then she would.

“Mommy, should I answer the door?” Sami called from the breakfast nook doorway. In heels. Jennifer’s new pumps, to be exact. The ones Jennifer hadn’t had the chance to wear yet.

Sami was also wearing her little black dress and it fell below the heels. Great, one wrong move and those stilettos would slash a tear through it like a hole-punch.

“Don’t move, Sami. I’ll get the door.” She swiped another thong off a pillow on the sofa and flung it toward the pile.

Missed. Of course.

The doorbell sounded again.

“Coming!” She hopped over her new boots—half out of the box they’d come in—and leapt up the two steps to the foyer landing, grabbed hold of the door, and hauled it open.

The guy on the other side fell in on top of her.

Damn, the hardwood really was hard when it met her back. And her butt.

“Holy shit, I’m sorry,” he said, scrambling off her.

Those pants of his left nothing to the imagination. She could tell the guy’s religion in those.

Not that she should be looking.

But how could she help it? She was the perfect height—

Oh my God. Jennifer crab-walked away from the guy, trying to focus on anything but what she’d been focused on.

Who’d designed that uniform? Had they worked for Chippendales? If there was Velcro on the seams, Jennifer was shoving him out the door.

“Here, let me help you up.” He held out his hand. “Are you okay?”

She looked at his hand. Then she looked at him.

No, she wasn’t okay. Bad enough she’d checked out his package; the face was just as impressive. Shoulders weren’t anything to sneeze at either, and the forearms were just ripped enough to make want her to grab hold and never let go.

“Ms. Bingham?” 

“Doctor.” Crap. That wasn’t what she’d meant to say. It sounded pretentious when she wasn’t at the office, but it was her fallback response when someone called her that.

“You need a doctor? Geez. I’m sorry for landing on you. Stay right there. I’ll call 911.”

She shook her head. “No. That’s not what I meant.” She shifted her feet onto the first step down into her sunken great room and wobbly stood up on her own. “I’m fine. But I am a doctor. A veterinarian, actually.”

The guy checked her out. And not in a good way. More like a, “A doctor in yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt?” sort of way. 

“I left my lab coat at the office.” Still, she did tug the T-shirt down a little. Yoga pants clung in places she didn’t really want to put on display for guys she’d just met. Obviously, she hadn’t expected the cleaning service to send over a guy—and definitely not one who’d look good on the cover of a romance novel.

“Well, are you all right? I obviously hadn’t expected the door to open when I knocked on it.”

“Sorry about that. I was trying to get there quickly and didn’t look out the peep hole or I would have seen you and not opened the door so you’d fall in.” Sweet Jesus, she was babbling. She never babbled. The one thing Jennifer prided herself on was not babbling. She was the studious twin. The one who had it all together. The one who always thought and analyzed and re-thought things through before she did anything. Babbling was not part of her repertoire.

Though, apparently it was now.

“You sure you didn’t hit your head?” He arched an eyebrow and the floor shifted beneath her.

She knew him. John Becker. The bad boy from high school she’d had a crush on senior year. The one who’d kept to himself whenever she was around. The one who’d rebuffed the one and only advance she’d ever made toward a guy. “I think I need to sit down.”

He grabbed her bicep—damn, she hadn’t seen that coming—and walked her over to the sofa. 

She ought to tell him to let go. She should. She’d get her equilibrium back if he’d just stop touching her.

Of course he did let go the minute she sat down and she wanted to curse the universe for actually listening to her this time.

But then he brushed some hair off her face. 

“Feel better?”

Oh she felt much better. A lot of her was feeling much better. Places that hadn’t felt like this in a while—

“Thanks. I’m fine. Really. I just skipped breakfast today.”

She was so lying. She’d made French toast for Sami and had finished what her niece hadn’t. But as an excuse, it worked.

“That’s not good. Not healthy.”

As a doctor, she agreed. As a woman who wouldn’t mind losing a few pounds, she’d argue the point. But she wasn’t about to argue with him. She was just surprised she could talk to him. “Well, thanks for your assistance. And sorry to have opened the door so fast.”

“Hey, your door. You can open it any way you want.”

Were they really talking about her door? No wonder she hadn’t had any dates recently if this was how she spoke to guys. And no wonder he hadn’t been interested back in the day.

“So where would you like me to start?”

Her lips would be a good place. She hadn’t been kissed in—

Oh. Start. As in, clean.

Oh, God. Her house. The guy from her adolescent dreams was here to clean her house. If she’d known they’d send him, she would’ve straightened up. Well, if she’d remembered today was the day he was coming—

Oh, geez. Not a word she should use.

“Um, the kitchen, I guess?” It’d give her a chance to put her bedroom back in order. 

“Okay, then.” 

He pushed on his thighs to stand and, God help her, Jennifer couldn’t not watch the play of muscles beneath those pants as he headed toward the kitchen. John Becker had filled out in ways she’d only dreamed about.

Sadly, she had dreamed about him. A lot.

But she’d learned her lesson about bad boys, so maybe it was a good thing he hadn’t made a move her way. Especially since he obviously didn’t recognize her.

Her ego was just loving that.

He stopped beside the plant by the fireplace. “Must’ve been one hell of a party.” He nodded toward the plant. “You always keep your unmentionables in the Christmas cactus?”

Jennifer wanted to shrivel up in embarrassment, but she rolled her shoulders back, tugged the thong off the spiky leaves, then shoved it into her back pocket. “Sorry. The laundry sort of exploded this morning.”

“I’ve heard that laundry can be dangerous.” 

The twinkle in his eyes had her smiling.

“Mommy? Flopsy needs to go out.” Sami traipsed into the room from the kitchen—where she’d moved to even though Jennifer had told her not to—the heels schlumping on the floor and the black dress dragging behind her.

“I’ll be right there, sweetheart.” 

Flopsy did fine on his own despite missing a leg, but Sami insisted that Jennifer go outside with him. Her niece had issues with being alone. Namely because her mother had left her by herself the night she’d gotten arrested—and for the two days it’d taken for Andrea to come down off her high and remember she had a daughter. That’d been two years ago and Sami had been with Jennifer ever since. Considering Andrea wasn’t getting out for another ten years, that effectively made Jennifer Sami’s mom.

“Who are you?” Sami propped a hand on her hip and looked at the cleaning guy.

“I’m Beck. What’s your name?”

“I’m Sami.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Sami. That’s a pretty dress.”

“It’s hers.” She flicked her thumb at Jennifer. “I’m just trying it on.”

“Ah. Well you look very pretty in it.”

Sami’s face lit up. “Thank you. You look nice, too.”

Out of the mouths of babes.

Beck—that’s what the guys had called him in school—rubbed his hands together and looked at Jennifer. “So. The kitchen?”

“Oh. Right. This way.” She held out her hand toward the room Sami had just come from, mentally running through the mess he was going to find. 

Luckily, she’d cleaned up from breakfast, but if Nero had gotten into Flopsy’s food, there was going to be a mess. The cat loved to terrorize the dog, and Flopsy was so grateful just to have a home that he let him get away with it.

Thankfully, Nero hadn’t created any chaos yet, so Jennifer wasn’t too embarrassed. But there was a reason she’d hired a maid service.

Flopsy greeted them with his awkward three-legged hop.

John—no, Beck—raised an eyebrow. “I’m assuming this is Flopsy?”

Jennifer cringed, but she hadn’t named the mutt. It’d been on his tag when she’d found him in an empty Styrofoam cooler on the clinic’s step. Seemed cruel, but he answered to it, and she’d figured being abandoned was enough of a nightmare for the poor thing so she hadn’t been about to change his name.

“Come on, boy. Mommy will take you out.” Sami swerved around Jennifer to run to the door, tripped on the dress, and took a header toward the tile floor, but, luckily, Beck had quick reflexes and scooped her into his arms before she made contact.

“Whoa, there, sweetheart. You okay?”

Sami was definitely okay. More than okay if the hero-worship she had going on was any indication. 

She nodded at Beck and patted his arm. “Thank you for rescuing me.”

Jennifer wanted to roll her eyes. Sami was a little young to be practicing her feminine wiles on men, but clearly, the kid didn’t know it. Unfortunately, that was something she’d inherited from her mother. Jennifer could only imagine the things Sami had seen—and tried really hard not to imagine them. Andrea had made many bad decisions in her life and most of them had had to do with guys.

“No problem, Princess. Didn’t want you to bonk your nose on the floor. You’re too pretty for that.”

Okay, Beck was laying it on a little thick for a seven-year-old whose favorite movie was Cinderella. Jennifer didn’t need to fill Sami’s head with notions of Prince Charmings rescuing damsels in distress. That wasn’t healthy. Or real.

As Jennifer knew firsthand.

She plucked Sami from Beck’s very capable arms and set her down. “Come on, Sami. You need to get out of that dress and straighten your room so Beck can clean it.”

Sami didn’t take her gaze off Beck. “He’s going to clean it? Why?”

“Because that’s my job.” He pointed to the logo on his shirt—that was stretched across a very impressive chest.

Dammit. Jennifer didn’t want to notice that. 

“See? It says Manley Maids.”

“You’re a maid? I thought only girls were maids.”

Jennifer could have sworn she heard him mutter, “So did I,” but he shook his head. 

“Anyone can be a maid. It’s a good job.”

“I want to be a princess.”

“But you already are.”

This time Jennifer did roll her eyes. Enough was enough. 

She swiveled Sami’s head so her niece was looking at her. “Okay, sweetie. Upstairs. Beck doesn’t have all day, and I think your room is going to take at least the better part of one.”

Sami pouted. “I don’t wanna.”

“Well, he doesn’t either. Straightening up isn’t why he’s here. You have to do that before he can clean.”

“Then you have to straighten your room, too. It’s just as messy.”

“And whose fault is that?”

Sami looked away and screwed her mouth sideways before answering. “Mine.”

“Exactly. So if you don’t want to have to do both rooms, I suggest you get moving. I’ll be up after I let Flopsy out.”

“Okay,” Sami grumbled, heading toward the doorway.

“And take off my shoes, please. Beck won’t be there to catch you if you fall on the stairs.”

Jennifer would make sure of it. Sami didn’t need any more reasons to look at Beck as if he was the answer to all her prayers. If Andrea’s life wasn’t a perfect example of the reasons why, Sami only had to look at Jennifer’s own failed marriage. Trent had taken betrayal and dependency to a whole new level.

Sami’s shoulders drooped on a loud sigh. The kid ought to go into acting. “Fine.”

She took the shoes off and ran out of the room.

“And don’t run. You’ll trip on the dress.”

“You’ve got your hands full,” Beck said when Jennifer shook her head as she faced him again.

“It’s definitely never dull around here, as you can see from the mess.” 

Flopsy rolled over onto his back at her feet and waved his three legs—his signal that he wanted some attention.

“Excuse me while I let the dog out.”

Beck watched the lovely Doctor Bingham walk out the door, the poor dog hopping after her. Had to admit, the mutt’s way of getting her attention had worked. Imagine if the human population started doing that—

The thing was, he could very well imagine the good doctor on her back with her legs in the air.

Get to work, Fields.

Beck shook his head. Yeah, the sooner he got started, the sooner he could get out of here. Though he had to say, the idea wasn’t as pressing as it’d been before. He’d never expected his client to be so hot. Those yoga pants she had on might as well not be there for all they hid. Women must not realize what they looked like in them—especially those who obviously did yoga. Now, if someone designed them in fishnet, every male on the planet would join a gym. 

Hmmm, maybe he ought to design them. In the interest of bettering the human race and all.

He chuckled. He had enough of his clients’ businesses to worry about without trying to start one of his own. This way, he got part of the proceeds without the headaches.

He picked up the pile of mail on the counter to move it to the kitchen table and got a whole different kind of ache when he saw the name on the envelope.

Jennifer Langston Bingham.

Wow. It was her. He thought she’d looked familiar when he’d helped her up off the floor.

Jennifer Langston and her twin sister Andrea had been the hottest girls in his graduating class. He’d been lucky enough to hook up with Andrea in a bar years ago. Well, actually, Andrea had picked him up. Not that he’d been complaining. He’d just closed the biggest deal of his career to date and had been celebrating. Having one of the hottest girls in high school come on to him had been icing on the cake.

Until he’d caught her doing lines in his bathroom the next morning. He’d tossed her out and forgotten about it. 

But he’d never forgotten about Jennifer. Where Andrea had been in-your-face sexy, Jennifer had been more subtle. More girl-next-door.

And it looked like Mr. Bingham had moved right in, landing everyone’s dream girl. Lucky bastard.

Beck looked around for a picture of the guy. Even popped his head back into the great room. Pictures of Sami graced the walls, but no family shot.

Odd.

Even odder was the lack of a wedding ring on Jennifer’s left hand when she re-entered the kitchen with the dog hopping after her.

Hmmm... Had Mr. Bingham not been so lucky after all?

Well, it would never be said that Beckett Fields was one to squander an opportunity, especially when Fate had just dumped one right in his lap.

And, yeah, in his lap was right where he wanted Jennifer Langston Bingham to be.
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Jennifer looked around her bedroom, trying to find a reason not to leave it. She didn’t want to face John—Beck. It’d been tough to call him that, but it would look awfully odd for her to call him John when he obviously didn’t remember her, and the mortification of having to explain who she was wouldn’t be worth it.

She sighed and tossed another pillow onto her bed. The class bad boy, he’d been in only one of her classes, and that was senior year, where he’d, of course, sat in the back, looking sulkily sexy, and her imagination had run wild. 

She’d reached out once—offered to help him with a project—but he’d shied away as if she’d had the plague. 

Too bad Trent hadn’t shied away. Would’ve saved her a lot of pain, money, and shame when one of the techs had caught him trying to break into the meds cabinet in her clinic.

She could really pick ’em, that’s for sure.

Jennifer scooped her pink silk robe off the bench at the end of her bed and hung it behind her door. Water under the bridge, and Trent was supposedly getting help for his addiction issues. She hoped he beat his demons, but she couldn’t fight the fight with him because he’d turned her down. Said all sorts of nasty things about her, and, in the end, she hadn’t wanted to save the marriage for someone who’d only been using her.

Yes, she’d definitely taken that lesson to heart. Bad boys had no place in her life.

Something crashed downstairs, followed by a “meeeeeeeoooowww,” Flopsy’s high-pitched yip, and a very masculine curse.

Apparently a bad boy had a place in her home, though.

Jennifer sucked in a big breath and girded herself to go back down there—which brought to mind girding her loins and she’d really rather keep her loins out of this conversation.

Actually, that wasn’t true. Her loins were more than a little lonely and John’s—Beck’s—had looked to be just the thing to keep loneliness at bay.

Which was why she was steering clear of those loins. Hot, bad boy loins only got her in trouble.

Nero howled again. That was a problem. Usually it was Flopsy who got the short end of the stick, so if Nero was howling, someone was doing something they shouldn’t.

Which was another image Jennifer didn’t need as she left the safe confines of her room to face John—Beck!—one more time.

The damn cat had taken one look at him and decided to make his life hell.

Beck stared at the big furry blob of pain-in-the-ass. Black and white, the thing looked like a penguin that’d eaten too many Oreos. But looks were deceiving because that sucker could move.

Poor Flopsy. He’d been busy chasing his own tail—a metaphor for life that Beck remembered all too well from his adolescence. Then the cat had come along, stealthily traversing the kitchen table and making his way onto the chair, then slowly lowering himself to his belly, dropping one paw over the edge, and swatting the dog on the head, claws out.

Flopsy’s three legs had given out, he’d landed awkwardly on his tail, and Beck could have sworn the cat had been born in Cheshire.

Then the dog had scrambled to his feet, surprised the shit out of the complacent cat, and the race was on.

For a big guy, the cat could move. Unfortunately, he moved things, too. The chair fell over, catching some of the mail from the table so it scattered to the ground, which took out Flopsy’s traction, sending the dog careening into the pantry door, which somehow managed to bang open so that a mop fell out, clipping Beck on the ass as he tried to catch the dog, and... who the hell knew, but somehow the Christmas cactus was on the floor, Flopsy was whimpering as he tried to leap off the spiky leaves, and the cat was perched on top of the bookcase, howling at the top of his little cat lungs as if he were the injured party and none of this was his fault.

First order of business, Beck scooped the poor dog off the cactus. The little guy had enough ambulatory issues without adding needles in his paws.

Beck sat on the sofa and pressed his thumb into one of Flopsy’s paws, separating the pads. The little mottled mutt looked up at him with worry in his eyes. 

“Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll get these out.”

The cat rolled onto his belly atop the piece of furniture and sighed loudly. It sounded like a snort.

“Don’t get too comfortable, you.” Beck glared at the cat. “There’s a crate in your future.”

He swore the damn feline winked.

“What happened? Is everything okay?”

The good doctor—and exceedingly lovely Jennifer Langston Bingham—slid to a stop inches from the back of the sofa, her socks making the run into the room more than a little treacherous.

“Might want to watch where you walk. The plant’s dangerous.” Beck held up one of the leaves that’d been caught in Flopsy’s foot.

“Oh, no. How’d that happen?” She walked around the sofa and sat next to him and the dog.

“Ask the cat. He seems to be in charge around here.”

“Nero?”

Beck snorted. “You did not name your cat after an emperor.”

“You’re right, I didn’t. He came with that name.”

“You know, the beauty of taking in strays is that you can change their names.” It’d worked for him. John Becker had been a kid without a future. A forgotten statistic in the morass of humanity. Beckett Fields, on the other hand, commanded people’s fortunes and had amassed one of his own, earning him the home he’d always wanted, the newest model car, and a lifestyle people envied.

It also had him cleaning a house, but, thankfully, that was only for a month. 

“I don’t change their names,” said the good doc. “Names are important. It’s how everyone identifies themselves.”

Beck wasn’t going to argue with her. She obviously didn’t recognize him, and, for that, he was grateful. John Becker had been a deadbeat going nowhere. Certainly not for the likes of the Jennifer Langstons of the world. That time he’d seen the pity in her eyes when she’d offered to help him with a project had shown him that. Beck didn’t do pity and he certainly didn’t want her to remember him as that guy.

Because, as Beckett Fields, he might actually have a chance with her if the no-wedding-ring thing was real. Yeah, he wasn’t big on her having a daughter, but it wasn’t as if he was going to marry the woman. A nice casual fling to satisfy that old high school crush would do the trick.

“Here. Let me take him.” Jennifer shifted closer. “I’m pretty sure dog-paw first-aid isn’t in your job description.” 

She scooped Flopsy off his lap and, holy fuck, did his dick stand right at attention when the back of her hand cruised along his thigh.

Beck shot to his feet and turned away from her, trying to think of anything to calm himself down. Jesus. He’d had a hard-on for her in high school, but never anything like this. 

The cat swiped at him when he got too close.

Ah, well. That took his dick down a notch or two.

Then the cat hissed at him.

Beck growled back. Mid-growl he realized what an ass he must look like and that took his dick all the way back to its normal state of being. There was something to be said for being an idiot apparently. And better to be an idiot growling at the cat than one growling at her.

He needed to find out if she was single.

“So, uh...” He grabbed a pillow off the chair beside the bookcase and pretended to fluff it against his abs as he turned to look at her. “What’s your schedule around here? Mac said you wanted three days a week?”

Jennifer shook her head, then puffed some hair off her face with a breath.

She had a sweet set of lips.

“For the first two weeks, then we’ll go to once a week. I’ve uh, let a few things go and I just don’t have time to get it all back in shape. She did tell you there’d be some organization as well as cleaning, right?”

“Yeah.” No. He didn’t do organization; that’s what he had his assistant, Fiona, for. Maybe he’d hire Fi to handle that for him.

Though that would mean he’d lose out on time with Jennifer, and, if she was single, he wasn’t going to miss this opportunity.

“So what times work for you? Full day? What time do you and your husband get home? I’d like to be out before then. Family time’s important.”

At least, that’s what he’d been told. Any family he’d stayed with hadn’t really wanted him at the dinner table. Not, to be fair, that he could blame them. He’d had a chip on his shoulder and a stick up his ass for anyone who’d tried to help him, present company included. 

It was only after half-dozen nights on the streets once he was out of the system and a few months at homeless shelters that he’d realized what an idiot he’d been. He could’ve had it easy, maybe even wormed his way into a family so they would’ve let him stay, but he’d been too badass to need anyone. He’d learned the hard way.

“Time-wise, I get Sami off to camp about eight, then head into the clinic. I’m home at four-thirty with her.”

No mention of a husband. Didn’t mean she didn’t have one, though. And how was he supposed to find out without flat-out asking her?

What was wrong with flat-out asking? He’d never been shy before when he wanted something.

Except this was business and it wasn’t his. Mac Manley was a hard-working kid—woman. He’d known the munchkin since she’d been in pigtails and her brothers’ hand-me-downs, so it was hard to remember that she’d grown up. He didn’t want to put a bad mark on her business’ reputation by hitting on a client. Somehow, he was going to have to find out what he wanted to know another way. 

Sami. Kids were notorious for giving up info. He’d work on her.

“You do realize it’s almost nine-thirty, right?” He nudged her. Never hurt to build up a “buddy” rapport.

“The clinic’s closed on Mondays. Saturdays tend to be really busy, so I like to have some semblance of a weekend.”

So he’d be cleaning for her on Mondays. It’d give him some time to be around her.

Or, he could always buy a cat and visit her at work.

Nero and his delusions of grandeur meowed from the top of the bookcase.

Never mind. Beck suddenly had a huge aversion to cats. And a dog was out, too. They needed too much attention. Maybe he’d get a fish. Did she treat fish?

“I would also like the shed cleaned out and organized. Ever since my—that is, the tools haven’t been used in a while and they were just tossed in there.”

The opening he needed. “Bad gardener?”

She winced and looked away. “My ex. He wasn’t exactly the most reliable when it came to yard work.”

Jackpot. The woman was single. And Beck had a feeling yard work wasn’t the only thing the guy wasn’t reliable at.

What an asshole. Who landed Jennifer then blew it?

“Sure. Shed’s not a problem. I’ll take care of that after I do the house. Speaking of, let me start with this mess. Though I think you’re going to have to handle the cat. He doesn’t seem to like me.”

“Nero doesn’t like anybody. Except Sami. He tortures poor Flopsy enough that I was thinking of finding the dog another home, but then he started following Sami around and her nightmares stopped, so he’s earned his place in the house.”

“Nightmares?”

She winced again. “Um. Yeah. Sami had some nasty nightmares.’

Made Beck wonder just what else Mr. Bingham hadn’t been reliable at. 

He wanted to hurt the guy. Prick gave his own kid nightmares? Sami didn’t know it, but having no dad was better than having a bad one.

Same thing held true with husbands, and Beck was going to see to it that Jennifer knew just how much better off she was without the guy.

Personally.
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“Whatchadoin’?” Sami, lips outlined in way too much lipstick and her T-shirt off one shoulder, cocked her left hip against the column at the bottom of the stairs, right hand propped on the other hip in a femme fatal pose a kid her age should know nothing about.

What the fuck had her father done to her?

Rage stormed through Beck so fast he almost couldn’t control his reaction. There was something seriously wrong with a seven-year-old being provocative. The thing was, he didn’t think she knew what she was doing, even though she knew how to do it. Thank God for those small favors at least, but, Jesus, Jennifer needed to put a stop to this and soon because the kid would only get bolder with age.

He held up the planter the cat had knocked over. “I’m cleaning the mess. Want to help?”

“Not really.” Her gaze swept over him. “I wanna watch you do it.”

Beck gripped the planter a little harder, taking a long, slow breath. Where the hell had she learned this shit? “Sorry, kid, but I’m not getting paid to be your entertainment.” Okay, so maybe he hadn’t controlled his reaction as much as he should, but he wasn’t going to apologize for the disappointed look on her face. She had to learn sooner rather than later that feminine wiles weren’t the best practice when making friends—at least, not the kind of friends she ought to have. “Why don’t you grab that broom over there and help me clean up Nero’s mess? I hear he only likes you.”

The Lolita look disappeared when she popped up to stand. “Nero’s my best friend in the whole world.” 

Half a legion of Romans had said the same thing and looked what’d happened to them. “Uh, that’s nice. It’s always good to have friends.”

“Do you have friends?” She tugged the neckline of her T-shirt back onto her shoulder. “’Cause you’re kinda grumpy. People don’t like grumpy friends. Well, ’cept the cat. You know, Grumpy Cat? He had lots of friends, but that’s ’cause he was famous. But Nero’s not grumpy. He’s just moody.”

Potato, potahto... Beck was just glad she was off the friends kick. He actually didn’t have many friends. Liam, his brothers, and the Porters were about it. He hadn’t exactly fostered friendly relationships back in the day, and once he’d decided to get through college and make something of himself, he’d been too driven and too focused to form any. The women he slept with didn’t count, hence the “Bang ’Em- and Bag-’Em” nickname the guys had given him. Not his best moment, but, then again, it was accurate.

He handed the kid the broom. “Sure, I have friends.”

“Do you guys play ball and stuff?” She started to sweep up some of the dirt, concentrating so hard she wasn’t looking at him.

Why did he get the feeling that there was a reason she wasn’t looking at him?

“We used to play ball. Grown men don’t do that.”

“Mr. Nolan does.”

Jared Nolan. Local boy turned pro-athlete. Guy lived a freaking charmed life. Beck hung with him some because Liam was friends with him, but they weren’t the baseball-throwing-type of friends.

“How do you know Mr. Nolan?”

“He comes into my mom’s clinic. He has cats.”

Of course he did. Why wouldn’t Nolan have cats? They probably liked him, too.

Nero, right on cue, leapt off the bookcase onto the back of the chair where Flopsy had retreated to recuperate, dislodged the cushion behind the dog, thereby ensuring the maligned canine would fall into the sudden gap between where that cushion met the bottom one, making the poor thing yelp.

Nero, Beck swore, smiled again and sauntered away to plop his big fat butt on the coffee table.

“You want to get your cat?” he asked Sami, striding over to help Flopsy whose legs were waving in the air as the poor thing tried to right himself. Bad enough he only had three legs, the cat had to incapacitate him?

Nero was evil.

Yet he looked like the world’s biggest, fluffiest stuffed animal as Sami picked him up and cradled him in her arms.

“Does he have a cage you can put him in?” Beck eyed the cat. An empty box from a case of beer might hold him, but it’d have to be bottles not cans. This was a big-ass cat.

“Nero doesn’t like cages. He doesn’t stop howling if we put him in one.”

Figured. “Well, we need to keep him away from Flopsy. The poor dog can barely take two steps before the cat goes for him.”

She stroked the cat’s belly and a big rumble came from the demon. He’d been named appropriately.

“Flopsy likes Nero to play with him. He was bored before Nero started playing with him.”

“More like content,” Beck muttered, picking Flopsy up and shoving the cushions back into place.

The dog licked his hand when he set him back down.

Silly, stupid, devoted dimwit. Dogs didn’t have the sense God gave... cats. Yeah, cats knew where it was at. Maybe that was why Nero didn’t like Beck—recognized a kindred spirit when he saw one because, God knew, Beck had landed on his feet more times than not and had reincarnated himself in the process.

“You wanna pet him?” She thrust out her arms toward him. “He likes his belly rubbed.”

“No, I’m good.” Beck walked back to the broken planter and hiked up the ridiculously tight pants on his thighs to stoop down to get the rest of the shards. “You hang onto him until I get this cleaned up. Then we can tackle the kitchen.”

“Why? What’s wrong with the kitchen?”

“Nero scattered the mail all over the place when he jumped off the table.”

She nuzzled the cat’s neck. “Awww, did wittle kitty get scared?”

“Little kitty? That thing is almost as big as you are. And he wasn’t scared; he was going after the dog.”

Sami rolled her big brown eyes. “He was playing with Flopsy. He likes Flopsy. And Flopsy likes him. They’re bestest friends.” She rubbed her nose against Nero’s. “And they’re my bestest friends, too.”

Something sounded off with that almost defiant statement. As if she wanted him to challenge her about having animals as her best friends.

There was something Sami wasn’t saying. And it seemed as if she was trying to say it to him, but whatever it was, Beck couldn’t figure it out. 

Hell, he didn’t need to be the kid’s shrink. He had enough issues in his own life without trying to fix hers. Though, as he’d learned, there wasn’t much a good education and a bunch of cash wouldn’t fix.

“Sami?” Jennifer called from upstairs. “Where are you?”

“I’m down here, Mommy. Nero needs a hug.”

“Well your room needs to be cleaned so put the cat down and come up here, please.”

“How about if you take the cat with you?” Beck was quick to suggest. “That way you can talk to him while you clean up.”

“You don’t like Nero, do you?”

“Nero doesn’t like me.”

“That’s silly. Nero likes everyone. But, okay, I’ll take him. I could use someone to talk to.”

Beck watched her walk away. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something with that kid... 

He shook himself. Kids were off his radar. His mother shouldn’t have brought him into the world, so, while he was glad to be here—now—he didn’t see any reason to continue the beneficence. It took a special person to be a parent, and though he’d met a few good ones along the way in his adolescence, overall, he didn’t have a basis for knowing what would make him a good one, so it was just as well he wasn’t planning to subject a kid to his ignorance. Just as it was a good thing Sami took her cat and left. He was all out of pearls of wisdom.

He swept the rest of the dirt and clay potshards into the dustpan, then picked up what was left of the planter and headed into the kitchen.

He set the plant in the sink and dumped the contents of the dustpan into the trash, then started going through the cabinets to see if Jennifer had something else to put the plant in.

“Oh, I would have cleaned that up.”

Speak of the devil... Actually angel. Her blonde hair was like a halo, and she had such crystal blue eyes and big bright smile that—

Jesus, he was getting ridiculous. When had he ever thought a woman was angelic? And besides, he liked them a little devilish. Made for a fun night in bed. Jennifer was probably Miss-Missionary-with-the-lights-off.

Man, what he wouldn’t give to find out.

“Hey, that’s why I’m here. To clean up.” He leaned against the sink and crossed his arms—mostly because he knew what his chest looked like when he did that. He worked out for just that reason. Well, not for pure vanity, though it was a nice benefit. He worked out to stay fit and feel good. In his line of work, stress was a huge factor. Exercise helped keep it at bay. And if women dug the end result... well, hey. He certainly wasn’t going to argue with that.

However, his body didn’t seem to have any effect on Jennifer. She barely glanced his way when he posed, instead, electing to drop to her knees and open one of the double cabinets.

Not what he wanted a woman to be doing when she was on her knees.

He almost took a step toward her, but caught himself. What the hell was he thinking? Sure, this was Jennifer, but she was a client. And he wasn’t such a dog that he’d get all crude on her just to feed his ego. So he’d been dateless for a month or two—holy hell, it’d been five—but that didn’t mean he had to come on to anything with all X chromosomes. He did have a modicum of control.

Then she stood up, dropped something, and bent over right in front of him to pick it up.

Seriously, a modicum was about all he had left.

She picked up whatever it was she’d dropped, then stood up, and turned around.

And caught him staring at her.

Shit.

Beck grabbed the dustpan and held it out. “I was going to ask you if you needed this.”

“But you didn’t.”

There was a heartbeat or two of silence following her statement.

It hadn’t been a question.

So why did Beck feel the need to answer? “No. Sorry. I, uh...” For the first time in his life, Beck couldn’t come up with a slick line.

So he went for the truth.

“I couldn’t move when you bent over in front of me. At least, not in a way you’d find appropriate.”

That was laying it all on the line. She’d either grab it and run with it, or she’d just plain run.

Jennifer didn’t have a clue how to respond to his blatantly flirty statement.

There was no second-guessing what he’d meant. And there was no second-guessing what her girl parts thought about it either.

For the first time in years—years—she got weak in the knees, and butterflies that must have been hibernating came out to play. 

But this was John
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