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  Fighting for King Blurb



The Nanny Factor! Is there something more going on between Actor Kingston Grier and his new nanny? Stay tuned…

Kingston: Who knew it would be such a challenge finding a nanny who could focus on my daughter without getting sidetracked by trying to get into my bed? I can’t even make eye contact without them thinking I’m flirting. I’m not.

Until Briar arrives, and finally we have a nanny who’s there for Zoe. But why does this Mary Poppins have to be so damn hot?

Briar: My divorce left me with more than my share of trust issues. Not that I’m looking at my new boss that way. Kingston might be a Hollywood hunk, but the guy has the personality of a potato. His daughter couldn’t be more different. One look into her doe eyes, and I am in love.

Somehow Kingston and I go from barely speaking to talking all night long. And our attraction becomes impossible to deny. Just when everything’s finally going right, intimate pictures of us are leaked and the fallout is insane. When I signed up for this job, I knew I’d do anything to protect Zoe—I just never expected how much I’d want to fight for King.








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Briar St Clair

Los Angeles, CA

I stared listlessly at the television. A perky cheerleader type waved her arm around a dump of a kitchen, painting a picture of possibility for the potential buyers. My mom was addicted to these home improvement shows. As if my dad had time to redo the home I’d grown up in, but I couldn’t make myself care. I couldn’t bring myself to care about much anymore. I was thirty years old, divorced, back living with my mom and dad, listening to my mom plan renovations that would never happen.

I’d officially hit rock bottom.

My cell rang on the coffee table in front of me—my bestie’s name, Lyla, lit up on the display. I didn’t have the energy to answer, but I knew how tenacious she was, so I gave in and answered.

“Hey Lyla.”

“Wow, you answered on the first ring. I’m shocked.”

“I’ve learned it’s just easier to give in with you.”

“I’ve trained you well.” Lyla snort laughed.

And I couldn’t help to smile in response. My heart might feel like lead, but I could never be a hundred percent sad around Lyla. She was awesome. “So, what’s going on?”

“Right.” Lyla cleared her throat. “I know you were thinking about giving up your classroom and going a different, more lucrative route, and I think I’ve found the perfect placement for you.”

“Lyla,” I whined, and then sighed. “You know that was just talk. I could never leave my classroom.”

“There’s no way you’re going to be able to afford IVF working for the school district. You still have to pay off your student loans from your master’s degree.”

I felt a pang at the thought of my fictitious baby and the arduous fertility treatments I’d need to ever hold her. “You know that was just a pipe dream. I’ll never be able to afford it regardless of where I work.”

“Au contraire, mon ami. I’ve got the perfect placement for you. Between the lucrative wage and retention bonuses every month, you’ll have more than enough money to pay off your loans and start saving for your future IVF treatments.”

“Whose billionaire spawn would I theoretically be watching?”

Lyla hummed. “Not billionaire. Definitely millionaire.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Even if it were for a Hollywood hunk?”

I had to admit my curiosity was piqued. Still, I persevered. “No.”

“Even if it were for a certain superhero?”

I groaned. “You have to be kidding me? Kingston Grier?” I’d seen all of his movies. But that didn’t matter. I wasn’t interested. “No, Lyla. You know why I can’t.”

“Listen. You are perfect for the position. You are the only person I can guarantee won’t try to crawl into his bed. Apparently, that’s been a little bit of a problem in the past.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“I know you’re not even thinking about men after what the asshat did to you. And you have every right to feel that way. I still think we should string him up by his balls. You just say the word, and I’ll be there with mace, a winch, and some rope.”

“And that’s why I love you.” Not that I’d ever take her up on her offer. I was better off not thinking about Danny ever again. It hurt my heart too much.

“This is a live-in position, so it’ll get you out of your parents’ house. You’ll have your own bedroom and bathroom in a gorgeous house in the Hollywood Hills. And I just know you’d be perfect for the position. He wants someone educated, experienced, and stable. I can’t think of three words that describe you more.”

And it was exactly the reason Danny left me. I wasn’t sexy or exciting. I paid my bills on time. I meal planned and prepped every Sunday. I flossed. Old, reliable Briar.

“I can hear you spiraling, Bri. And you shouldn’t. He was an ass who didn’t know what an amazing, wonderful woman he had. And I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but you are better off without him.”

I loved my bestie. Her and my family were the only things that had kept me going through this truly sucky time. And I’d sworn I was done crying. So why were my cheeks wet? I swiped at them while I tried and failed to muffle the hitch in my breath.

A dead giveaway that I was crying.

It probably killed Lyla, but she let it go. “No, I just want you to give this position a chance. It’s summer, so you don’t even have to technically give up your job yet. Just take the interview. Meet Zoe. She’s ridiculously cute. I guarantee you’ll be in love before the meeting is over. And I know you said it doesn’t matter, but you need to hear the salary.”

And then she said a number that was less than impressive.

“What are you even talking about? That’s less than I make now, and definitely not worth giving up my retirement contributions and health benefits for. I’d be better off staying where I’m at.”

“Briar, that’s per month. It’s five times what you make now. And it includes benefits,” she added.

My eyes widened. “Arrange the interview.”

And for the first time in a long time, I felt a flicker of excitement. Maybe my IVF dreams weren’t so crazy after all.




* * *




I pulled up to the gates just as my GPS dinged.

“You’ve arrived at your destination.”

I couldn’t see much from my vantage point, but judging by the other houses I’d passed, I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Technically I’d grown up in the Valley, but it might as well have been the Midwest given the differences. These mansions were nothing like my childhood home. Mine was a three-bed, two-bath ranch house. These were all concrete towers of glass and steel and just…so huge.

“Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” I muttered to myself as I rolled down my window and pressed the call button on the security panel like Lyla had told me.

“Yes?”

“Hi. Um, Briar St. Clair. I mean, I’m Briar St. Clair here for my interview.”

“Pull through the gates and park on the right side of the driveway. Do not block the garage doors. I’ll meet you at the door. Don’t ring the bell.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank—”

A buzzer cut me off.

Right.

I rolled up my window and watched the gates slowly open. The whole time, the list of instructions ran through my mind. Right side. Don’t block the garage. Don’t ring the bell. Was this a test?

Still, I couldn’t not obey the disembodied voice’s instructions. I’d always been a rule follower. I parked on the right side of the driveway—well away from the garage doors—and then stood on the front doorstep and waited for whoever to open the door. I didn’t recognize the voice, but somehow I doubted it was Kingston himself who’d answered the buzzer.

And I was proven right when the door opened and revealed a twenty-something guy, shorter than me who had at least five days’ worth of facial scruff on his chin. “Briar?”

“Yes, hi.” I stepped forward and offered my hand.

He shook it and offered me a smile. “I’m Adam. Nice to meet you. Please come in. Oh, but first, I need your phone.”

“My phone?” I frowned as I dug through my purse for it.

“Yeah, it’s just a security measure. Need to be sure no photos or videos are taken without King’s permission. You’ll get it back when the interview is over.”

“Um, okay.” It sounded paranoid, but I wasn’t a famous actor, so what did I know? I handed over my phone.

“Thanks for understanding. If you’re hired, you’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement and can have your phone whenever you want. But until you sign one, we confiscate at the door. Follow me.”

I tried not to gape as we walked through the gorgeous tiled entryway and past the huge floating staircase with suspended glass balls cascading around it. But when I spotted the huge, floor to ceiling windows—or folding doors maybe? I’d never been inside a house like this—and saw the view of the city beyond, I couldn’t hide my gasp. It was all right there and picture perfect. If I squinted, I could see the hazy shimmer of the Pacific Ocean. Insane.

Adam cleared his throat from the far side of the room and got my feet moving again. I smiled apologetically and hurried to his side. This time, I stayed close as he led me to a pair of sofas in the corner of the overlarge living room. That city view was still visible, since it was the entire far wall. It was mesmerizing.

But I determinedly looked away, pointing my attention at the man standing in front of the other sofa.

“Would you like something to drink? Water? Or tea?” Adam asked as he gestured for me to take a seat.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” I set my purse on the plush yet sleek sofa and quickly sat. No way was I drinking anything in this immaculate house. Especially not anything that could stain, like tea. I was so nervous I just knew my hands were shaking. No need to attract attention to my anxiety.

I didn’t know why I was so anxious. With my lack of nannying experience, I really doubted I’d be hired. And at least this way I wouldn’t have Lyla nagging me endlessly to do it.

“…your experience?”

I blinked back into the present and the man I’d spaced out on. “I’m sorry? I missed what you said.”

Yeah, no way was I getting this job. Pull it together, Briar!

Adam cleared his throat. “I was just asking about your experience.”

“Right. I don’t have any.”

Adam made a choking sound before coughing roughly. “What? Maybe I should’ve checked your ID. You are Briar St. Clair, correct?”

“Yes, I am.”

He grabbed a stack of papers on the side table next him. “You have a bachelor’s in early childhood education and a master’s in teaching?”

“Yes, but I’ve only had the master’s for a few months. I’ve been working while doing some night and online classes for it.”

“And you’ve been working as a preschool teacher for how long?”

“Seven years. Well technically, five years at my current school.”

“And you don’t consider any of that experience?” Adam stared at me incredulously.

“I was talking about nanny experience. I’m so sorry. I’m nervous, and I was just thinking about how you’re never going to hire me because I don’t have any nanny experience, and now I’m rambling, so I think I should shut up.”

Adam laughed. “I think that’s a first for me. No one is ever nervous around me. King on the other hand…” He hitched a shoulder.

I let out a shuddering sigh. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about that. No way was I making it past the gatekeeper with the way this interview was going. “Again, I’m sorry. I haven’t been in an interview situation for over five years. I guess I’m a little rusty.”

“Let’s talk about that. Why are you thinking about leaving your current job? Sounds like you’ve been there for a while.”

“I have. I love my job. Working with kids is so incredibly rewarding. They’re so open with their emotions. You never have to wonder what they’re thinking or feeling. They’ll tell you if they’re able. It always breaks my heart at the end of the school year when they go on to kindergarten.”

“Is that why you’re looking at a change in career? More permanency with your charge?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it like that, but it would be nice. I think it would be pretty special to be able to stay with one child long enough to really see them change and grow for longer than a year or two. But um, no. That’s not the reason.”

I stopped and cleared my throat. I suddenly felt parched, but I’d be damned if I was going to ask for a water now.

I smiled nervously before continuing. “I um, teaching, especially preschool, isn’t exactly the most lucrative field. As much as I love working with children, I need to be able to pay my bills, and unfortunately the master’s degree didn’t give my salary the boost I’d been hoping for. And now I have student loans on top of my other debts.”

A prick of heat burned my eyes that I was determined to blink away. This interview was already off the rails. I wasn’t going to add crying in front of him to the list of my many sins.

“Okay.” Adam filtered through the stack of papers in front of him, pulling several of them free. “I’m going to put you through to the next round. If you’re agreeable, I’ll need you to sign our NDA.”

I accepted the papers in shock. Really? After how I’d been answering so far, he wanted to talk more? Who the heck were the other applicants?

Adam laughed at my shocked expression. “You haven’t once mentioned movies, sets, or wanting to meet Kingston Grier.”

“To be honest, I’m more curious about Zoe.” I couldn’t help but smile thinking about how cute the little toddler had to be.

“And that’s exactly the reason I think you need to meet Zoe.”

“Who are you introducing to my daughter?”

I’d know that voice anywhere.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Kingston Grier

I walked into the living room and froze at the sight of the blonde bombshell sitting on my sofa. What the hell was wrong with Adam? I’d been so clear about who I did and did not want to interview. Why was she sitting on my couch?

Adam stood up with a pained expression. “King, this is Briar St. Clair. I have a copy of her resume and background check if you’d—”

“Can we speak in private? Adam?” I gritted my teeth and crossed my arms over my chest, blatantly not reaching for the papers Adam held out to me.

“Yeah. Sure. Excuse us, Briar. We’ll be back in a few.”

The blonde on the sofa nodded tightly as her shoulders hunched into her body. The smiling, confident woman I’d glimpsed earlier was gone. Now she was as still as a statue, her eyes wide.

I didn’t have time to smooth over my bad manners. Adam could apologize for me later. While showing the gorgeous woman the door.

I stomped over to the stairs and climbed them to my office without looking to see if Adam was following. His Chucks squeaked on the steps behind me. Reaching my office, I waited for him to enter, then smoothly closed the door. I wanted—needed—to slam it, but I didn’t take out my anger on inanimate objects. Or employees. That was what my workout time was for. Not to mention the fact that my daughter was sleeping in her room down the hall.

“What the hell were you thinking?” I bit out.

“I know it looks bad, but if you’d just listen—”

“’Looks bad?’ It looks like you’re busy flirting and not interviewing the kind of nanny candidate I asked for.”

“I wasn’t flirting. We were actually talking about you.”

“I’m sure.” I raised my eyebrows. I knew how much cachet Adam could pull by name dropping me. The fact that he’d do it, while interviewing a potential employee, in my own home, had me questioning our three-year employment history.

“Not like that.” Adam’s lips twisted in disgust. “I’m insulted you think I would do that. What we were talking about was how she never brought up you. She was only curious about Zoe. She didn’t seem to care you were in the picture.”

I rolled my eyes. Right. “And I told you I wanted to interview more mature candidates. Nannies who have experience. What’s-her-name looks like she’s barely out of college.”

“Briar just got her master’s in teaching. She has a bachelor’s in early childhood education and has been a preschool teacher for the past seven years. Five at her current school. She loves children and has a history of sticking around.”

“What she doesn’t have is a history of being a nanny. What the hell, Adam? She’s not who I asked for.”

“She’s the best candidate out of all the resumes the service sent over. Most of the others seem to be frustrated actors still looking for their break. At least Briar likes kids, and has made a career out of teaching and caring for them. She’s the one, I’m telling you. Briar is the one for Zoe. Just read through her resume and background check. Please.”

I groaned.

“If you don’t believe me, I still have the stack of headshots and ‘resumes’ from the other candidates for you to look through. It’ll take you less than five minutes to see I’m right.”

“Fine. I’ll look at her paperwork.” I grabbed the stack of papers from Adam.

A smug grin curved Adam’s lips. “I get that you don’t want someone attractive who’s trying to get into your bed.” Adam frowned. “Wait, that came out wrong.”

“No, it sounds about right to me,” I muttered as I glanced over Briar St. Clair’s experience. Dammit if Adam wasn’t right. She sounded perfect.

On paper.

In person, she looked like I’d always pictured the sirens in Homer’s Iliad. All blonde and curvy in the right places. And that face. Somehow, she’d looked both innocent and experienced. I could easily picture a seductive pout on her gorgeous lips.

But if I hired her, I couldn’t think of her like that.

And she definitely couldn’t think of me. Period.

“I just meant you don’t want to hire a nanny who’s all about you. I don’t think Briar will be like that. She just got divorced a few months ago, and from what the security firm said, she’s not looking for another guy to replace her ex.”

Divorced? I thumbed through the report.


Ex-husband Danny Jansen filed for divorce, citing irreconcilable differences, and St. Clair resumed use of her maiden name. St. Clair did not contest the divorce and moved out of the marital home. Danny Jansen married Shana Jones one month ago, and they are expecting their first child in three months.




St. Clair currently resides with her parents in Los Angeles.




Wow. That was a lot to unpack.

“See what I mean?” Adam asked from my elbow where he was clearly reading over my shoulder.

“I do. Have her sign the NDA. I’ll bring Zoe down for the introduction when she wakes up.” I pulled my cell phone out and checked the baby monitor app. The tiny screen showed Zoe moving in that restless way that meant she’d be awake soon.

Adam paused on his way to the door. “You don’t want to talk to Briar first?”

“I’m not the one she’ll be working with. Zoe’s opinion is the most important. Maybe if I’d paid closer attention to it, we wouldn’t be in this mess right now.”

“Zoe has liked all the nannies.”

“Yeah, but she’s never bonded to them. She would always whine for me and cry when I left. She needs a woman in her life who’s fun and plays with her and puts her needs first.”

“You do know that Mary Poppins is a fictional character, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “Get the NDA signed. I’ll be down with Zoe in a minute.”

Adam chuckled as he left the room.

A squawk from my phone had me checking the baby monitor app again. No doubt Zoe was awake and plotting her escape. The video feed showed me Zoe sitting up in her bed and patting her favorite stuffed bunny while quietly babbling to herself. She told Bunny all her secrets.

My heart melted.

I thumbed the volume button and listened to her toddler talk. Half the time I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but I loved every single syllable out of her mouth.

Tucking my phone back into my pocket, I headed for her room. And when she saw me standing in her doorway, she squealed.

“Dada!” Her little body shimmied out of her floor-level toddler bed, and she ran over to me, burying her face in my knees. She hugged me as tight as she could then gave me grabby hands as she demanded, “Up. Up.”

I hoisted my eighteen-month-old baby girl into my arms and she wrapped her tiny arms around my neck. My heart about choked me. This. This right here in my arms was all I ever needed. “You have a good nap, sweetheart?”

“Dada, hungwy. Cheez toes?”

I laughed. If there was one thing in this whole world I could count on, it was that Zoe would wake up happy and wanting Cheetos. “Let’s go see if there’s any in the pantry. Want to take Bunny with us or does she need to sleep longer?”

“Bunny! Cheez toes.”

“We’ll take Bunny, but no feeding her Cheetos. You remember how dirty she got last time?”

Zoe squealed as I added Bunny to my wiggly load and immediately buried her face in her plush fur. I grinned to myself as I carried both of them down the stairs, listening to Zoe’s happy babbling about Cheez toes and malk.

Right up until I reached the stairway and heard the murmurs coming from below.

More specifically, the feminine one.

Briar. Right.

Shit.

I paused at the top of the stairs. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to introduce my baby to another woman who wouldn’t measure up. None of them had so far. What would make Briar any different? Why did I let Adam talk me into this?

Jaw clenched, I stomped down the stairs and passed Adam and Briar without a word on my way to the kitchen.

“Here’s Zoe,” Adam said behind me before laughing awkwardly. “Um, I guess she’s hungry. How about we join them in the kitchen?”

I wanted to yell at him, shield my daughter from her, and just get on with our day, but I knew I couldn’t. As much as I hated this, I had to see if she was a fit with Zoe. I needed a nanny if I wanted to work, especially given my upcoming insane schedule. Maybe it was time to retire. Stay home with Zoe and be hermits.

That sounded like heaven.

Unfortunately, I’d already signed way too many contracts with ridiculous exit clauses to make that my reality anytime soon.

I needed a nanny. And I needed a good one as soon as possible.

After plunking Zoe down in her highchair with Bunny on the tray, I went about making her afternoon snack. I had all of about five seconds before I heard Adam and her come into the kitchen.

“And this is Zoe.” Adam’s voice had my spine snapping straight.

“Hey Zoe. I’m Briar. Who is this?” Her chirpy voice bounced through the kitchen and irritated the hell out of me.

I didn’t care what Adam said. She was too young. And too pretty. No doubt she’d be “accidentally” bumping into me in the hallway or magically appearing in my bed at night. Just another pretty face who didn’t give a crap about my daughter.

Zoe didn’t answer. Smart kiddo. This time I’d pay attention to Zoe’s body language and not the sweet face and cutesy voice promising she just needed some time to get used to another new person. I didn’t need to turn around to know that Zoe’s face was most likely buried in Bunny’s fur as she cringed away from the stranger.

But when I finally turned around, that wasn’t what I found. Instead, Zoe was just staring, wide eyed, at the strange woman sitting in the chair next to her.

My chair to be specific.

Then my daughter did the most unexpected thing ever. She smiled at her, held Bunny out to her, and babbled away.

The sight did weird things to me. I felt both glad and bummed at the same time. I wanted Zoe to click with her nanny, but did it have to be her? And so soon? She couldn’t have made her work for it a little? Thrown a little fit or some mac and cheese at least? Why’d she have to click with a beautiful, young nanny? Why not an old, homely one? Maybe with a stooped back and a hooked nose?

I was an ass.

I listened to Zoe babble and her ‘uh-huh’s as I set the mac and cheese on Zoe’s tray.

I wanted to see what little miss perfect would do. So I took a seat on the opposite side of the table and watched the show.

“Are you hungry, Zoe?” She asked.

“Cheez toes!” Zoe screamed, slamming her palms down on the tray.

“Huh.” She tilted her head and smiled conspiratorially at my daughter. “I don’t see any cheese toes. Looks like your daddy made some yummy mac and cheese. What kind of shapes are those?”

And then it happened.

Just as she leaned over to look at Zoe’s lunch, my daughter’s hand smacked the side of the bowl, sending it and the wiggly cartoon shaped mac and cheese flying—straight into her face.

The bowl bounced off the wall behind them and clattered to the floor. Then there was stunned silence for a few beats while she wiped cheese sauce and pasta off her face.

“Zoe.” I sent her my best disappointed dad look. “That wasn’t nice. She—Briar—wants to be your friend. Is that how we treat friends?”

Zoe’s bottom lip quivered. “I wike Bwi-are.”

“I like you too, peanut.” Briar accepted the towel Adam offered and used it to pull some cheese sauce out of her hair. “How about me and you clean up this mess and then eat some lunch?”

“’Kay. Den cheez toes?”

“You gotta take that one up with your daddy.” Briar deftly disconnected the highchair tray and pulled Zoe out of the chair before settling her on her hip. “I’m not in charge of lunch.”

“Dada?” Zoe blinked at me.

“Oh wow. She has totally got your number.” Briar laughed.

Adam laughed too. “She has us all wrapped around her finger.”

“Here.” Briar handed the cheese-stained kitchen towel to Zoe. “Let’s get to work so you can get some lunch.”

Zoe immediately rubbed the towel over the top of Briar’s head.

My heart stuttered in my chest watching the two of them. Briar’s face lit up with her laughter at Zoe’s intent concentration on cleaning Briar.

This. This was what I’d wanted for so long.

Adam was right.

She was perfect.

And now totally off limits.

Adam sidled up to me and asked under his breath, “So what do you think?”

We both watched Briar and Zoe bend to wipe up the mess. Zoe happily babbled away while Briar nodded and actually cleaned up the mess behind Zoe’s efforts.

I sighed. “You were right. Show her the room and have her sign the contract if she still wants.” I could practically hear Adam gloating. “Can you at least try to be a gracious winner?”

Adam smirked. “Doubtful.”

I just shook my head and watched Zoe and Briar another minute. Despite the way they clicked, a sense of doom settled into my stomach. This wasn’t going to end well. None of them had so far. Only now I was worried that Zoe was the one who’d end up with the broken heart this time.

And I’d fight like hell to make sure that’d never happen. The second Briar proved herself unworthy, I’d boot her ass out.

I had to protect my little girl. No matter what.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Briar

It was moving day.

To say I was nervous was an understatement.

And my parents weren’t making it any better.

“Are you sure you want to move into this guy’s house?” My dad asked as he heaved my huge suitcase into my trunk. “I don’t like this.”

I sighed and curbed the urge to roll my eyes. “I understand you have reservations, Dad, but I’ll be fine. I’m thirty years old. I can take care of myself.”

“It’s just…” My mom huffed. “I just don’t trust any of those Hollywood types. You know they all swan around like the rules don’t apply to them. I worry about you living with one.”

“We’re not in a relationship, Mom. He’s my employer. Besides, I doubt I’ll see much of him. I’m there because he can’t be. My whole job is taking care of his daughter because he’s working.” No pressure. I might be saying all the right things to my parents, but I was also saying them for me too. I’d never done this before. The longest I’d been in charge of my preschoolers was like three hours. Now I’d have a whole day to fill. My stomach danced at the thought.

“I know, kiddo.” Mom shrugged. “Doesn’t make me worry any less about you.”

I smiled. “And I love that you do. But I really need to get on the road. You know traffic will be insane, and I’m supposed to start today. I don’t want to be late.”

“Because if you’re late—” Dad paused and raised his eyebrows.

“You might as well not show up,” I finished for him. Since he’d worked as a general contractor in commercial construction my whole life, the saying was practically our family motto. My dad had drilled punctuality into us our whole lives. I’d been the most reliable teenaged employee at Marie Callender’s restaurant in high school.

Good ol’ dependable Briar.

Le sigh.

“Come on. Give me a hug and call when you get there.” My mom sniffled as she pulled me in tight.

“Mom, seriously?” My voice was muffled by her shoulder. “I’m just driving across town. I’m not even leaving the city.”

“You’re going to the Hills. It’s not just a different city, it’s a whole different world,” my mom said, patting my back and making my heart lurch in my chest. She pulled back and gave me a tearful smile. “And I’ll always want to know you’re okay when you get there. You’re still our baby girl, no matter how old you get, and you’ve been through so much already.”

My breath hitched in my chest at the reminder. I didn’t want to remember the pain I’d worked so hard to put behind me. “I’ll be fine, Mom. And maybe once I’m settled you can come over and see there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Me, meet Captain America?” Mom put her hand to her forehead and faked a swoon. “He’s on my five free celebrities list, you know?”

I shuddered. “More than I needed to know, Mom. Can we go back to the part where you treat me like a kid and not an equal? Suddenly I’m missing that dynamic.”

“It’s half the reason I don’t trust the son of a bitch,” Dad muttered as he pulled me in for a quick hug.

I kissed his cheek and pitched my voice low when I spoke. “If it helps any, he struck me as the prickly, grumpy type. I doubt he’d charm the pants off of Mom.”

“He better not. Or yours either.”

I laughed. I really wasn’t worried about that. Kingston apparently saved all his charm for his daughter, work, and the red carpet. He’d shown none of it to me. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Dad.”

“Famous last words.” He shook his head. “Drive safe!”

“And call us!” Mom shouted.

I waved to them both and then climbed into my car and drove away.

I loved my parents, but sometimes they were too much. Me and Kingston together? Yeah right.

And I really didn’t want to think about Kingston and my mom. That was the kind of stuff that would keep me up at night. Ack.

Of course, now that I was alone, I was left with my nervous thoughts that even the radio couldn’t drown out. Could I really do this? I was essentially signing up to be a surrogate mom to this little girl. A job I’d always wanted but was still so scary to take on. I’d be solely responsible for the safety and no doubt education of a toddler.

My stomach wobbled in a way that had nothing to do with the hilly road in front of me.

I could do this.

I wanted to do this.

Zoe was so stinking cute. I was sure it’d be fine.

Probably.




* * *




After a ridiculous amount of traffic and frustration, I pulled up to Kingston’s ornate metal gates with three minutes to spare. I pressed the button on the speaker and waited for someone to answer. But instead of a voice, a buzzer sounded, and the gates slowly opened.

I pulled through them and drove down Kingston’s driveway. With not a crack in the pavement and the immaculately landscaped flower beds bordering, I would’ve thought I was approaching a royal castle. But when the concrete tower of glass and steel came into view, I remembered I was still in the Hollywood Hills.

Last time, I’d been so distracted by Adam’s exacting instructions, I hadn’t had time to take in the view. It was…big. And kinda cold looking. There wasn’t any wood or… I don’t know—those little touches that made it look like a home and not the centerfold for Architectural Digest.

It was no doubt expensive and immaculate, but it definitely wasn’t some place I’d want to live. Or a place I’d imagine children lived either. There was no clutter of toys or room for kids to run and play. That backyard looked like a death trap with the retaining walls and huge cliff.

Mental note: play with Zoe inside.

Shaking my head, I parked where I had the last time then took a quick second to send my mom a text.




Me: Here safe. No time to call since I barely made it on time. I’ll call when I’m off tonight. Love you!




I didn’t wait for a reply.

I was pulling my suitcase from the trunk when a pair of masculine arms appeared on my left side.

“I got it,” I muttered as I struggled with my stupidly huge suitcase.

All I heard was a grunt in response as the guy next to me I’d assumed was Adam pulled my suitcase free.

But when he put it on the ground next to him, I was blinking up in surprise at Kingston Grier instead.

He stared back at me for a beat. His eyes didn’t move down my body—he just stared straight into my eyes. But before I could say anything, he grabbed my suitcase off the ground, turned, and headed for the house.

“Uh, thank you!” I yelled at his back.

But Kingston didn’t respond.

I hurriedly closed the trunk and locked my car—more due to habit than anything else—and all but ran after him. He was walking through the door by the time I caught up.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning. I thought Adam would be the one to show me around.”

Kingston didn’t pause as he entered the house. He headed for the stairs and climbed them with athletic ease. Meanwhile, I felt like a chihuahua chasing the bigger bulldog in those old Looney Tunes cartoons. Huh, Spike? Right, Spike?

He didn’t acknowledge anything I said. Instead, he pushed open a door at the end of the hall. “You’re in here.”

He left the suitcase in the doorway before taking a huge step back like he was being repelled by a force field or something.

“You’ve got a private bathroom and a walk-in closet. Zoe is down for her morning nap. Come down to the kitchen in an hour, and we’ll go through everything then.”

Then he turned and all but ran away from me. He jogged down the stairs just as athletically as he’d climbed them, avoiding my gaze the entire time.

And left me all alone in my new bedroom.

He couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

Did I smell or something?

I lifted an arm and discretely sniffed my pit. Nope, still daisy fresh.

I sighed. Maybe it would just take time for him to get used to me.

Or maybe he was just a grump.

I grabbed my suitcase and dragged it into the closet. I had some unpacking to do.




* * *




Forty minutes later, the sound of a child babbling to herself had me pausing in my new closet. I listened to a ridiculously cute mix of words and gibberish. The urge to walk into her bedroom, scoop her up, and cuddle her close was overwhelming. I wanted to inhale that yummy baby smell and listen to her babble all day long.

But I could already tell it would take Mr. Grump a while to trust me. I wasn’t going to challenge the first request he’d made of me.

It killed me to sit and listen to her and do nothing.

Until I heard Mr. Grump join her.

“How’s my girl doing? You feeling good after your nap, sweetness?” Kingston’s deep rumble sounded from the other side of the wall. “Looks like someone needs a fresh diaper.”

I stood to help him out and hadn’t even reached my door when I heard the telltale sound of the tabs on a disposable diaper and Zoe’s happy babbling.

I retreated back into my closet since Kingston could obviously handle the diaper change.

“So, you’re gonna see Briar again in a few minutes.” His voice still came through the wall crystal clear. “She’ll hang out with us the next few days and get to know you. And I’ll decide if she’s worthy of taking care of the most important person in my whole wide world.”

I felt a pang in my chest at the adoration in his voice. I could already tell he would do anything for his daughter.

But he was a little bit like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Kingston was totally open and real with Zoe, while he wouldn’t look at or speak to the lowly nanny.

I really hoped he gave me a chance.

Twenty minutes later, I followed the toddler babbles down the stairs to the kitchen where I found Kingston and Zoe sitting at the kitchen table with Play Doh.

I had to smile at the scene. Big, bad Captain America twirling colorful scraps of dough while making faces at his adorable little girl.

I beamed at Zoe. “Look who’s up! Whatcha got there?”

Zoe lifted her hands and happily babbled at me. “Doh!”

“I see that. Can I play too?”

Zoe grinned at me as I walked toward the unoccupied chair next to her. When I was close enough, she held out a hunk of Play Doh.

“Thank you, peanut. How did you know green is my favorite color?”

Kingston didn’t acknowledge me.

I kept my eyes off her dad and focused on the cutie next to me. “Do you have a favorite color, Zo?”

“Lello. Like Lello.”

“Yellow is an awesome color. Do you have any on your tray there?”

She held up a yellow snake of dough.

“Good job. You are so smart!”

She grinned a flash of tiny teeth at me, then tried to shove the yellow dough into her mouth.

“Whoops.” I grabbed the snake and tried to distract her with some snake sounds. “I think someone is hungry.”

Kingston cleared his throat. “Yeah. I have some pasta going.”

I shot a glance at the stove and the pot of spaghetti simmering away.

Tomato stains would be so much harder to get out of my clothes than mac and cheese. I was glad I wore my old jeans today.

Would it be rude to ask for an apron?

Or a helmet?

I bit my lip to hold my giggles at bay. I just felt so on edge—like my every move was being judged. Should I talk to Kingston? Wait for him to ask me something? This felt like the worst and longest job interview ever.

But it was clear that I was still not technically hired. Kingston wouldn’t be here if I was the actual nanny, right?

So I did the only thing I could think of—I ignored him and played with Zoe. We rolled out snakes, twirled them into bowls, and stamped out shapes in the dough.

Every once in a while, I’d look up and notice Kingston’s gaze on me. He’d quickly look away, and that made me even more nervous. He never smiled at me. Was I doing something wrong?

Ignoring the butterflies in my stomach, I continued to play with Zoe. We rolled Play Doh, smashed it, and mixed it together until it was all an amorphous gray blob of weirdness. At that point, Zoe was getting annoyed and impatient.

I rounded up all the gray blobs and pushed them aside before I wound up wearing them. “Do you like songs, Zo? Want to sing something?”

She tilted her head and blinked at me.

“How about the alphabet song? Do you know that one?”

She blinked at me again.

“A-B-C-D…”

She grinned.

I pulled out my phone and called up a video I used a lot in my other job—a cute alphabet video with flashing letters of all colors. I held it up and sang along.

Zoe was transfixed. Every time we got to the end of a line, she’d repeat the letter in her cute little voice.

“A-B-C-D-E-F-G…”

“Gee,” Zoe whispered.

“H-I-J-K-L-M-N-O-P…”

“Pee,” Zoe murmured.

Kingston set down a small bowl of pasta in front of Zoe. “We try to limit screen time to just an hour a day.”

I winced. “Sorry. I should’ve asked.”

Thankfully the video came to its end. I reached for my phone when Zoe pressed the play button again. Smart kiddo.

Kingston smirked as he set a bigger bowl of pasta in front of me. “Now you’ll pay the price. She has your phone and red sauce. There’s no way this will end well.”

Meaning she’d either cry when I took it away or she’d dunk it in her lunch.

This was a test.

And I was determined to show that smug Hollywood actor that I knew exactly what I was doing.
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