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        Spencer

      

      

      The judge pounds his gavel and we all stand. It was done. Mom and Aunt Hildie hug me, and my attorney claps me on the shoulder.

      “Congratulations, Spence. You’re officially Krissy’s father now.”

      The DSS social worker approaches with a four-month-old baby girl in her arms, and my gut takes a rollercoaster ride, plunging deep. My eyes are on the small bundle, and it takes everything in me to stand up straight.

      Mom squeezes my arm. “You’ll be a fine father. Your brother had faith in you.”

      The social worker hands over Krissy Logan, my recently deceased brother’s baby girl. I don’t point out to Mom that the only reason my half-brother named me to take his baby is because the bastard decided to commit suicide. What does he know about being a good father?

      He left nothing but a pile of bills, a scrawled suicide note saying he wanted me to care for Krissy, and Krissy, the poor innocent baby, abandoned twice before she was six months old. Her no-good mother is a drug addict and left when her baby was six weeks old. She’s currently serving time down south. The only good thing she did is sign over her rights as a parent.

      I take Krissy from the social worker and hold her awkwardly. Of all my step-brother Neil’s blood relatives—which doesn’t include Mom or Aunt Hildie but does include my absentee father—I’m the most capable of taking care of her.

      But that doesn’t make me capable at all.

      I have a job—for the next year—and I have a house.

      And apparently, a new life that is nothing like the one I expected when I took the coaching job with the Whalers in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where I grew up. The deal is only for one year, but I have to take my shot at head coach in the NHL.

      Even with the new responsibility of taking care of Krissy, I need this shot to redeem my career. And to pay the bills.
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          Spencer

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later

      Pushing a stroller filled with a baby and all the baby’s stuff, half of which I don’t know how to use, I push the door open from the garage to the elevator lobby, and my hockey bag slips off my shoulder, falling in the direction of the little girl. My little girl—the idea hasn’t stuck yet that Krissy is mine.

      “Fuck.” I catch the bag before it hits the stroller, grateful I still have quick reflexes, even if I’ve lost my speed, flexibility, and whatever the hell else I needed to keep playing hockey at the NHL level.

      Shifting the strap of my hockey bag back up on my shoulder, I shake my head because I shouldn’t have bothered taking my equipment into the office. The briefcase hanging from my other shoulder is all I really need. I’m not a player anymore. I’m the fucking coach now. Of an NHL team.

      You’d think I’d be more grateful for the privilege, but it gets harder and harder to hang onto that good break in my life every day since my brother decided to end his short, misspent life. I press the up button on the elevator and turn when I hear a commotion. Or, more accurately, I hear two people bickering as they push through the door and join me.

      “If it isn’t Coach. How ya doing, Spence?” The big man grins and puts out a fist for a friendly bump as if we’re old friends.

      I nod. “You’re in early, Hall.” I should be thrilled that our new team’s big star center, Jason Hall, pilfered from Florida’s Stanley Cup team, is showing up early for pre-season training. And I would be, except he brought his girlfriend with him, and she looks like she’s fresh out of high school. “I see you brought a guest.”

      “Nah—just my sister.”

      The waif-like young woman rolls her eyes and elbows her brother. The easy familiarity of the siblings tugs at me, and the sharp stab between my shoulders returns with a vengeance. The reminder of the rivalry long ago between me and my kid brother is unwelcome when I’m trying to put aside the fact that he ended the tragedy of his life. No time to unpack all the emotions that rise in a choking vortex every time I think about Neil, so I push it all back down. Keeping my gaze on the stroller, I wish to fuck the elevator would get here already. I’m no good at small talk.

      “I’m Lainey Hall, and I know who you are: Coach Spencer Logan, the youngest NHL coach ever. Congratulations on that.” She steps around the stroller and bends down for a look inside. Reaching in without hesitation or permission, she moves the blanket.

      “She’s soooo adorable.” She lets out a sigh as she stands and looks at me with an intensely emotional stare of a woman far beyond her years. “More importantly, congratulations on your baby. I didn’t realize you were married.”

      “I’m not. She’s not…” Fuck. Do I need to start dishing the explanations already? I had my lines all rehearsed, boiled down to the terrible essence of my circumstances for this occasion when I’d be asked. However, I’ve only had one cup of coffee, and the way my gut feels, I might not keep it down, even as my head screams for more as it clouds up.

      Lainey stands there staring at me, and Jason punches her shoulder.

      “Don’t be so nosey, Lainey.”

      “I’m not. I’m being polite.” They both look at me expecting me to say something, to introduce the baby girl in my stroller, to tell them who the fuck she is if she’s not mine.

      The thing is, she is mine now. By birth, she belonged to my brother Neil and his no-good deserting drug addict girlfriend. By family circumstances and the request scrawled in his suicide note, the courts decreed that she was now mine. But since that was only two weeks ago, I’m not used to it.

      I clear my throat. “This is Krissy. I’m not married. She’s my late brother’s baby. Mine now.”

      “Oh—I’m sorry. That’s so sad,” Lainey says with shiny authentic emotions rippling over her face, forcing me to feel. I turn away and clench my jaw against the wave of strong, confused sentiments barraging my core, tearing at my soul. By force of my steely mean will, I slap it all down, suppressing everything but anger because that anger keeps me going, keeps me sane and moving forward. Anger is my gatekeeper against all the other feelings I can’t afford to feel right now.

      “That’s fucking messed up, man. Sorry.” Jason looks away and shoves his hands in his pockets. I appreciate his sensible avoidance of talking about something none of us can do a thing about.

      The elevator bell sounds, and the doors slide open. I push the stroller inside, hefting the two bags into a solid position on my shoulders—not good for my injured one—without saying a word.

      “Let me help you with that,” Lainey says. She takes my hockey bag without permission and with a big genuine smile. I don’t bother trying to reject her help or her smile. Even I’m not mean enough to do that. Besides, I really do need some help because the bag’s strap is killing my shoulder.

      Jason tries taking the bag away from her. “I’ll take it.” They have a tug-of-war inside the confines of the elevator for the ride up, and I contemplate blowing my new coach’s whistle as I stand between them and the kid—my kid. My baby girl, whether I want or deserve her. Krissy Logan is mine to care for.

      “Fine,” Lainey huffs and shoves my hockey bag into her brother’s chest. He’s already carrying a bag—with no problem—on his right shoulder.

      The elevator doors slide open, and Lainey steps off first—taking my stroller with her, pulling it from the front. Then she leans inside and scoops up my baby, wrapping Krissy in her arms while I watch, slack-jawed and unprepared. What’s a guy—a parent—supposed to say to someone who takes their kid without permission?

      I clear my throat. Jason nearly shoves me out of the way as I step off the elevator into the lobby of the new headquarters of the NHL’s brand-new expansion team, the Portsmouth Whalers.

      He lets out a low whistle. “This place is slick.” He looks around. “Which way to the President’s office?” He grins at me, and I smile back. He’s kidding around.

      “Not sure, but the locker room is this way.” I take the stroller handle and start pushing it down the hall. Then I stop because Lainey has my baby, who’s supposed to be in the stroller but isn’t. Shit. What’s wrong with me? I’m the organized guy with the discipline of a marine—not that I ever was one. Hockey saved me from taking the turn down that path. Barely, by the hairs of my balls.

      Jason laughs. “I’m not headed to practice yet, man. I came in early for a meeting with the owner, Mr. Gavonza.”

      That news stops me in my tracks, and I’m not sure what to say besides, Shouldn’t I be in the meeting? The negotiations for his updated trade contract were widely publicized as finalized, and he was supposed to be more than thrilled. I’d be if I were him.

      “What’s that all about?” I ask.

      “Naw. Nothing. We’re having breakfast and chillin’. The old man is a big fan, and he’s paying me big bucks, so I humor him and keep him company when he invites me, is all.”

      I nod as if I get it. Shit. My mind buzzes around the idea that, maybe, my star player can go over my head to the owner any time he doesn’t like something I say or do all season long, and my status as the coach of this team, already an open question, looks fucked up big time.

      “I’ll go to the rink with you,” Lainey tells me. “I can make sure this bundle of cuteness stays nice and warm.” She nuzzles the kid and gets some kind of baby response that sounds happy.

      I nod, and we walk in the opposite direction from Jason. “I’m headed to my office. I was planning—or hoping to get help from the executive staff with Krissy. I wasn’t planning to take her to the rink or locker room.” Even I know that would be too cold and inappropriate for a baby.

      Stopping at the door with the plaque labeled COACH, I note the second plaque under it where my name is supposed to be remains blank. Shit.

      “That was your plan? To turn her over to office staff who have a job to do that doesn’t involve minding babies?” Her voice rises, and she tightens her hold on Krissy.

      “Don’t judge me. This isn’t a situation I planned for, either. My Aunt Hildie was supposed to come and stay with me, with us, but she’s had emergency hip surgery and won’t be ready for at least two months.” Probably three. I unload the hockey bag from my shoulder and remove the things from the stroller.

      “I’m sorry, you’re right. No judgment here. But don’t worry. You have me. No need to bother the office staff. I’ll be happy to take care of Krissy for you all day. Take as long as you like.”

      I turn and look at her. “You’re not serious.” I’m hoping like hell she is. What does that say about me that I’m willing to trust the first woman who happens along to take care of my brother’s baby—correction—my baby? “I mean, do you have any experience caring for babies?”

      Waving at the large bag filled with things I’m still not sure what to do with, my natural skepticism has me frowning. It’s like I’m taking cover for the next blow. Things have been going wrong, one after another, for months—Aunt Hildie’s accident two days ago being the latest—and I don’t trust this bit of seemingly good luck.

      Her smile brightens to a wattage that makes me want to reach for my sunglasses. And I pay attention, for the first time, clearing the distractions from my head, and really look at this girl. She’s waif-like slim, tall, with wavy long blond hair that reminds me of the beach. Her big blue eyes stare at me now. But as I stare back at her face, my eyes blink at the stunning effect of her lush lips, wide and happy, smiling at me like she’s got some kind of magic power to infuse joy, like some kind of voodoo smile, the opposite of pins in a voodoo doll. A happy voodoo smile.

      Out of self-preservation, my wariness turns instantly into intense dislike.

      I clear my throat, and she bobs her head. “This is your lucky day, Spence. I’m loaded with baby experience. Early childhood development was my college major, and I’ve been taking care of babies since I was eight years old when my younger brother was born. Some people have said I’m gifted, a legit baby whisperer.” She nuzzles Krissy, making the baby smile one of those lopsided no-holds-barred baby smiles with her mouth open and drooling. Point proven.

      Without smiling, as if I need to counteract all the false sunshine being tossed around over the top of the rotten state of my affairs, I nod. “Okay. You can help me out with Krissy today. I called an agency yesterday, and they said I should hear from them sometime today.”

      She frowns at me, and I feel relief, like the shutters are being closed against the glaring sun. This feels more like it, more real.

      “An agency? I’ll tell you what, Spence,” she says, walking around the office, holding Krissy while she moves around, jiggling the baby like they’re doing some kind of dance.

      The sway of her hips catches my eyes and holds my attention for a beat too long. I look away. “Tell me what?” I prompt her as she laughs and kisses Krissy’s nose.

      “How about if today is a try-out?” She turns to me, and the brilliant glare of her optimism and too-good-to-be-true nature exudes an overpowering warmth and enthusiasm akin to a Mac truck adorned with a giant smiley face barreling straight at me. “I try you and Krissy out—though she’s already passing with flying colors—and you try me out.” Her firm words imply the deal has been struck.

      “You try me out?” I’m not sure what that means except that if there’s a question of my fitness as a father or a boss to a cheery young woman, my chances of failing are extremely high. I’m not known for a warm and fuzzy personality. But I am a reasonable man, and she has a point if she’s telling the truth about her qualifications—and I know she is, without a doubt.

      One of the side effects of my reticent personality is that I’m a good listener, and I can usually tell when people are lying. Maybe I’m being modest—I can tell 99.99% of the time when someone’s shitting me. That’s one of the factors in the plus column for the likelihood of my success as a coach.

      “Of course.” She aims a quick grin at me, enough for me to feel the sting, and then puts Krissy in the stroller while she picks up the baby’s bag and starts rummaging through it like she owns it.

      “What are you⁠—”

      “Krissy needs a change. Don’t you, little girl?” She reaches in and touches the baby’s cheek.

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

      “No problem. That’s how babies are sometimes. Unpredictable. It’s part of what makes them so much fun.”

      I gulp. Literally. Unpredictability is my kryptonite, and I’ve had a heavy dose of it over the past few months, so I don’t know how much more I can take. I stand there and watch her for a minute as she changes Krissy with deft hands and enthusiastic baby noises.

      Over her shoulder, she says. “Don’t let me and Krissy stop you from doing your coach thing.”

      Raising a hand to smooth the back of my hair—I need a haircut, but it’s one of the many everyday things I routinely take care of that got shoved aside in the wake of the unpredictable eventfulness of recent months.

      “Okay. I’ll…” I don’t need to answer her, but I watch her until she finishes her task, and the happy pair returns to their dance. “You might be a distraction.” No sense beating around the bush because I have no idea how I can sit in this office and get on with my work with Lainey Hall parading around in front of me. It’s not because she’s, ahh, fairly good-looking if you like the woman-child look; it’s the relentless upbeat joy-joy energy she exudes. She’s exhausting. I’m exhausted holding up my forcefield of reality against her crazy Pollyanna vibe.

      She stops her dance, glances at me, then laughs. Laughs. WTF?

      “You’re right to the point, aren’t you? I like that in a man. We’ll get out of your way then, right, Krissy? We’ll find somewhere else to play. Or maybe…” She turns to me again, and I sit on my desk, my arms folded, watching her, waiting for a bombshell of brilliance and fortifying myself against it.

      She asks, “How about I take her back to my hotel? Or we can go back to your place if you’d rather. That way, I can feed her properly, and she can nap in her crib and⁠—”

      I put up my hands. “Fine. Okay.” My place is in order, thank fuck. I stayed up late setting things up, making Krissy’s room as perfect as possible with the furniture and things my aunt ordered. It all came in two days ago, and I had to assemble it. My brother Neil didn’t have anything worth keeping except a baby blanket my mom had made for him when he was born—and Neil wasn’t even her son. But she felt sorry for him because she knew Neil had not hit the jackpot in the parent category between my dad and his new baby mama. Mom had been right.

      She’s where I got my bullshit detection gene.

      I fish my house keys from my pocket and hand them over, then rattle off the address.

      “Whoa, slow down there. Let me get my phone so I can get an Uber. I don’t have the best memory for details. Except when it comes to hockey. And people.”

      I nod, unsurprised. She strikes me as the kind of woman who goes through life strictly on instinct. I shudder. The type of woman I avoid at all costs because they drive me crazy and give me hives.

      She rummages through her bag for the phone, fishes it out, then looks up. “That was 89…what street?”

      Huffing a breath, I squash the lift of one corner of my mouth before it can get going. Shit. The woman’s constant grinning must be contagious. One of us needs to keep our head. I repeat my address, adding, “It’s not far. Ten minutes depending on traffic. But don’t bother with the Uber. I’ll give you a ride. There’s too much shit—I mean baby things—for an Uber.”

      She nods with enthusiasm and slips the phone back into the bag hanging on her shoulder, clutching my house keys in her hand while she holds Krissy in the other arm.

      Wait a second. Should I be giving a total stranger the keys to my newly purchased house—and send her off with my newly officially adopted baby? What the hell is wrong with me?

      Her gaze meets mine, and I watch the relentless energy soften, her mouth tempering down to a mild smile. Maybe she sees or senses the panic rising in me.

      “Wait,” I say, but I don’t know what I’m waiting for except that I’m not used to making important decisions without more deliberation. Recent events have forced me to move quicker than I’m comfortable with, and now I’m finding myself up against the wall of my tolerance for life-changing snap decisions. “Hold on,” I add, and she keeps those big blue eyes trained on me, their glow subdued to a more compassionate level.

      “Too fast? I’m moving too fast.” She rests her forehead against Krissy’s. The baby grabs a fistful of her hair, and I wince on her behalf. But Lainey Hall doesn’t flinch. She smiles at the baby and distracts her with a finger, extracting her hair expertly and without pain or effort or even thought…absently. Instinctively knowing what to do.

      She sits on the edge of my desk next to me, almost the same height, and I stiffen and move away as I turn to her.

      “It’s just… I haven’t thought this through.” I run a hand through my hair. “Krissy is new to me.” I bark a humorless laugh because that’s a ridiculous thing to say about a baby. “Fatherhood is new to me. Unexpected.”

      She nods. “Must have been quite a shock. And this job…” She waves a hand around my office. “This is new, too. Exciting times.”

      I furrow my brow. “Exciting isn’t what I’m going for. Stability. That’s what Krissy needs, what the DSS people told me is most important. Guess we have that in common.” I let out a snort at the irony. That and one-eighth of her gene pool, from my father. But I don’t share that damning data point with Lainey.

      “Excitement can be stressful. I get it.” She nods. “Tell me, Spence—do you mind if I call you that? What were you going to do if you hired someone from the agency? Were you going to have them stay at your house with you?”

      “The agency recommended a live-in situation because I’ll be traveling and working late, unconventional hours. I don’t think I have any choice.” I watch the baby in her arms, a wave of wistfulness slipping through me out of nowhere. Reaching out a hand, I touch Krissy’s fine baby hair, letting the soft warmth of her remind me of what’s at stake.

      Lainey shifts and hands Krissy to me.

      “I didn’t—” I don’t know what I mean to say. That I don’t want to take Krissy from her? I accept the baby into my arms and breathe in her baby essence, a magical fragrance meant to bring any man or woman to their knees in service to her small budding life.

      “I know, but I’ve been selfishly hogging all her baby goodness, and we’re going to be leaving, so I figured you could use a moment of fortification before I take her away.”

      “Fortification.” I nod. It shouldn’t make sense, but it does. “Sending you to my house makes sense today, Lainey, but I wouldn’t expect you to stay tonight since you’re here in town with your brother.”

      “We can work out the details after our try-out.”

      I frown. “There’s a lot of details and logistics.”

      “They’ll all work out, I’m sure.” She pushes off the edge of the desk, goes to the stroller, and stuffs the things willy-nilly back in the bag she’d taken out. I look away, and Krissy touches my face and then my mouth. Said mouth turns up at the corners automatically. Must be the combination of the satisfying weight of her pudgy body in my arms, her baby smell, and her wondrous attention to my face, all conspiring to distract me from my challenging reality long enough to smile, to appreciate a moment.

      “Ready to hand her over?” Lainey stands before me, and I hesitate for no good reason.

      “Sure I can trust you?”

      She crosses her hand over her chest and holds it up like a girl scout. I bet she was a girl scout, the one with all the badges decorating her vest. Although it’s hard to picture that right now because underneath the baby—my baby, I remind myself again because I need to keep doing that until it sinks in—I take note, now that Lainey’s not holding Krissy, she’s been hiding world-class breasts.

      They’re perfectly shaped with a slight upward turn where her nipples are outlined through the white T-shirt. They aren’t outrageously large but stand out—no pun intended—because she’s so slim otherwise. She has the kind of body I could picture being highlighted in the old Victoria’s Secret catalogs back when I was a young buck and got off on those slick photos of larger-than-life women.

      They were the kind of women I now avoided. The kind everyone warns you about, the kind who could have anyone, so why would they settle for a guy like you—a has-been or a never-was? Take your pick.

      Oh, there once was a time when I was a hotshot, but I’m not that guy who lives on the remembrance of the old glory days. I’m here and now and still striving, however much in vain it may ultimately be, to make my mark, to reach my peak, to do well enough to satisfy that need deep down in me to rid myself of the feeling that I’m not enough.

      “Well? Don’t leave a girl hanging,” she scoffs at me, but I see the hint—the very first hint—of vulnerability, the tiniest crack in her confident optimism.

      Shame wells up in me because the last thing I’d want to do to anyone is break their optimism, especially, for some unnamed reason, to this young lady who has yet to be disillusioned by life with dashed dreams or unfulfilled promises.

      “I trust you. I know your brother.” I go for a smile to lighten up, trying to play on her sunny home field, but I should know better.

      She frowns. “Of course. You know my brother. He’ll vouch for me.”

      “Problem with that?”

      “No. Not at all. Why should there be?” She looks away. There’s definitely a problem, but I’m not asking because she answered the question, and the conversation is done. I’m off the hook for whatever awkwardness I caused.

      But she speaks again in a softer voice. I should have known she’s a sharer. “It’s just that…I already owe him. I feel like I’m taking advantage. Maybe I want to step out on my own, take charge of my own life without my big brother’s permission, or worse, assistance.”

      It’s not a question, but I raise my brows in a question because I’m confused. “Okay. I didn’t…don’t—” I stop because I don’t understand.

      She waves a hand and laughs with self-deprecation but without self-consciousness. “Never mind. I’ll get over it. It was my idea to follow him to the ends of the earth to escape my small town.”

      “The ends of the earth? Portsmouth, New Hampshire, may not be the biggest market in the NHL, but it’s got its charms. A harbor, tourism, culture, history, and more restaurants per capita than almost every city in the northeast.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed. Either you’re getting a commission from the local chamber of commerce, or you’re absolutely in love with Portsmouth because that’s the first I heard you string more than a few words together in our short acquaintance.”

      “You’re a sassy young lady for someone who’s supposed to be good at nurturing children.” I figure I owe her a quip more than an explanation, though I’m going off-script for a professional dealing with a potential employee. She rewards me with a sassy, bordering-on sexy smile, and I wish I could take back every last syllable of my soliloquy.

      “Glad you noticed.” She turns the wattage down on her smile to a flirty level, and I half expect her to bat her lashes. Fuck.

      This is where my run of bad luck kicks in because I’m pretty sure if I don’t shut up, I’m well on my way to messing up the first bit of good fortune fate has bestowed on me since I got the call about my brother and the dominos started falling all the way to the precipice of hell, one piece of bad news after another.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say. “I mean, let’s get Krissy home so I can get back to work.” I turn and don’t hand Krissy back to her. Instead, I grab my car keys—the old-fashioned kind for my old Jeep—and the handle of the stroller, then gesture for her to follow me out of the office.

      I lead her back to the garage where I came from not long ago, though it seems like another lifetime, like the dividing line in my life, the redline through center ice where I’ll look at my life before and after this moment. Which is ridiculous.

      Unfortunately, no matter how ridiculous I find it as I stride back to my old Jeep, I can’t shake the feeling. It must have to do with starting my new job and nothing to do with Lainey Hall—except for the fact that she’s bailing me out today.

      Maybe today is where my so-called luck—if I believe in luck—changes from bad to good. Or fate, or maybe my goddamn attitude. Maybe today is when I snap out of the sorry-ass slump where I’ve been mired, worried about what’s next, and I go back to putting one foot in front of another and doing what’s next. Stay in the present and deal.

      Krissy falls asleep on my shoulder, and I manage to lock her into her car seat in the back without waking her. Lainey stands back and watches me like she’s going to grade me later, and I remember that she’s trained to be a kindergarten teacher.

      “How’d I do?” I ask her when I straighten, and she finishes tossing the bag in the back and folding the stroller. I take it from her before she has a chance to toss that in the back, too, because I want to make sure nothing gets crushed. I rearrange things and close the door.

      She throws her hands on her hips. “Well done. I give you a nine. I can’t give you a ten because you have absolutely no style whatsoever.”

      I stifle an automatic smile and roll my eyes. This is good. I can deal with sassy Lainey, who’s like a kid sister and potential employee, someone I feel comfortable bossing around.

      We get in the car, and I drive in silence the eight minutes to the big old house I bought on the outskirts of the historic district on a quiet tree-lined street. It cost me a fortune, and then I had to put money into fixing it up. It was my last extravagance, the last of my savings from my less-than-stellar hockey career after I paid off my brother’s debts and the legal fees to formalize Krissy’s adoption.

      Mom and Aunt Hildie were the only ones who didn’t think I was crazy for spending the money. Still, if stability is what Krissy needs, it’s what I’m going to give her, and even if my coaching contract with the Whalers doesn’t get renewed at the end of the season, I’m going to stay put because this is where I grew up. I still have connections in the area, and Mom comes back now and then—in fact, she and her husband, who is a decent guy even though I’m not close to him, can stay with me and Krissy when they’re in town. And then there’s my Aunt Hildie and cousins who live nearby.

      Perfect, right? As long as I don’t look too closely at the income and expense spreadsheet and the tiny margin for error I’ve allowed myself, I should be able to maintain my sanity. My focus needs to be on my job and Krissy. Or rather on Krissy and my job. Or maybe they’re both so intricately entwined in importance they can’t be separated.

      Shit, I don’t remember ever being this out of whack, even when I was traded all those times. Then, I landed on my feet and played on. Until I stopped playing. That was the beginning of my disorientation. I knew exactly what to do and who I was until then. I played hockey. I was a hockey player.

      Back then I had no one to worry about except myself, so I didn’t have a need to think ahead. How the hell do people do this parenting thing? I have new empathy for my father—but only for a blink.

      When we pull into the driveway, I watch Lainey’s face transform from pensive to excited as she looks at the house. It’s an old Victorian that shouts stability and a place for kids to grow up, from the swing on the wrap-around porch to the third-story turret ideal for exploration.

      “I plan to paint it gray⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare. That sunshine yellow is perfect for this gem.” She jumps from the Jeep before I can remind her it’s my house and I can dam well paint it whatever color I want. She grabs the bag and stroller, leaving Krissy to me, surprising me.

      The baby is still asleep, and I manage to keep her that way as I lead Lainey up the front steps, cringing at the creaks, to the front door. Unlocking it, I shove it open gently and take the bag from Lainey, indicating with my hand that she should leave the stroller on the porch next to the door.

      She does so and promptly wrestles the bag back from me as I walk almost on tiptoes to avoid as much creaking as I can on the way to the baby’s room upstairs.

      Krissy’s still sleeping when we get to the nursery, decorated at Aunt Hildie’s suggestion in shades of peach and white because I refused to allow pink. Don’t ask me why. Maybe I’m anti-stereotyping. There’s a sturdy rocker-glider in the corner near the window, the crib, one bureau, and a matching changing table. The hardwood floor is nearly completely covered with a soft beige area rug splashed with white spots to make the floor inviting for play.

      My entire contribution to decorating the room was handing my credit card to Aunt Hildie and then nodding in approval when she finished. That was a week ago. Two days ago, she went to the doctor for her hip when she fell, and yesterday she had surgery. When I called her this morning, she sounded cheery, her usual self. She and Lainey would get along great.

      Not that it matters if they get along because, once Aunt Hildie comes back, Lainey will be history. In the meantime, whether or not I’m a fan of her relentless enthusiasm, all the bright smiling will be good for Krissy. When the kid grows up some and needs a dose of reality, I’ll be there to dish it out to her.

      I’m perfect for that job.

      Lying Krissy in her crib, I slowly remove my hands from under her and back away. With a finger to my lips, I face Lainey and head for the door. A rustling sound from behind me makes me stop. Lainey turns, and I whisper-shout, “Don’t—” But it’s too late.

      Krissy makes a noise like she’s going to start crying, as if she’s awakened to find herself somewhere unexpected, and it scares her. Welcome to the world, kid. I get it.

      Lainey reaches into the crib, making cooing noises, and lifts the baby into her arms, instantly soothing her. As she strokes the baby’s back, she gives me a smile over Krissy’s head, except it’s not just a smile. It’s the kind of look you’d imagine someone having as they arrive at the gates of heaven, deeply peaceful, home at last.

      That’s when I know for sure Lainey’s perfect for this job, and I’ll do whatever I need to do to smooth things over with her brother, my fucking star player. Because I know there’s some smoothing over that will need to be done no matter what Lainey says. Her optimism is unreliable. Like most optimism.

      It takes less than two minutes for Lainey to settle Krissy back in her crib, back asleep, and this time we escape the nursery after I turn on the intercom and we close the door behind us on the way out.

      When we get to the bottom of the stairs, we stop in the entryway, and the silent pause has me feeling awkward. Once again, that feeling of being unprepared and out of control assaults me as I search for familiar territory and grasp onto my conversation with the nanny service from yesterday as my roadmap.

      “The job is yours—to be Krissy’s nanny temporarily—if you want it. Somewhere between eight and twelve weeks.”

      She blinds me with the perfect array of her white teeth and those lush lips turned upward at an uncannily pleasing angle. Does everyone smile like that? No, the better question is—does anyone else ever smile like that?

      “Krissy is adorable, and I like this house.” Her gaze wanders through the living room.

      But then I remember the rest of my conversation with the nanny service.

      “There’s one catch. If you take the job, I’ll need you to do some housekeeping. And like I said, to live in because of the early mornings, late nights and frequent travel.” She nods, and I prompt her, needing to get past the biggest stumbling block. I clear my throat. “Will your brother have a problem with that?”

      Holding my breath, I wait for her answer because somewhere along the way between meeting Lainey at the elevator and watching her soothe Krissy back to sleep, I started counting on her to be the one to take care of the poor baby. Krissy deserves far better care than a stranger or I can give her for the next couple of months for damn sure.

      Lainey looks at me, unexpectedly unreadable, and bites down on her plump juicy lower lip. Fuck. My cock is sending me an unmistakable message that I need to suck that lip into my mouth and bite down on it myself. I’m going to fucking hell.

      I bite down on my self-control instead.
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      Her chin goes up. “It doesn’t matter what my brother thinks. He’s not the boss of me.”

      Spoken like a rebellious kid sister.

      “Look, I don’t want to cause trouble on the team, so if there’s any reason you don’t think he’d be⁠—”

      “None. I don’t need to live with him in an apartment. It would be nothing compared to this place. I need to start over and he agrees. This is a great way to start over. After your aunt recovers, I’ll enroll in a graduate school program and maybe get a Kindergarten teaching job around here. It’s all perfect. He’ll get it. I’ll talk to him. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      “He won’t mind you staying here?” I clear my throat and address the elephant in the room wondering if she sees it. “With me?”

      “Of course not. Why would he? I’m a big girl, and you…you’re…his coach.” She stumbles over her last words, her smile faltering for a fraction. But it flares up again at full wattage like it got past a minor interruption of power.

      I am her brother’s coach, and according to social media, a fucking hot hunk. Even if I am old. Far too old for her. Hopefully Jason won’t believe the hype about my desirable bachelor status. I’ll convince him he has nothing to worry about, even if his sister tries any more of that flirting business or develops a crush.

      So what if I find her attractive? I’m not a horny teenager and can damn well control myself. I can handle the young woman no matter how attractive she is.

      Besides, I have a girlfriend, don’t I? Sort of. We have a casual relationship. Or we did before I left St. Paul U. It’s an open question whether a long-distance relationship is going to work, and she made it clear she wasn’t uprooting her career to come to Portsmouth for a one fucking year contract.

      Thank you very much for your support.

      Lainey crosses her arms over her chest and looks at me as if to say, What now?

      “All right then. Let’s make it official. I’d planned to include room and board in the compensation—as long as your brother is okay with you staying here. Plus, the weekly salary suggested by the agency.” I quote it for her, and her eyes go wide.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s fifty percent more than a live-in nanny would make back home.”

      “Costs are much higher in the northeast.” Too bad my salary doesn’t reflect that fact. When my agent tried negotiating with the Whalers for more, he was told by the owner, good old Anthony Gavonza, that if I didn’t want the job at the salary offered, he’d find someone else who’d piss himself for the opportunity. Mr. Gavonza made it clear it was a one-year deal until the coach he really wanted was clear from his current contract and could take the job.

      So, I took the job as the Whalers’ temporary head coach for two reasons. First, I had nothing else lined up besides the college coaching job at St. Paul U. Second, Portsmouth is my hometown, and I want to be here.

      Plus, if I’m a hundred percent honest with myself, I have this deep-seated need to prove myself as a coach and a rebellious enough attitude to want to prove Gavonza wrong, to prove that I’m better than he gives me credit for, that I can succeed.

      In fact, I’m so pigheaded and competitive that I forced my agent to wrangle one single clause in the contract that Gavonza luckily found so laughably unlikely that he agreed to include it.

      The clause? I get a three-year extension at triple my current salary, plus a bonus if the Whalers win the division title. Admittedly, it’s a longshot because the Boston Brawlers have been dominant for the past five years and show no signs of softening.

      But I’m a desperate man with something to prove, a giant chip on my shoulder left over from a tough bastard father, and absolutely everything to lose. Okay, maybe not everything—but I’d lose the house, my self-respect, and bragging rights to rub in my bastard father’s face.

      I would still have Krissy at the end of the season, and I think maybe that’s the scariest part about this whole one-year deal.

      I could end up with a fucking shit-ton of responsibility and no money. And no job, unless I count the hockey coach job at St. Paul U because they said I could always go back there. May as well bury me, and Krissy with me.

      Long shot or not, there is no one in the NHL more determined than I am to win and to drive my team hard to win with me. It’s not impossible.

      We managed to snag one of the Brawlers’ players, their captain and former superstar and future Hall of Famer, Rafe Lemaire. Sure, he’s past his prime, but he’s the kind of veteran with experience that’ll be priceless in the locker room. And he’s still got more moves than half the league.

      He also happens to be a former teammate of mine when I did a stint in Montreal for a year, and I respect the guy. He’s the same age as me, yet light years ahead of me in every measure possible, professionally, family, community, and of course, money. He’s loaded. A snick of jealousy invades, but I shake my head and give myself an internal eye roll because, really?

      I may as well compare myself to fucking Bobby Orr or Gretsky. Or an alien from Mars.

      Lainey takes her time looking the living room over and thinking about my offer when I would have sworn she would be thrilled and jump up and down with unrestrained joy.

      I shift from one foot to the other. “Problem?”

      “How about if you show me around? Where will I be staying?” Her smile is at half-mast, and that’s fine with me. Less pressure, less to live up to. I may have great determination and expectations for myself, but the thing I hate most in the world is when someone else sets expectations for me.

      “Let’s start with the downstairs.” I stretch out an arm, inviting her to go ahead of me through the arched doorway into the living room. Before I moved in, I had all the hardwood floors re-finished and all the walls and ceilings painted white. It was a devil’s time to get rid of the old floral wallpaper but necessary to clean the place up. I walk ahead through another archway to the dining room.

      “Are you still moving in?” she asks, standing in the middle of the living room.

      “No. Why?”

      “There’s not much furniture. I mean, it’s a gorgeous huge room, but it somehow seems empty and unfinished, with only one chair, a giant TV, and all these white walls.” She sweeps a hand around and up and looks like a dancer, a ballerina, with her long graceful limbs and the way she moves. But I don’t ask whether she dances because it’s none of my business. And of course I don’t care. I shrug.

      She walks toward me, watching me like she’s waiting for me to say something, but I have nothing. I’m a utilitarian kind of guy.

      “That’s it?”

      I nod and move through the dining room, populated by a table and four chairs I ordered from Ikea, to the kitchen. She follows close on my heels.

      “I had the kitchen redone.”

      She blows out a whistle and spins around, again looking like a ballerina, twirling. “So, this is where the living goes on in this house, where the real heart is. Do you cook?”

      “I cook enough, so I won’t starve if all the take-out restaurants go out of business.”

      “You had someone design this kitchen, didn’t you?”

      “It needed gutting because it was mostly inoperable, so I pretty much told the contractor to knock himself out.”

      “Knock himself out? How funny. You mean carte blanche, right?”

      “I would, but I’m not that fancy.”

      “Well, this kitchen sure is fancy. State-of-the-art range and refrigerator, with a farm sink and freaking marble countertops⁠—”

      “Not marble. They’re ceramic. Made to look like marble. I’m told they wear better.”

      “Of course, they do.” She ponders me with a funny look, one half of her mouth quirked. “You’re a very practical guy, aren’t you?”

      “What was your first clue?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I can’t wait to see my bedroom. Take me there…Spence…Coach…Mr. Boss-man.” Her big smile quivers as she meets my gaze, and a slight pink flush rises up her neck. I don’t bother commenting on her unintended flirtation gone wrong. Take her to the bedroom? I shake it off.

      “Boss-man sounds about right. Let’s take the back stairs.” I head for the narrow hallway off the kitchen, passing by a half-bath and the laundry room as I head up the back stairway, which I’m told was once the servants’ stairs, passing the second floor all the way to the top to the turret room.

      “You’re going to make your Aunt walk up three flights of stairs with a bad hip?” she says from behind me, and I can’t see her face, but I can sure as hell hear her indignance. Should I admit that I had no intentions of having my aunt or her stay in the turret room, that I have a first-floor suite all set for my aunt and whoever the temporary nanny is? But in a rare spontaneous decision, driven by pure survival instinct, I changed my mind and decided to put Lainey in the turret, an isolated island in the house.

      “No. But I thought you’d enjoy the view from up here.” I’m lying my ass off, but no way am I going to admit that I want her as far away from me as possible, and I wonder what the fuck? What the fuck am I worried about? Too much sunshine? She’s not my type. Maybe if she were ten years older, gained twenty pounds, and cut back severely on the sassy Pollyanna imitation. As it is, she doesn’t come close to even a hint of temptation.

      In fact, tomorrow, I’m going to call Shonda and see if she wants to come for a weekend so we can finally see if things are going to work out. I pause in my tracks. Better yet, maybe I ought to give up on Shonda and sign up for a dating app.

      Lainey presses against me as she pushes past me through the narrow doorway into the room, her hands touching my back and arm.

      She laughs as she stumbles into the room, and it sounds like pure joy bubbling up from an endless well as she rushes to the circle of windows and the uninterrupted view of the bay. She rips open a window with a forceful tug, impressing me with the unexpected strength in those fragile-looking arms.

      “You were right, Spence. Abso-fucking-lutely right. I love this view. This room.” She spins around, taking it in. “It’s perfect.”

      It’s the only room I didn’t have painted, so the tiny bluebell print wallpaper remains mostly intact, and the single bed with cast-iron headboard and white gilt-edged dresser, topped with a mirror and a determined pile of dust, also came with the house.

      Guilt swamps me because I didn’t prepare this room for habitation by anyone, and it’s unfair to throw her up here as if she were a prisoner in a gothic novel. I studied just enough English lit to know a gothic novel setting when I see one. With a sharp pain threatening to stab me in the back as if my conscience were weaponized, I heave a breath.

      “You can fix it up. I’ll pay⁠—”

      “Fix it up? I wouldn’t touch one single thing. This room is the stuff fairytales are made of. I adore it. But then I’m a romantic—can you tell?”

      “Sure, but I doubt you find dust and peeling wallpaper romantic.” Plus, I’ve heard the windows rattle up here in a strong wind, but no need to mention that. I’ll call the contractor and have him install new windows right away.

      “Look at you—all thoughtful and concerned about a little dust. Were you once a marine?”

      “In a former life. Or another dimension. Not sure which.”

      Her face lights up. “Actual spontaneous conversation. I knew you had it in you.”

      I scowl. “I should get going.” I turn and head back down the stairs, talking while I’m moving and trying to shake off the vague sense of feeling insulted by her implication that I lack conversational skills or spontaneity. “Help yourself to whatever you want in the fridge. Go out and buy whatever you don’t find. Leave me the receipts, and I’ll reimburse you.”

      When I walk back into the kitchen, I point to the counter near the coffee maker. “There’s the intercom. There’s another one in the living room. Give me your phone, and I’ll type in my number. Text me so I have your number. I’m not sure what time I’ll be home, but I’ll let you know later.” I stop and meet her stare. Her arms are folded across her chest, and I pop my gaze away from the healthy cleavage she’s showing and keep my eyes trained on hers.

      She’s not smiling, but I refuse to feel guilty. No one has a right to smile all the time, do they?

      Grabbing the old-fashioned glass knob to the back door, I ask, “Anything else?”

      “You could stop scowling.” She quirks her mouth and reaches a hand out as if to shake mine. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Spence, and especially looking forward to taking care of Krissy.”

      My scowl falters, but I shore it up. “What happened to Mr. Boss-man?”

      She laughs, and I don’t bother waiting for her answer. I walk out the door.
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      My nerves escalate my laugh to a crazy-woman level as he walks out the door—I’m pretty sure in panicked need to escape my lunacy. Yeah, he had a good question. What did happen to my Mr. Boss-man attitude toward him?

      Out the window with too long a perusal of his unshaven jaw, the kind that’s so square and firm you want to hold it and rub your cheek against it until it softens. Or that’s what some sicko like me would do because I’m too soft behind my sass. Too much in danger of having my sassy mouth attitude broken down completely by this poor gorgeous man and his plight. Maybe if he weren’t quite so…so…admit it, Lainey—hunky.

      What have you gotten yourself into? That man is the hottest, grumpiest, and saddest person I’ve met since…ever.

      He’s the exact opposite of Moe. But this is no time to think about my ex-fiancé—may he rot in hell until the Portsmouth Whalers win the Stanley Cup. Okay, that was mean. The Whalers could win. They have some good players. They even have a fantastic coach. But they have that crazy owner who only signed Spence for one year.

      I predict it’ll be one hell of a year. My new life is off to an astonishing start.

      Getting to work in the kitchen, I take stock of what’s here and what’s not and make a list on my phone. Smiling at his abrupt departure, I have no idea why he tugs at me, why I feel a need to help him like I’m on a mission instead of a job—a nanny job at that. I have no business being a nanny. It’s not like I need the money, and I’d planned to take classes.

      Also, I have no business thinking of Spence as hot. Even though he is.

      Sure, he’s old. But you could say it’s more that I’m young. At least, in years. In my soul, I could be older than he is. I wander around the nice, but too-sterile kitchen, and my mind plots all the accessories I’m planning to bring in. With that salary he’s talking about paying me, it’s the least I can do. Money isn’t one of my problems. Mom saw to that when she left me a trust fund. Small consolation because there’s not a minute that’s gone by that I don’t wish I could trade all the money and everything I have to have my mother back.

      However, first, I need to do some damage control and call dad because, dammit, Spence was right about Jason. No way will he be happy about me moving out on him and in with Spence, and God only knows what kind of stink he might put up. He can be a real drama king when he wants to be, and neither he or Spence needs that this season.

      Listening to the intercom for a second to the soft hush of baby-breathing, I pull my phone from my bag and dial home. Literally. The icon on my phone is the picture of a house because, yes, pathetically, until last week, I still lived in my childhood home with my dad and little brother.

      In my defense, I’d been planning to get married, so there’d been no reason for me to find an apartment, and no way I was moving in with Moe—Maurice Borelli—my former a-hole-bastard fiancé. Also, I’m only twenty-three, so it’s not like I’d overstayed my welcome yet. I figured by the time I was supposed to walk down the aisle, my dad would be ready to say good-riddance—though he would likely still have cried.

      But when I drove off with Jason, leaving behind our small hometown in South Carolina to come north for the hockey season  on an adventure into the unknown, my dad squinted and pretended he had something in his eyes as he and my kid brother, Peter, waved from the driveway.

      Dad picks up the phone on the third ring and sounds gruff when he answers. “Lainey? Is everything all right? How are you? Did you settle in? How’s the weather? Are you cold?” I smile and let him rattle on. You’d think we’ve never been north of the Mason-Dixon line the way he talks. In truth, we’ve been up to Canada for Jason’s hockey tournaments since he was an adolescent and showed promise, though Dad, and especially Mom, never got used to the cold up north or the cold of the rinks. She said the only good thing about going to rinks was that it gave her a chance to wear her big fluffy fake fur coat. Not sure what the heck kind of fur it was supposed to be—some kind of leopard maybe? I swallow the sudden lump in my throat.

      Finally, Dad pauses for a breath, so I jump in. “Everything is fantastic—better than I imagined. Portsmouth is charming and historic,  reminiscent of Charleston though faintly. And it’s still warm here—it’s still summer.”

      “So, what’s wrong? Why are you calling in the middle of the day? Are you homesick?”

      I laugh. “Not yet. But I am lucky because, if you can imagine it, on our first day at the rink, I landed a job. A really good one, with good pay and housing and meals included and⁠—”

      “A job? You? At the rink? Are you going to be living at the rink? What the hell⁠—”

      I blow out a breath. “No dad, let me finish. I got a job as a nanny for the coach. He has a sweet baby girl named Krissy and needs someone on short notice.”

      “A nanny? You say the pay’s good?”

      I tell him how much, and he blows out a whistle. He can’t help being the mercenary man he is; he was born that way.

      “Perfect, sweetheart. You love kids. It’ll give you something to do. Keep your mind off that no good⁠—”

      “Exactly,” I agree. “And it’ll keep me from getting bored, lonely, and homesick.”

      “You know you can come home any time,” he says, lowering his voice like he’s telling a secret.

      “No, dad. You know I needed to get away. I’ve committed to being here for Jason for the season.”

      “He better be grateful to have someone up there with him who he knows and can trust. I’m grateful.” What he’s not saying, but what we all know in the Hall family, is that Jason needs looking after because he’s too trusting. He got in trouble when he was on his own last season with some woman stealing a shit ton of his well-earned money. Others may call her a con, but I call her a thief. And my brother, well, he’s just too trusting.

      On the other hand, the only people I trust are the ones under two feet high who still have their baby teeth.

      “That brings me to the next issue. Spence—I mean Coach Logan—needs me to be a live-in nanny, and I don’t want Jason to freak out about it. I might need you to talk to him about it for me.” I know, I know—I’m leaving out the very salient fact that Spence—I mean, Coach or Mr. Boss-man—which I’ve decided I am abso-fucking-lutely not going to call him—is a single man. Not only is he single, but he’s eligible in the hunkiest, juiciest way possible, begging for some lucky woman to rescue him from his grumpy desolation.

      That woman will not be me, of course, because no matter how hunky and eligible he is, he’s also not my type. He’s too old, too bossy, too controlling, and too grumpy. Plus, he’s too hunky. I’m totally not open to any man, and why would I be? Why would I jump from the frying pan into the fire?

      I’ve come all the way from South Carolina to fucking Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to escape my particular frying pan, and there’s no way I want to jump into another frying pan, let alone a freaking fire. Because Spencer Logan is most definitely fire material. Sure, he’s hot, but I mean the trouble, life-ending kind of fire, the kind that will burn you. Bad.

      Dad finishes his pondering of the issue. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll talk to him. You can still be there for him. How far will you be from Jason’s place?”

      “I don’t know. We’re in a hotel. We’re going apartment hunting later. But it’s not that big of a city, so we should be fine.”

      “You betcha. This adventure was for both of you to have a fresh start and support each other. He’ll be happy for you to have something going on, so he doesn’t have to worry about you getting bored, and he can concentrate on hockey. All you have to do is find the time to make sure he’s sticking to concentrating on hockey. If anyone can handle it, you can.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Call him tonight. Maybe around eight.” That’ll give me a chance to talk to him first. Surely Spence will be home before that.
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      I was wrong. I underestimated the hours that a head hockey coach works. To Spence’s credit, he called around five and told me he’d be late.

      Then I called Jason, and he drove directly to Spencer’s house and refused to leave until his coach got home.

      “I don’t like it, Lainey.” He walks in a circle around the mostly empty living room like a caged animal repeating himself for the hundredth time.

      “You’re being ridiculous. He’s an old man with a baby, and I’ll be his employee. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      He stops and turns to me, and then his thunderous face softens. “Of course, I’m worried about you. After what happened⁠—”

      “We promised we would never talk about that incident again. Besides, it proved once and forever that I actually can take care of myself, didn’t it?” Nausea bubbles up as I
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