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      “You can do this,” Elise said aloud to herself in the rearview mirror.

      Ding!

      She focused on the gauges in front of her. Shit! The tire-pressure icon lit up red. She had so many of those little colored lights, you’d think she was collecting them like Girl Scout badges.

      “Just one more reason you need this job. So go in there and convince this family you’re their best choice for a nanny.” It’s ten times better than free babysitting for my slimy two-timing ex.

      Elise blew out a breath and squeezed the back of her neck. A tension headache was pinching her nerves.

      Before she could overthink it any more, she shut off the engine and climbed out of the piece of junk that needed more work than it was worth. It seemed so out of place here next to the neatly trimmed yard, rolling green hills, and tidy garage. The gravel driveway was huge and rounded, lined with trees on one side. A white van parked by the edge of the house had an Emerson Farms logo on the sliding door. Colorful flowers adorned the walkway up to a massive wraparound porch. Planters with purple, pink, and blue flowers hung from the edge of the porch roof above the railings. Floral notes melded with the scent of fresh-cut hay sweetening the fresh air.

      The sound of a screen door shutting drew her focus to the older Black woman smiling from the entryway with a wave. The woman’s brown, purple-tipped dreadlocks swayed with her motion. “You must be Elise Aki.”

      “Yes, ma’am. And you must be Mrs. Emerson.”

      “Oh, please call me Renita or Mama E.” She waved her hand as if dismissing the formality.

      Elise scanned the property once more. Lush green grass with wildflowers poking through it covered the fields to her right. There was a barn and pasture down the hill, and another larger barn complete with a gravel parking lot she’d passed on her way up the long tree-lined driveway. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you. Come on in. Ariel is excited to meet you, and I’ve got a cup of coffee with your name on it or tea if you prefer?”

      “Tea would be lovely. Thank you.” Elise followed the woman inside.

      The home was spacious and bright. Colorful rugs were scattered over the pine floors. Pictures adorned the walls of the hall and the living room she passed, which contained a mishmash of furniture.

      Renita led her past some smaller rooms and a shut door before they entered a large kitchen that chefs’ dreams were made of.

      “Have a seat.” Mrs. Emerson motioned to a stool at the large kitchen island.

      Elise did as she said. A little girl with puff buns in her hair peeked into the room. Elise smiled and waved to her, but the girl hid behind the wall once again.

      “Ariel Daisy Emerson, you get your butt out here and greet our guest,” Renita chided while setting a plate of cookies on the table between them.

      Elise’s stomach grumbled embarrassingly loudly. She’d skipped breakfast and lunch—again. Her savings were down to almost nothing and her credit card was maxed. If her best friends Sam and Jack knew she’d been skipping meals, they’d be furious with her, but she didn’t want to be a drain on them any more than she had been these last few weeks.

      Renita pushed the cookies towards her. “Help yourself. Your tea will be ready in a moment. I have peppermint or chamomile, and I think black mango.”

      “Black mango, please, but I’m more than happy to get it.” Elise rose.

      Renita shook her head as the little girl walked into the room. “No way. You sit right there and get started on those cookies.”

      Ariel climbed onto the stool across from her. Her head was bowed, but the girl’s eyes were definitely aimed at Elise.

      Elise gave the girl her most friendly smile and signed as she spoke. “Hello. You must be Ariel; I’ve heard so much about you. But I have one question. Are you a mermaid, like the Ariel in the movie?”

      The little girl bit back a smile, her eyes lighting up as she signed back to Elise. “No, I’m not. But I want to meet a mermaid.”

      “Maybe we’ll be lucky enough to spot one sometime.” Elise winked.

      Ariel reached across the counter and grabbed a cookie. She bit into it as Renita set a cup of tea and jar of honey in front of Elise before taking a seat beside them.

      Elise stirred a spoonful of sweetener into her tea. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I don’t believe we should waste each other’s time. Let’s get down to brass tacks, shall we?” Renita asked.

      Elise’s stomach clenched. Had she messed this up already? “Of course.”

      “I went over your references, and you seem more than qualified to take care of my granddaughter this summer. But what I’d like to know is why a young woman like yourself, with your degree, wants to nanny?” Renita didn’t pull any punches.

      “I’m actually teaching this fall at Shattered Cove Grade School, so this was perfect as I needed something to do during the summer. I’ve double-checked the date, and I would need to report to school a week before my work officially ends for Ariel. Would that be a problem?”

      Renita shook her head. “It shouldn’t be. I’ll be back by then, and we can make necessary arrangements for her care. Are you new to the area?”

      “No, my family is from Dark Cove, so just the next city over.”

      Renita’s eyes widened. “Oh, well then, that’s great. You already know your way around.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re okay with the live-in position? You’d be staying in my son Roman’s house. You passed the turnoff on your way in. You’ll have a bedroom to yourself but share a bathroom with this little one.” Renita motioned to her granddaughter.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      Ariel reached for another cookie, eyeing her grandma. Renita glanced at the little girl. “Don’t tell your daddy I let you eat cookies so close to dinner.”

      Ariel smiled and shook her head, holding out her pinky finger. Renita looped her smallest digit with her granddaughter’s in a promise.

      “Your resume didn’t list your employment for the last two years.” Renita’s attention was back on Elise.

      “I, uh, well, I was . . .” Sweat dotted her forehead as the newly scabbed wounds over her heart opened wide again. “I had a family situation that needed my attention.” That was vague but hopefully professional. Elise was pretty sure if she spilled the whole sordid tale of her shitty judgment in men, Renita would show her the door. But she needed this job. She’d searched and there was nothing else that would allow her to make enough money in the two months before school started to save for a down payment on an apartment, and this was a live-in position. She wouldn’t have to force Sam and Jack to put up with her in their guest bedroom any longer than the three weeks she’d already commandeered it for.

      Renita’s eyes crinkled, her keen gaze studying Elise for a beat. “Well, I’m pretty satisfied with our phone interview, your background checks out, and you obviously know American Sign Language well.” She turned to Ariel. “What do you think, pumpkin? Would you like to spend the summer playing with Elise?”

      Ariel licked a few crumbs off her lips and signed, “Will you take me to the beach to look for mermaids?”

      Elise laughed. “If your parents say it’s okay.”

      “And will you give me cookies like Gramma?”

      “Well, I do love to bake.”

      “Okay.” Ariel nodded.

      “She drives a hard bargain,” Renita joked. “Ariel, why don’t you go clean up your toys? Your dad will be home soon.”

      Ariel hopped off the stool and gave Elise a wave before disappearing out of the room.

      Renita got up and grabbed a framed photo from the kitchen wall, handing it over to Elise. “It’s just my son. His wife—Ariel’s mom—passed almost four years ago. Since then, Ariel hasn’t said a word.”

      “I see.” Elise’s heart broke for the little girl. A smiling Ariel beamed at the camera, holding a line with a small fish out in front of her. The man next to her smiled down at her like the little girl was his whole world—and he was one of the sexiest men she’d ever laid eyes on. He could have been a model with his toned body and six-pack, the likes of which she’d only ever seen on magazine and book covers. Damn, he was fine. And that was the dad she would be living with? Her skin heated.

      But the last thing I need is another single dad taking advantage of me—no matter how hot he is.

      “Roman is really busy in the summers unless it’s bad weather. He’s up before the sun most days and home after it sometimes. You’d have to be able to make dinner too. Is that a problem?”

      “No. I can cook. I enjoy it actually,” Elise assured her. It would make things easier if she didn’t have too many run-ins with the hottie from the picture.

      Renita smiled. “Great. Ariel has therapy every other Monday. And she’s been homeschooled up until now. She’s going to school this fall, so if you don’t mind working with her on the things she may need to know?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And the salary is alright with you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she quickly agreed, handing the photo back.

      Renita stood again and walked over to the counter to grab a piece of paper and pen, and return the frame. She slid a legal-looking document over to Elise. “Then I’d like to officially offer you the job. This is a contract with everything we went over on the phone. You go ahead and read through it and make sure it’s agreeable to you.”

      Elise skimmed the particulars. At this point, it didn’t matter if Mrs. Emerson required a kidney; she needed this job. She’d nannied during college but she’d never been presented with a contract before.

      As if sensing her question, Renita explained, “There’s a part in there about not speaking to the press or anyone outside the family except the authorities about the open investigation regarding the murder of my son’s ex. I hope you understand the sensitive manner of this request?”

      Murder? Oh, God. How much had Ariel lost? Had she seen her mother be attacked? Was that why she didn’t speak? How strange Elise hadn’t heard about the case. She’d been gone a long time from Dark Cove, but this kind of news usually traveled.

      “Of course. I understand.” She signed her name on the line and dated it.

      Renita did the same and produced another copy for Elise to keep.

      “Great. Now, let’s show you where you’ll be staying this summer. Did you need a few days to move in?”

      Elise shifted on her feet, tucking her hair behind her ear anxiously. “I actually have everything with me.” Because I’m kinda without an address at the moment.

      “I like a woman who comes prepared. Perfect. Ariel?”

      The little girl came bounding around the corner.

      “Let’s go show Elise her room in your house.”

      Elise followed them outside. Renita didn’t bother locking the door. Elise had forgotten what it was like living in a small town.

      “Why don’t you drive back down the driveway? Take a left at the first turnoff. Around the corner, you’ll see Roman’s house.”

      Elise stumbled over her feet, quickly catching herself as the pulsing in her head got worse. “Sure.”

      “My son Nash lives on the other side of the property with his fiancée, Isabella, her son, Eli, and my grandbaby, Alba.” Renita pointed to the other side of the property. “Ricky lives on the south side. And Nova’s up on the hill—you went to college with her, right?”

      Elise nodded and smiled. “Yes, her freshman year. So, all your kids live on the farm property?”

      “I’m lucky enough to have all my children so close.” Renita’s lips turned up, the mother’s love evident in her warm expression.

      Elise gave a polite smile and tried not to be envious of people she didn’t even know. But the affection with which Renita spoke about her children, the way she wanted them near, drew attention to the ache inside Elise. She’d never had that—her parents had dumped her at a boarding school as soon as they’d found what they’d assumed was an imperfection in her. That was one reason she couldn’t go to them with her problems. It would prove them right—that she was incapable and not good enough. They never wanted me before. Now that I’m a grown woman, I don’t see them taking me back in. She blew out a long breath and climbed into her junker, praying that it started and didn’t embarrass her in front of her new employer.

      The engine cranked and then puttered. All those blinking icons flashed on.

      She gritted her teeth, sending a fresh wave of pain slicing through her head. She wanted to tear off her cochlear implant and take a nap—but Elise didn’t have that luxury. She needed this job and had nowhere else to go.

      “Suck it up, buttercup. No one’s got your back but you,” Elise chastised herself in the mirror.

      The fresh burn of tears had her blinking to clear them as she shifted the car in reverse. A pit formed in her stomach. Anxiety snaked up her limbs and constricted around her chest.

      Elise pulled out of the driveway and headed toward the next beautiful family home. She would be the best nanny. She would get enough money to rent an apartment before school started. And she would survive the next two months under this hot stranger’s roof. Then she could start over. And no one would take advantage of her again. She wouldn’t fall for another handsome smile or empty words. No—she’d learned her lesson and had the scars to prove it.

      She peeked at herself in the rearview mirror. “You’ve got this, Elise. Show them you’re good enough. You can do anything.”

      No one would stop her from rising from the ashes—especially not another hot single dad.
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      Roman Emerson wiped the sweat from his forehead before he pulled onto the road leading to his parents’ farm and his own portion of land. The truck bounced over a pothole as a light breeze blew in from the open windows. It was only the beginning of June, but already he was working up a sweat in the bee yards.

      He switched the radio off and slowly turned into his driveway so as not to jostle the bee equipment in the truck bed too much. A little white Ford Focus sat in his usual parking spot. Roman frowned and parked the truck next to it. He grabbed his lunch box and empty water jug from the passenger seat before climbing out. A quick scan of the property showed nothing amiss. Maybe his mom and Ariel were inside with someone? He opened the front door and walked in.

      “Hello? Anybody home?” Roman called as he walked through the house and set the bag and jug on the kitchen counter.

      When no one answered he did a quick search of the first floor, but no one was there. Roman pulled off his sweaty shirt. He headed towards the bathroom to go through his routine of checking for ticks and then showering the filth of his workday away. Then he could go and pick up his daughter from his parents’ place.

      Thump!

      Roman whirled around, his senses perked up.

      “Mom? Ariel? Is that you?”

      No answer.

      But he was sure that’d been the guest bathroom mirror shutting. He stepped as silently as possible towards the room. His heart raced. Had someone broken in? Maybe it was a petty thief? The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. Could it be related to the murder on their property? Was it the killer who’d sent Nash that note telling him where to find the body?

      Roman pulled out the knife from his waist, a tool he kept on him in the bee yards for work. Something rattled as he rounded the corner.

      A tall woman bent into the open cabinet, pulling out bottle after bottle of pills. Fuck, it’s a break-in. An addict looking for a fix? Is she alone? He scanned the room, listening for any sign of another intruder. How dare she come in here and violate his sense of safety. What if Ariel had been home?

      Roman’s heart raced as his chest heaved, anger morphing to fury.

      “What the hell are you doing in my house?” he barked.

      She didn’t even flinch as she picked up another bottle—just read the back of it like she had all the time in the world while muttering something under her breath.

      With the knife still wielded in one hand, he reached out with the other, tugging on her shoulder.

      “I said, what are you⁠—”

      The woman screeched. She whirled around. Fear flashed in her wide eyes. Pain bloomed across his left cheek. He was knocked onto his ass from the unexpected force behind the blow. The knife clattered to the ground beside him.

      “Oh, shit!” the thief swore, drawing his attention back to her. Her voice sounded a little different, but maybe that was because of the blood pounding in his ears.

      Her black hair fell in messy strips from a haphazard bun. She stood towering over him, her dark eyes glued to him, unmoving. A few colorful tattoos peeked out from her short-sleeve shirt. A small septum ring glinted in the light from her narrow nose, right above her pert lips, pulled down in a frown.

      His eyes dropped down her curvy build. She was taller than his moderate five-eight by a good few inches. She looked like a real-life Amazon warrior, only she was Asian.

      “I’m so sorry.” Her voice drew him out of his trance.

      Beautiful or not, she’d broken into his house.

      She moved towards the doorway, but he reached towards her. She stumbled, tripping over her own feet. The woman fell down so hard he winced.

      She hissed and rolled over to her back, sitting up. “Fuck!”

      Roman scrambled forward, grabbing her hands and pinning her to the floor. “What are you doing in my house?”

      “Let me go, you psycho!”

      He might have laughed if he wasn’t fuming with anger. “Thief! Thought you could break in here and get your fix? You picked the wrong fucking house.”

      Her eyes dropped to his mouth. “What?”

      “What are you doing in my house?” Was she high already?

      She struggled under him, but despite her height, he was stronger. “Get off me!”

      Roman rolled off her, positioning his body between her and the door so there was no escape. “Oh, no you don’t. You’re not going anywhere until the police get here.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she got to her feet. “I just need to get⁠—”

      “Why the fuck did you break into my house? What are you looking for? Pills?”

      Her eyes narrowed on his mouth. She shook her head. “I didn’t⁠—“

      “What the hell is going on here?” his mother’s voice boomed from down the hall.

      “Someone broke in. Keep Ariel out of here and call the cops.”

      “You dumbass! That’s the new nanny.”

      He blinked.

      The woman in front of him took advantage of his confusion and darted past him out into the hall.

      “Are you okay, Elise?” his mom asked, walking towards them. The assumed thief disappeared into his guest room, coming out with a device in her hand. She attached it to her head, one piece magnetizing to her skull and the other slipping in her ear.

      She’s Deaf. That’s why she was staring at my mouth.

      “Are you okay, Elise?” his mom repeated, standing in front of the woman as Ariel peeked up at them from the stairs with wide eyes.

      “I think so.” She flexed her already swollen hand.

      His mom walked up to him, arms crossed over her chest, eyes narrowed. “What the hell are you doing, attacking the new nanny?”

      “I thought she broke in. I yelled but she didn’t answer. I touched her shoulder and she punched me in the face.” He touched his cheekbone and winced.

      “Serves you right for scaring her half to death.”

      “What the hell is she doing in my house?”

      “I told her to unpack and get situated.”

      Unpack? Was this a live-in position?

      It didn’t matter.

      “Why were you in the bathroom, going through the medicine cabinet?” he asked Elise, but the fight had drained from his voice. He’d pinned her down against her will and probably scared the shit out of her with that knife. He was an asshole.

      “I was looking for some pain medicine because I have a headache.” She pointed to the bottle on the floor, a generic ibuprofen. “That’s why I took my CI out too. So I didn’t hear you. I just turned around when someone grabbed me, wielding a knife like a psycho.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I thought you were an intruder.”

      “Didn’t you know I was coming?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “I reminded you last Sunday at family dinner,” Renita said.

      He pinched between his eyes and shook his head. “But you said you were interviewing, not hiring. Not moving someone into my home.”

      “You listen ’bout as well as your thick-headed brother. I told you we were doing the final interview, meeting her, and if everything was a good fit, we could move forward. Now, I don’t have time for this. I’ll take Ariel out for a few minutes. You two work this out—and you’d better be on your best behavior. You can’t afford to have this nice woman quitting on you. She’s everything you wanted in a caretaker for Ariel and more. Don’t fuck this up,” Renita warned him before turning to Elise and offering her a genuine smile. “Please give him another shot. He may not deserve it, but Ariel does.”

      Elise nodded, her eyes still wide as if she were unsure of the situation. He couldn’t blame her.

      “Shit, I’m sorry.” His gaze dropped to the angry red marks contrasting with the light skin on her knuckles. “Let’s get some ice on that.” He reached out, taking her hand in his.

      She sucked in a breath.

      “Can you bend your fingers?”

      She flexed her hand in his, a slight wince marring her delicate features.

      “Don’t think anything’s broken.” He dropped her hand. “Come on. I’ve got some frozen peas that should help.”

      Roman led her downstairs to the kitchen and grabbed out two bags of frozen veggies, one for him and one for her. He handed her the peas.

      “Thanks.” She slid the bag over her swelling knuckles.

      “So, your name is Elise? Where are you from?”

      She swallowed, confusion swirling in her eyes a moment before it was gone. Her voice came out much quieter than before. “Dark Cove.” A moment of awkward silence passed before she spoke again. “I know this isn’t the best way of starting off as your employee, but at least you know I can defend myself and your daughter.” Her light chuckle seemed more out of nerves than humor.

      “Yeah, about that . . .”

      Her smile dropped. “What?”

      He scratched the back of his head. “I⁠—”

      “The ad said you needed someone who knew sign language to tutor your daughter and get her ready for school next term, as well as entertain her. I’m actually a teacher. I’m starting a job at Shattered Cove Grade School in the fall. I promise, I’m more than qualified.” Her voice held a hint of desperation in it.

      Let me handle it. I’ll find someone who will be the perfect fit. His mother’s words came back to him. They’d spoken about it for months on and off, but he hadn’t realized she’d meant this early. He hadn’t even prepared Ariel. She wasn’t used to anyone watching her but family.

      “She mentioned you work long hours in the summer months, and she had a lot on her plate with the farm and the wedding, and then she’s leaving on a vacation, right?” Elise asked.

      “Yes.”

      Roman studied the woman in front of him—his new nanny—from her dark brown eyes to the cupid’s bow of her plump lips down to her neck. His cock twitched. He was tempted to look a little longer but that would be highly inappropriate. He gritted his teeth. For the whole summer, the beautiful stranger was supposed to be under his roof. When he’d agreed to hire someone, he’d always imagined someone far less attractive, and most definitely not as a live-in nanny.

      What if Mom did this on purpose? She was always trying to set up Nova. Maybe she’d given up on her and was focused on him now?

      He shook his head. Would she really try to . . . It didn’t matter because his mother’s message earlier had been clear. This was his new nanny whether he liked it or not. It didn’t matter if he was twelve or almost thirty-seven. When his mom took that tone, she meant business. And he knew better than to piss her off. He needed someone to care for his daughter, and he trusted his mom’s instincts. He’d just have to remain professional.

      “I think we should start over.” He held out his hand. “I’m Roman. Nice to meet you.”

      She hesitated, lines appearing on her forehead as if she were asking herself if he was crazy. He definitely was at this point.

      Her smooth hand slipped into his. Electricity hummed up his arm before she quickly jerked her hand away. She tugged her bottom lip into her mouth, her white teeth peeking out as she nervously chewed. The impulse to tug it out had his fingers curling into fists. His blood heated.

      Roman released a breath. This was the first time he’d felt the stirring of arousal for a woman since his wife had passed four years ago. And it was one more big reason why Elise shouldn’t be his new nanny. But it was too late to turn back now.

      Fuck my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ELISE

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I punched my new boss. Can this day get any worse? How about this year?

      The pounding in Elise’s head hadn’t gotten any better in the twenty minutes since Roman had pinned her to the floor upstairs. Now, he leaned against the counter in the kitchen, bag of frozen kale pressed to his cheek as he studied her closely. His chest was bare except for the wisps of dark hair smattered over his pecs and peppered down his defined abs before disappearing in a straight line into his stained jeans. Damn, he had a nice body.

      He cleared his throat. Shit, she’d been caught gawking at him. Embarrassment heated her cheeks.

      “I’ll be right back.” He set the bag back in the freezer and went up the stairs.

      Elise sighed. I just need this job until school starts.

      This was the month from hell.

      Roman returned with a shirt on, holding out his hand to her, palm up with two pain relievers. “For your headache.”

      “Thank you.” She picked them up while he opened the fridge and handed her a bottle of water.

      She drank it down, swallowing the pills. The cool water brought a sliver of relief to the pounding in her head.

      “If you prefer, you can take the hearing aid off, and we can sign for this conversation.”

      She looked at him and blinked, a little stunned at the offer. None of her hearing ex-boyfriends—nor her family, for that matter—had ever offered to sign to make her feel more at ease. Everyone expected her to be the one to conform.

      “That’s alright.” She didn’t want to start off this job with him making an accommodation for her though. Too many people had found ways to hold that over her head.

      He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his now clothed chest. The material of his shirt pulled taut against his broad shoulders with the movement. He ran a hand over the coarse five o’clock bristles shadowing his jaw. Sunlight streamed in through the kitchen window, highlighting Roman’s strong nose and chiseled features. His expression was hard, with two serious brows pulled together at a sharp angle, and a slight frown tugged his full brown lips down. God, that picture hadn’t done him justice.

      The door burst open. Ariel ran through the door with Renita not too far behind her. The little girl clutched her dad’s legs and Roman bent down to hug her.

      “Hey, sweet pea. Did you have a good day with Grams?” Roman asked.

      Ariel pulled away and nodded with a smile before wrinkling her nose and signing to her dad. “You stink.”

      Elise bit back her smile as Roman laughed.

      He playfully tugged on one of her puff buns. “I know, I haven’t had a chance to shower yet.” Roman flicked his gaze between Elise and Renita before focusing back on his daughter. “Why don’t you go watch something while I talk to Grams, okay?”

      Ariel lifted her hands, confidently moving them into signs. “Grams said Elise will be staying with us and spending time with me. I like her a lot. She said we could look for mermaids! Please say she can stay, Daddy.”

      Roman sighed. “Alright. Go on.”

      Ariel smiled at Elise before disappearing into the living room.

      “Now, tell me everything is all settled.” Renita cut her son a glare. “We talked about this, Roman. You agreed. What’s your hesitation?”

      Elise felt like she was intruding on a private family moment and she should leave, except her livelihood was on the line.

      “I never said I was okay for someone to live with us.” He turned to Elise. “No offense.”

      She shrugged despite the panic thundering through her. What else could she do? She needed this job and a place to stay for a couple months, just until she could get on her feet.

      “And we don’t need someone full time.”

      Renita’s hands dropped to her hips. “Excuse me? Do you not work very long hours from spring to fall?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “And do you not have a seven-year-old who needs someone to care for her while you’re gone?”

      His jaw twitched. “Of course.”

      “Well, it sounds like you need help, then. You know I’m more than happy to have my granddaughter, and so are your siblings—in between our own work schedules. Business on the farm is picking up. I have more orders coming in for our homemade goods every day. We’ve gotten into three more farmers’ markets this year, not to mention I have a wedding to plan on top of the events the farm usually holds. Your dad and I will be gone for a month, taking our trip we’ve been putting off for years. You need help, Roman, and it’s okay to get that outside of the family sometimes.”

      His shoulders dropped on a sigh.

      Renita continued, “You agreed I could find someone qualified because you didn’t have time. It makes more sense for her to board here since she’ll be working so early in the morning and late most nights.”

      “I don’t think she’ll be a good fit.”

      “Excuse me?” Elise straightened. How would he know? He hadn’t even gotten to know her. Was it because she was Deaf? “I have amazing references you can check. I’m a certified teacher, and I know CPR. Proficiency in American Sign Language was one of the requirements and I’m fluent—there is no better way for your daughter to learn than from someone who is in fact Deaf. So what you may see as a hindrance is actually a positive.”

      Roman pinched the bridge of his nose. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      “What did you mean? Why would I not be a fit?” She wanted him to man up and just come out and say it. Say he was prejudiced against her for her disability.

      He grimaced, opening and closing his mouth as if struggling with what to say. He finally shook his head. “Nothing. It’s nothing.”

      “Great, now that that’s all settled, I’ll leave you to it. I’m sure you need to finish settling in, Elise. Oh, and I’ll see you all at dinner in two hours. Don’t be late.” Renita walked over and kissed Ariel on the cheek before waving to them and leaving out the front door.

      The sound from Ariel’s TV show was the only noise in the room for a few minutes. Elise shifted on her feet, extremely uncomfortable with the situation. Anger at her ex for putting her in this position burned her veins. Ariel was a wonderful little girl—but Elise wasn’t so sure about Roman. She didn’t want to stay in his house, but she didn’t have much of a choice. This was the only solution to her problems, so for now, she’d have to grin and bear it.

      Roman sighed and shook his head. “I guess you’re hired.”

      Yippee. “I promise I’ll take care of your daughter and keep her safe and happy while you’re gone.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “What’s your work schedule like?”

      “It just depends on what needs to be done in the yards. I’m always home to tuck her into bed by eight. I’m home for dinner as often as possible, but summer is the busiest time for my bee business.”

      Bee business? Yikes. She nodded. “Okay. And what are your expectations for me? Other than the obvious—take care of and entertain Ariel. I know she has some therapy appointments your mom mentioned.”

      “Yeah. You can have weekends off. And I’d like her to start practicing things she’ll need to learn for school in the fall. She already knows quite a bit. We worked on a lot this winter together. She’s actually already reading the Moon Girl and the Devil Dinosaur series for the second time.”

      “That’s awesome. And the list of expectations is very doable,” she agreed.

      “You said you’re a teacher?”

      “I was. I . . . took a few years off, but as I mentioned, I’ll be at the grade school in the fall. Is that where Ariel will be going?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get to see her then.”

      He cleared his throat. “When you’re with Ariel, can you please have your CI on?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Roman blinked as his jaw pulsed like he was grinding his teeth. “Did Mom tell you anything about . . . her situation?”

      Elise tipped her head to the side. “Just that she’s non-verbal and that her mom was . . . um, that’s there’s an investigation going on about her . . .”

      He shook his head. “My brother Nash’s ex-fiancée was murdered. My wife . . .” He cleared his throat and looked towards Ariel in the living room. “Passed of natural causes.”

      Way to stick my foot in my mouth. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” This family had been through more than one tragedy it seemed.

      “It’s important that if she needs someone, you’re right there. She can’t be left alone again when she needs help—do you understand?” His voice left no room for misinterpretation. This was gravely important to him.

      Curiosity bubbled inside her. This seemed like more than just helicopter parenting. “That’s not a problem. I’ll have my implant on and keep a close eye on her at all times. We’ll have a fun summer. I brought some things for us to do together. I’m excited to get to know Ariel and explore her favorite spots.”

      He ground his jaw. His gaze flashed as he stepped forward, tilting his chin to look her directly in the eyes as he pointed towards the living room. His voice grew quieter and serious. “That little girl in there is everything to me, and I won’t let anything bad happen to her . . . so if I feel like she’s endangered in any way, you will be fired.”

      His protectiveness and love for his daughter were his redeeming qualities—even though his faith in her ability made her hackles rise. “Understood.”

      Roman’s pink tongue darted out as he licked his lips. He ran a hand over his head, his muscles bunching with the movement, but her gaze caught on his veiny forearm. Good God, why did he have to be so good-looking?

      “Elise?”

      “Yeah?” Her voice came out far breathier than she’d intended.

      “You’re just here to watch my kid.” His voice was cold, devoid of any emotion.

      Yanked out of her lust-induced haze, she blinked up at his severe expression. Clearing her throat before she spoke, she gave him a curt nod. “Of course. I’ll be sure to stay out of your way otherwise.”

      Elise was the help—she just needed to remember that.
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      Elise tugged down the jade-green sundress as she followed Roman towards his parents’ home. He hadn’t said more than a few words to her since their showdown in the kitchen.

      Ariel’s small hand slipped into hers. Elise looked down and smiled at the little girl.

      “You’re really tall.” Ariel signed.

      Rather than answer out loud and draw Roman’s attention as they walked up the driveway, Elise responded in sign. “I am.”

      “Daddy says I’ll grow big and strong if I eat my veggies. Is that what you did?”

      Elise chuckled, feeling Roman’s gaze on her skin as she answered, “Yes, I’m sure that’s part of it.”

      “Wonder Woman is tall too, and she’s one of my favorite superheroes.”

      “She’s pretty cool.” Elise stepped onto the porch, ducking out of habit, though the roof was still plenty of inches higher than her head. Her height had always been a source of insecurity for her growing up, especially since all the other women in her family were just over five feet. But anyone who worked with kids knew they had no filter. That was one thing that drew Elise to working with them. You always knew where you stood with a child. Unlike adults, who might smile to your face and then stab you in the back.

      “Ready?” Roman asked, his hand on the knob.

      Elise smoothed a hand down her dress. “Yes.”

      Ariel nodded.

      Roman pushed open the door and stepped aside, allowing her and Ariel to walk through. Renita and James Emerson’s home was spacious and warm. She took off her shoes and padded towards the animated voices in the kitchen.

      “Oh, good, you’re here just in time. Roman, your father needs your help out back with the grill,” Renita directed. “And I believe Eli was looking for you, Ariel. He’s in the living room with Aunt Nova.”

      Roman headed straight towards a door at the back of the house without hesitation, and Ariel scampered off.

      “What can I do to help?” Elise offered, gesturing towards the various salads and casseroles on the counter.

      “Oh, no, you’re a guest today. You take this cup of lemonade and find yourself a comfortable spot and tell me if you’re settling in okay? I know my son can be a bit rough around the edges.” She opened the fridge and took out a covered bowl of what looked like potato salad, then set it on the counter. “But he’s been through a lot. He just needs a little patience and time to adjust. He’ll see this is for the best and you’re the perfect fit.”

      Renita grabbed two pot holders and opened the oven before pulling out a dish that made Elise’s mouth water. Mrs. Emerson set it on the marble counter and stuck a serving spoon inside.

      “That smells so good.”

      Renita smiled. “My kids’ favorite—mac and cheese.”

      “Are you sure I can’t help?” She sipped her lemonade. It was perfectly tart with just the right amount of sweetener.

      “Oh, yes. Everything is done; we’re just waiting for them to bring in the meat. I hope you brought your appetite.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And who do we have here?” a voice asked from behind her.

      Elise turned. A handsome dark-haired man stood a few inches taller beside her. Damn, he was good-looking.

      “This is Elise. She’s Ariel’s new nanny and tutor for the summer. Elise, this is my son Ricky.”

      She looked between mother and son, but they shared no physical likeness. Maybe he took after his dad? Or perhaps he was adopted like Nova?

      Ricky’s eyes sparkled with a mischievous look as he eyed her up and down. “I could always use a tutor. There are some things I’d definitely like to brush up on, and I have a feeling you might be just the person.”

      She smiled playfully. “Does that line really work?”

      His gaze flared and then he grinned. “You’d be surprised.”

      “Leave her alone, Ricky. You’ll scare her away, thinking my sons are a bunch of unmannered hooligans,” Renita scolded.

      Ricky laughed. “Don’t worry, Ma. Just making sure she feels welcome.”

      “Ribs and the rest of the meat is ready.” Roman walked past, setting a large platter on the long counter. His dad was right behind him with hot dogs and burgers.

      Roman flicked his gaze between Ricky and her before his eyes narrowed.

      “Great. Everyone grab a plate and dig in,” Renita said.

      James and Ricky hung back while Roman started filling a small plate, presumably for Ariel. Nova came in with a boy and a woman who looked somewhat familiar. Behind them was another man who Elise assumed was Renita’s other son, Nash, holding a baby in a little lime-green bundle.

      Nova smiled and walked over to her. “Elise. It’s so good to see you again. Mom just told me you were going to be spending the summer on the farm with Ariel.”

      “Yes.”

      “You two know each other?” James asked.

      “Yes, Nova and I had a few classes together freshman year of college,” Elise answered.

      “I knew I should have gone to your college,” Ricky said.

      “Oh, like going to Dartmouth was such a hardship,” Nova teased.

      “Forgive them. They’re always like this with each other.” The woman beside Nova offered her a friendly smile.

      Elise’s lips turned up in a grin.

      “I don’t think I introduced you to Bella when we ran into you at the café last year. She’s my soon-to-be sister-in-law.” Nova gestured to the familiar woman.

      “Hi,” Bella said.

      “Nice to officially meet you,” Elise greeted her.

      “Chat later, Nova. Get your dinner so we can eat.” Ricky pointed towards the food.

      “Just go get yours and stop whining,” Nova said.

      Ricky peeked over his shoulder before he turned back to her. “You know the rules. Ladies first.”

      Nova shook her head. “More than thirty years old and still afraid of your mama.”

      “Pot, meet kettle,” he retorted.

      Nova sighed and grabbed a plate. Elise followed, adding a little of everything. It all looked so good. Everyone filtered into the large dining room with a long table that fit the whole Emerson family and left room for at least half a dozen more. She found a spot towards the end next to Ariel, not wanting to intrude. But Ricky took the seat next to her, a hint of his spicy cologne wrapping around her.

      “So, tell me, what made you willing to come to this crazy house for the whole summer?” he asked as everyone finished sitting.

      She dug her fork into the macaroni and cheese. “The timing worked out perfectly. I start teaching in the fall.” Not to mention my other options were zilch.

      “Maybe we can hang out sometime,” Ricky suggested as she took a bite, and holy hell, talk about cheesy goodness.

      “She’s here to watch Ariel,” Roman snapped from across the table, glaring at his brother.

      Ricky smirked. “I’m sure she’ll have some days off.”

      “Excuse my idiot brother. He was dropped as a baby and thinks he’s God’s gift to women,” Nova remarked.

      Fuck, the last thing she needed was the already skeptical Roman thinking she was looking to hook up with his brother instead of taking care of Ariel.

      “I’ll be pretty busy. I have a curriculum to work on when I’m not with Ariel.” She loaded another bite of the pasta and stuffed it in her mouth. Those two would not ruin her dinner. Maybe Renita would show her how to make some of this for Roman and Ariel.

      “The offer stands if you ever want to let loose and have fun.”

      She gave him a quick nod to acknowledge his statement and turned towards Ariel. “What do you want to do tomorrow? It’s supposed to be a beautiful day. And I’d love to see what animals you have on the farm. Do you think you could give me a tour?”

      Ariel nodded and signed, “Okay.”

      “And maybe if your dad says it’s okay, we can go get some ice cream in town after?”

      The little girl’s eyes lit up. “Yes!”

      “Actually, I’d like you to stay close to home—at least the first week. Next week, she has appointments. They’re all on the calendar in the kitchen.”

      Elise swallowed down her disappointment as Ariel’s hands flew into an argument with her father as she pleaded for ice cream.

      Roman cut her a look before responding to his daughter. “I’ll bring you home ice cream, okay?”

      “Fine. But I want cookie dough and mint cookie-crumble.”

      Elise stifled her laugh. This little girl knew how to bargain.

      Roman’s expression softened before he signed back to her. “Deal. But you have to eat all your veggies for dinner first.”

      Ariel rolled her eyes. “Deal.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll have lots of fun on the farm. I’m sure there are plenty of places to explore here. And I have it on good authority you’re the expert,” Elise said.

      The corner of Ariel’s mouth turned up. “I am. Can Eli come with us too?”

      “Sure, if his mom says it’s okay.”

      Ariel spun around to Eli on the other side of her, signing to him. Elise focused back on her meal, tasting the ribs that fell apart in her mouth. “This is delicious. Thank you so much for having me.”

      “You’re welcome any time. We have family dinners every Sunday, but sometimes we move it to Saturday if the weather is better. And we have activities,” Renita said.

      “What are we watching for the next movie night?” Nova asked.

      “It’s Eli’s turn to pick,” James answered.

      “What’s that in your ear?” Eli asked, drawing everyone’s attention to her.

      “Eli, it isn’t polite to ask that,” Bella corrected her son.

      “No, it’s really okay. We can’t learn unless we ask questions, right?” Elise faced Eli and pointed towards her CI. “This is a sound processor. It works a lot like your ear does to process sound waves. When I was little, I had a surgery to get an implant. That processor communicates with the implant under my skin, which will send messages to my cochlea—which is inside everyone’s ears.”

      “I have one?” Eli tugged on his earlobe.

      “Yes. It helps you process sound waves by sending them to the brain, which translates them to the sound you hear. This device helps me hear when I’m wearing it.”

      “So you can’t hear without it?” Ariel asked.

      “No.”

      “Is it like a hearing aid?” Eli asked.

      “A hearing aid amplifies sound like a speaker. And this cochlear implant takes the sound and sends it directly to my cochlea and then the brain,” she explained.

      “That’s so cool. So with this you can hear like me?” Eli asked.

      “No. Not really. I still have a hard time hearing certain frequencies and things like timbre and pitch, which is like the range of a voice.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s still pretty awesome,” Eli said.

      She smiled and focused back on her meal as the family conversed. The siblings ribbed each other, but it all seemed loving. Nothing like the meals she’d sat for with her family. There was a sense of love and community here in this house, and in the way Renita and James had opened their home and arms to her.

      Elise looked up, her gaze catching with Roman’s all too perceptive one. Lines formed between his brows as he studied her.

      Her skin flushed. Tingles raced through her limbs. Elise’s chest contracted, making it harder to draw in another breath. She was unable to break away from his stare. Her heart raced. Why did he have this effect on her?

      “Earth to Roman,” Ricky called.

      Roman shook his head as if he, too, had forgotten there was anyone else in the room. “What?” he snapped.

      She wiped her sweaty palms on her dress-covered thighs, then reached for the cool lemonade to settle her nerves. Too bad there’s no vodka in it.

      “Are we going to the Fates’ fields tomorrow?” Ricky asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the first stop. I think we can fit five yards in by later afternoon,” Roman answered.

      Yards? Were they landscapers? Then how did the bees fit in? She peeked at Roman again as she gulped down her lemonade, but he didn’t look her way the rest of dinner. Maybe that was for the best. Because whatever was happening to her around him was not part of her plan.

      Elise just needed to keep her head down and get through this summer. Catching feelings would not end well. Just like last time.

      But she was no longer the insecure and all too trusting girl who’d let herself be used. This time she was a woman who’d learned that it didn’t matter how much she gave of herself to a person—in their eyes, she’d always be lacking. So her solution was to stop caring what people thought.

      You couldn’t hurt someone who didn’t care—right?
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      Elise washed her hands next to Ariel’s in the kitchen sink. “Did you have fun today?”

      Ariel nodded with a smile.

      “I can’t believe you have so many animals on the farm but no dog. I thought for sure those two went hand in hand.”

      Ariel’s hands moved in response, flinging little water droplets as she signed. “Gramma and Gramps had one but he died when I was little. I keep asking Daddy for one but he always says we’ll talk about it later.”

      A dog might make a great companion for Ariel; they could even get a service pet. “I always wanted one too.”

      “Did you ever get a dog?”

      Elise shook her head, signing as she spoke. “No. My dad didn’t want the fur in the house.” And they’d said it was pointless because she would be off to college in just a few years and wouldn’t be able to take the animal with her.

      “If I get a puppy, you can play with it whenever you want.”

      “That’s sweet of you. Now, are you ready to help me make the rest of dinner?”

      “Yeah. Is Daddy going to be home to eat with us?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll text him and ask.” Elise pulled out her phone, swiping the screen to unlock it. A text from her brother popped up.

      Ren: Hey, El, I’m back in town. Maybe we can meet up with Mom and Dad
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