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  The Playboy Prince and the Nanny

Donna Alward









  
  Chapter One


The noise and hubbub in the West Sussex pub was so deafening that Diego nearly missed the silent flash of the Breaking News banner across the TV behind the bar. 
But he saw it out of the corner of his eye. Frowned. Turned his head away for a moment, then felt a queer lift in his gut, as if something was very, very wrong. 
“Diego. Hey, Diego.” His pal Ryan elbowed him in the arm. “Shite. You’d better look at this, mate.”
He turned back to the screen and the lift in his stomach dropped to his feet.
The headline scrolled along the bottom of the screen; white words against a blue background, innocuous compared to the aerial scene that filled the picture. He didn’t need to read the banner to recognize the mangled car, one of the black limousines his father insisted they ride in when home in Marazur. If there were any doubt, it was banished by an up-close shot of a small red and yellow flag with the green coat of arms, hanging limply from the front corner of the crushed vehicle.
“Diego.” Ryan’s voice was gentler now, his hand resting on Diego’s arm rather than elbowing him roughly. “It’s not your da. Or your brother.”
Diego dragged his gaze to the flash along the bottom of the screen. No, it wasn’t his father or his brother. There was no need for Diego to worry about them, or who was next in line for the throne. But tears stung his eyes as he read the names. Cecilia Navarro. Mariana Cortez. 
His sister-in-law, and the nanny to his niece and nephew. 
His phone buzzed. It had been doing that all night and he’d chosen to ignore it, wanting to avoid another argument with his father and instead spend the evening kicking back with his friends to celebrate the start of the UK polo season. Now he felt unbearably guilty as he pulled his mobile out of his pocket and looked at the screen. 
Lucy, or rather, Princess Luciana. His half-sister, who was visiting Marazur right now during one of her biannual trips. He took a deep breath, then hit the talk button. “Give me two seconds to go outside where it’s quiet,” he said loudly.
Leaving the gruesome news report behind, he pushed himself away from the bar and weaved his way through people until he reached the door. Outside, the English spring evening was gentle and mild. He closed his eyes and let out a breath.
“How bad is it, Luce?”“Bad.” In that one word he could tell she’d been crying. Oh God…
“Ceci?”
“Gone, Diego.” Her voice caught on a sob. “Mariana, too.”
For once the news had it right. His heart stuttered. He’d hoped there’d been a mistake. The paparazzi couldn’t be trusted with the truth, as he well knew. What a time for them to be right.
“The children?” he asked, and said a silent prayer that they hadn’t been in the car. He couldn’t think about Max and Emilia too much; he kept them at the edge of his mind and heart right now. The thought of losing them was terrifying and he steeled himself against the emotion.
“Bruised. Scared. But alive.”
He let out his breath, felt a sob escape and gulped it back. He couldn’t lose his grip. 
“We tried calling you for the last hour,” she said. “Your brother…”
His brother would be a wreck and justifiably so. His wife had just died. Perhaps a lot of royal marriages weren’t based on love, but Raoul’s had been. He’d doted on Ceci and the kids. Mariana, too, had been like part of the family. Hell, she’d been with the palace since…
Since Diego and Raoul had lost their own mother nearly twenty-five years ago. Mariana had raised them. She treated Raoul and Ceci’s children like grandkids. Grief struck him, sharp and sure, a painful ache around his heart. Mariana had been family.
“I’m sorry,” he replied, pressing the fingers of his left hand to his temple. Those were two words he said often when it came to his family. Now, though, he really meant them. “I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
“I know you will,” she said gently. Of the whole family, Lucy was the one who was easiest on him, who understood him best. Maybe because she hadn’t been raised in Marazur. It afforded her a clarity that others didn’t have. “I’m so glad I’m here right now. Papa…” Her voice broke again. 
“Is Brody there with you?” Lucy and her family made their home in Canada, on Brody’s ranch, but visited often. Right now Diego found himself beyond thankful that she was there now to help his father and brother navigate the next few days. Papa would know what to do…he’d been here before.
A man shouldn’t have to face this kind of tragedy more than once in a lifetime.
“Brody’s here. And little Alex, too.”
And Lucy would be keeping everyone cared for and fed and nurtured, because that’s what she did. Diego rested his shoulders against the brick wall of the pub and sighed. Raoul, the crown prince, the responsible ruler-to-be, fair and just. Lucy, the mothering figure who cared for their simpler but no less important needs. And then there was Diego. Where did he fit? In the stables. At parties. In fast cars.
In other countries. With firm admonishment to not be an embarrassment to the family. 
“Diego?”
“I’m here. I’m going to go, though, Lucy. I need to make travel plans. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
“What should I tell Papa and Raoul?”
“Nothing. I mean, just tell them you were able to reach me. I’ll look after the rest.”
There was a pause and Diego wondered if his sister was making that terrible disapproving face he hated or if she was simply emotional. 
“I love you, Diego. Please fly safe.”
Emotional, thank God. He wasn’t sure he could take criticism right now. He nodded even though she couldn’t see him. “I will. I promise. See you soon.”
“Email your plans and I’ll have a car waiting for you.”
“You worry about yourself, and not me,” he ordered. “Love you.”
He hit the button on the phone, ending the call, and when he looked up he saw Ryan standing by the back door of the pub, watching him sadly. 
“It’s bad, eh?” he asked, his brown eyes wide and too-knowing.
“Cecilia,” Diego admitted. “And the nanny. The kids though…” Emotion swamped him and he drew in a shaky breath. “Thank God the kids are okay.”
Ryan came forward and clamped a hand on Diego’s shoulder. “Looks like you have to go back to your castle then, doesn’t it?”
Diego smiled grimly. “I can’t stay away forever. And they need me. Of course I’m going back.” It had nothing to do with duty and everything to do with family. Of course, many believed that Diego didn’t value the idea of family as much as he should.
They couldn’t be more wrong.
He looked over at Ryan. The two of them had been best friends since he’d gone to Cambridge for his post-grad and joined the polo club. Diego, in a moment of hubris, had made an offhand remark about an Irishman playing polo and the next thing he knew he’d been dusting the dirt off his perfectly creased trousers. Then Ryan O’Toole had held out his hand, pulled Diego to his feet, and said, “Come on, Your Highness. Let’s go get a pint.”
It had been many years since then, but the offer had been made several times, particularly when Diego needed it most. Tonight, though, it wouldn’t help.
“Anything I can do for you?” Ryan asked. 
Diego smiled grimly. “The blonde at the bar. Go buy her a drink. I’m going to duck out early.”
Ryan nodded with a crooked smile. “Call if you need anything.”
“I will.”
Ryan went back inside, while Diego lifted his phone again and scrolled through until he found the number of his assistant. Not that he gave her much work when he was away from home, but tonight everyone on the staff would be up and alert.
And Diego would be going home.


      [image: ]One Month Later


Rosalie tried to focus on the words on the page, but they were all a blur. With a sigh, she closed the book and rested her hands on the cover, then turned to look out the airplane window. She wasn’t usually nervous before meeting a new family, or the children she’d be caring for. This was different, though. When the agency had called about her new placement, she hadn’t expected the job to be for the Royal Family of Marazur. She’d worked for minor nobility and rich families, traveling with them when the occasion warranted, but she’d never been to Marazur and she’d definitely never worked for a prince.
She knew of the island principality, of course. And she’d even had an encounter with the younger of the princes once, though he wouldn’t remember. Diego, she recalled, and shook her head. It wasn’t Diego she was going to work for. It was Raoul. She had been hired as a nanny to the crown prince’s children. The heirs. 
“Ms. Walters? Make sure your seatbelt is on. We’re going to begin our approach soon. Can I get you anything before we land?”
Rosalie looked up at the sharply-dressed attendant. Raoul hadn’t sent a royal jet or anything, but he had chartered a private flight. It was beyond anything Rose had ever experienced. “No, thank you,” she said with a smile. “I’m fine.”
“Very well. We should be on the ground shortly.”
Rose sat back in the comfortable leather and looked out over the Mediterranean. It had been nearly a month since the televisions and papers had been abuzz with the death of Princess Cecilia. They’d shown pictures of the funeral at the cathedral in the capital, a week after the accident. It had nearly broken her heart to see the crown prince, looking harrowed and drawn, holding the hand of his daughter while his son rested on his arm. King Alexander had looked tired, and Prince Diego had been uncharacteristically solemn as he sat with Princess Luciana and her family. 
Once the funeral ended, though, so did the news story, and very little was heard of the family, left to heal their wounds in relative private. The media had moved on, but Rose knew the royal family were people like anyone else. Children who, when it came down to it, had lost their mother. All the wealth and privilege in the world couldn’t make up for that, and Rose knew she had her work cut out for her.
The plane landed smoothly at the relatively small airport. When she unbuckled her seatbelt, the flight attendant was at her side once more to collect her carry-on bag. Rose only had to grab her purse before she exited the plane, holding on to the railing as she descended the stairs to the tarmac.
“Miss Walters?” 
A liveried man waited at the bottom of the stairs, and he touched his hat as he greeted her. “I’m Marco. I’ll see you through customs and on to the palace.”
Good heavens. This was a tad surreal, wasn’t it?
She smiled politely at him. “That would be lovely, thank you, Marco.” The warm, moist air was perfumed with the scent of salt and flora that she knew must be present but couldn’t be seen here in the secure, paved area of the airport. The aroma clung to the warm rays of sun that were somehow far more penetrating than any in England.
It reminded her of the school trip she’d taken when she was twelve—four days in Rome, and she’d loved every colorful, rich, vibrant moment of it. It had been a long time since she’d visited the Mediterranean, and she was more than ready to leave the damp and fog of England behind for time in the sun.
She was here to work, but couldn’t escape the thought that this was also a bit of a fairy tale, really. Her assignments through the agency had been posh indeed, but nothing on this scale.
“Miss? If you’re ready.”Marco had both of her cases and waited for her to make her way through the doors. To her continued surprise, she was escorted through customs without any wait or trouble and in mere minutes found herself ensconced in the back of a limousine.
My word.
She was starting to get nervous, now, and twisted her fingers together. Drew them apart again and wiped them on her black trousers, then regretted that too. She had to keep calm, cool, professional. This was her job. It wouldn’t do to be flustered and nervous. 
The airport was on the outskirts of the city, and she peered out the window at the narrow streets and charming houses stacked on the hillside. On one of her days off she’d have to come down here and discover all the nooks and crannies. Have coffee or a glass of wine at a little cantina along the cobbled streets. She was still thinking about it when the car began to climb and wind its way out of the urban area and along some of the most beautiful landscape she had ever seen.
Marco slowed and stopped at a huge set of gates, which swung open at their arrival. They crept at a sedate pace along a paved lane flanked with what looked like some sort of oak. Then she caught sight of it. The castle—home of King Alexander of Marazur. Turrets rose up, pinky-beige against the blue of the sky and the green of the manicured grounds. A hedge formed a kind of maze in the “u” shape of the curved drive, carefully trimmed and pruned. It was smaller than some of the manor houses she’d visited in England, but there was a grandeur to it just the same. And a hominess that she hadn’t expected. Perhaps it was due to the color of the stone, more warm and welcoming than the cold, gray-white granite she was used to. 
She ran through names in her head, desperate to make sure she adhered to the proper forms of address. King Alexander—clearly Your Highness. And how often would she see him anyway? Hardly ever. She’d be with the other household staff. She’d have to communicate with Raoul, she supposed. She would be required to curtsy. He was the crown prince and would be addressed as Your Highness as well. If the press was to be believed, Diego wouldn’t be home much and was unlikely to be around. The Sun had just posted pictures of him in South America somewhere.
Marco pulled to a stop and her door was opened by another liveried staff. “Good afternoon, Miss Walters. Welcome to Marazur.”
She pasted on a smile and let out what she hoped was a centering breath. “Thank you.”
“His Highness is looking forward to meeting you at four o’clock in the blue salon.” Perhaps he’d noticed her shaky exhale, because the man dropped his stiff formality for a moment and smiled. “Don’t worry, Miss.” He held out his hand and gallantly helped her out of the car. “The prince is really very nice. And we’re all so glad you’re here.”
Before she could ask what exactly that meant, he dropped her hand and moved to collect her bags. She looked around her, marveling at the calm beauty of the grounds. It was like a beautiful oasis, more lush than the surrounding countryside, with shrubs, graceful trees, and gardens of rioting blossoms. She gawked around her as they made their way down a neat path leading to the far side of the castle. And when the man opened the door to the north wing, Rose was relatively sure she’d just arrived in paradise.






  
  Chapter Two


Diego had spent the three weeks since the funeral in England and then Argentina, ostensibly looking after Crown interests, while conveniently distracting the press. Dammit, he’d been gone less than a month, and now it felt as if the household was falling apart. His act as a decoy had been meant to give the family some private time to get things together. Not crumble into pieces. 
Diego ran his hand through his hair for the third time as he left the stables to go back to his private apartment. Maybe Lucy should have stayed to help. She’d offered, but Brody was needed home, in Canada, and Diego had known that Lucy would hate being apart from her husband for any length of time. Diego’d assured her that he’d return within a few weeks, and he’d expected his father and Raoul to have adopted the legendary Navarro upper lip by the time he got back. 
Oh, the lip was stiff all right. But as far as getting on with things…not so much. The palace had been a happy, welcoming place before the funeral. Now it felt like a tomb.
Cecelia had made the castle a home with her love and laughter. Now it was occupied by widowers and a couple of children who didn’t understand where their mother or nanny had gone. Between the children crying and his brother staring in a daze, Diego wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep things going. This was the first situation he’d ever been in where he couldn’t bluff or charm his way out.
As his stomach growled loudly, Diego detoured from the family living quarters and headed to the north wing. He’d missed lunch, and dinner wasn’t for several hours. Besides, he’d always been far more comfortable in the kitchens than in the more formal parts of the castle. He’d just pop in for a snack rather than call for something to be brought to him.
He whistled a little as he made his way down the corridor, nodding at one of the maids who blushed and dipped in a quick curtsy as he passed. He smiled back, charmed, but felt that the protocol was so silly. He much preferred how it was with his friends and he was just Diego. No rules or airs. Just an ordinary guy. 
He stepped inside the kitchen and put on his sweetest, most boyish smile. “Buenos dias, Señora Ortiz,” he called to the cook, who’d been supplying him with in-between meals since he’d been about five years old.
“Diego.” The voice came from the other side of the cavernous room. “What are you doing here bothering me in my kitchen?”
He grinned. No protocol here. Just the way he liked it.
He stepped further into the room and peered around the corner. “I missed lunch. I thought maybe you’d have something you could feed a poor starving boy?”
She came bustling around the corner, a huge bowl in hand, her eyebrows raised nearly to her hairline. “And that poor, starving boy would be you?”
He followed her into the room where the staff usually ate and stopped short at the sight of a young woman sitting primly at the table, a cup of tea in front of her. 
“Oh, hello,” he said.
The look on her pretty face was priceless. Clearly she recognized him, and there was a fleeting expression of horror and embarrassment that flashed across her features until she schooled it away. She rose to her feet quickly and affected a small curtsey. “Good afternoon, Your Highness.”
He rolled his eyes. “Oh, that sounds so formal.” He smiled at her, trying to put her at ease.
“Then what shall I call you? Prince Diego?” Her cheeks pinkened. He was delighted. Young, blond, blue-eyed, fresh-faced, and dressed in flowy black trousers and a tailored white shirt. Hmm. New staff? They kept getting prettier. 
“You could try just Diego,” he replied.
Señora Ortiz swatted his arm. “No flirting,” she scolded. 
He knew he should be embarrassed, but he wasn’t. Neither did he mind that he was a member of the royal family and he’d just been swatted on the arm by the cook.
He stepped forward. “I’m sorry, how rude of me. I didn’t even ask you your name.”
She swallowed, then smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Rosalie Walters. The new nanny.”
Her accent was delectable. He took her fingers in his, doubly happy to see her. “Oh, of course! I’m so glad you’re here. My niece and nephew need some happiness and light. It’s been so dreary around here for them.” He looked at her closely, cocked his head a bit. “That accent. Surrey?”
She smiled then, a real, genuine smile and not the polite curve of lips of a moment ago. “Guildford, actually. My mum and dad still live there.”
“I went to school at Cambridge.”
“I know.” The acknowledgment put a little of the awkwardness back in her eyes, but she recovered nicely. “You’ve hardly any accent at all, Your Highness.”
“Diego,” he corrected, finally dropping her hand. “I sometimes forget English is actually my second language. I speak it far more often than I do Spanish these days.”
“Diego, are you going to talk to the nanny all day or have something to eat?” There was a sharp edge to Señora Ortiz’s voice that Diego didn’t mistake. Friendliness was one thing, but fraternizing with the staff would be severely frowned upon. 
“Eat, of course.” He turned his charming smile on the cook and took the plate she’d prepared from her hands. “You’re an angel, Señora Ortiz.”
She raised only one eyebrow this time. “And you are as incorrigible as ever.” She took a second, smaller plate, and placed it in front of Rosalie. Cake. If he was right, it was the cook’s signature orange cake. His mouth watered.
“Thank you,” Rosalie said softly, and picked up her fork.
“May I join you?”
She looked up, her eyes wide with surprise. The flush on her cheeks deepened. “Oh. Of course.”
What else was she going to say, anyway? He was a prince. As much as he might act otherwise, he was now third in line to the throne. It irritated him that people were often nice to him out of obligation. He’d rather earn their regard on his own merits. 
He put down his plate, pulled out a chair, and sat. Señora Ortiz had fixed him a basic chicken sandwich with a few olives and some cheese to the side. He spread his napkin on his lap, picked up the sandwich, and took a good-sized bite. Lord, Miss Walters looked like she was wound tighter than a spring, her back all ramrod-straight and not a hair out of place. There was something about her, though, that reassured him. She was probably nervous—who wouldn’t be? But she looked like she’d be kind. Sweet. Patient. He chewed thoughtfully and watched her take a dainty bite of cake. Max and Emilia would need those qualities in a nanny. 
“Orange cake is Señora Ortiz’s specialty,” he said quietly, wiping his fingers on his napkin. “She’s trying to make you feel at home.”
Rosalie looked up at him and gave him a wobbly smile. “I’ll confess I’m a bit nervous. And anxious to meet the children. I’m…I’m very sorry for your loss.” She tucked a little strand of disobedient hair behind her ear. Her ears were pierced, he noticed, with little pearls in the lobes. Totally appropriate. Classy, and beautiful. 
Her voice was sweet and clear, and one hundred percent genuine. If he were anywhere else, he might like to talk to her for a good long while. And then stop talking altogether. But that would be inappropriate here and she was far too important for him to trifle with.
“Thank you,” he responded. “It was such a shock. I’m afraid my brother is very grief-stricken. I’m glad you’re here, Miss Walters.” He looked down at his plate for a moment, then back up. “Max and Emilia need to smile again and get back into a normal routine.”
“Of course. To lose their mother and their previous nanny…their whole world has been turned upside down.” She took a sip of tea and placed the cup precisely on the saucer again. “Did you know that most children actually thrive on structure? It gives them a sense of security.” Then she laughed a little, a breathy little sound that was unexpectedly sexy coming from such a tidy package. “Oh, that made me sound like a stick in the mud. I promise I’m not. Consistency is good. Kindness is better, with a little fun thrown in for good measure.”
Her manners were impeccable. And she was highly trained and recommended. He’d seen that for himself. There was something more, though. She would be firm, he suspected, but also gentle and loving. And that smile… When she forgot to be nervous, it lit up her whole face.
“Your last employer was very happy with you,” he remarked. 
She nodded. “Gregory was a sweet boy. But he got too old for a nanny and he’s off to school now. I was there for two years and honestly, quite sad to leave.”
“And you traveled with the family as well.”
“Yes.” She frowned. “You’re awfully well-versed in my qualifications.”
“That’s because I saw to the hiring of you,” he replied, popping an olive into his mouth. “Well, along with my sister, Luciana. Lucy. She helped before she went back to Canada.”
“I see.” She put down her fork, then looked up at him again. “Actually, no, I don’t. I wouldn’t have thought that it was your job to hire household staff.” Her brows pulled together in puzzlement.
He eyed her somberly. “Well, it would have been Cecelia’s,” he said quietly and shrugged. “I have connections in London, you see. I did some asking around, and your agency came highly recommended.”
“Oh. Of course that would have fallen to…Princess Cecilia.”
He held her gaze. “In the days after the accident, I felt very helpless, especially when it came to the children. This was one way I could ease my brother’s burden.”
“Hiring someone to care for two small children, sight unseen?” she asked.
It struck him as curious that she’d challenge him; after all she was the one benefitting from his decision. But he respected her for it, too. He needed someone who’d put Max and Emilia first. He leaned forward, still holding her gaze. “Miss Walters, rest assured you were thoroughly vetted before we offered you the position.”
A pink stain spread over the crests of her cheeks and she dropped her eyes. “Of course, Your Highness,” she replied.
He waited for her to look up and when she didn’t right away, he cleared his throat to prompt her to do so.
“Can you call me something else, please? If not Diego, then, I don’t know, Mr. Navarro?”
Her clear blue gaze was utterly guileless. “But you are Your Highness. Or at the very least, Prince Diego. You are in no way, shape or form, a mere mister.”
“Couldn’t you pretend?”
She suddenly focused on her tea cup. “No, I could not.”
He wondered why. Wondered if it was some stupid, silly class notion of aristocracy that he hated. During official functions he wore the appropriate clothing and sash but the rest of the time he preferred to be more casual. A regular suit with or without a tie when he was on charity business, and khakis and button down shirts for casual, like he was wearing now. Complete with wrinkles.
That didn’t explain the lack of eye contact, though. He’d almost think she was shy, except there’d been a few moments where she’d dropped her guard and he’d actually felt as if they’d connected. He chalked it up to first-day nerves.
She finished her tea, took a last bite of cake, and put down her fork. There was still a corner of the piece left on the china, and he thought she looked at it rather regretfully before checking her watch. “It’s three forty-five,” she said, placing a hand on her belly in a tell-tale gesture of nerves. “Perhaps someone could show me the way to the blue salon?”
Señora Ortiz came around the corner. “I’ll have one of the maids take you,” she said. “Don’t worry, Miss Walters. You’ll learn your way around in no time.” She smiled reassuringly.
Diego frowned and got up as soon as Rosalie stood and smoothed her blouse. “Don’t trouble the staff. I’m going that way anyway. I’ll show you.”
“Thank you,” she replied, and he was grateful she’d left off any form of address this time. 
He led the way out of the kitchen and toward the offices at the back of the castle. But when he looked over at the young woman beside him, he realized the agency had left out one thing when they’d spoken about Miss Walters.
They’d left out how pretty she was. And not in a drop-dead gorgeous, glamour sort of way. No, she was the kind of woman who emanated simplicity and calm, like a fresh spring day. Like the spray of tea roses on the china set Mariana had always used—beautiful, classic, timeless.
She was the kind of woman who could cause a man all sorts of trouble…without consciously doing a thing.
He’d have to watch out for that.


He didn’t remember her.
Rose followed Diego through the castle, a half-step behind him as they made their way out of the north wing and toward what she figured was the back of the building. It was interesting how the different areas of the building had different vibes. The kitchen had been spotlessly clean, beautifully modern, and yet warm and welcoming. Her room was in the family wing, next to the children should she be needed and keeping her close to her charges. It was the most beautiful room she’d ever been able to call her own, perhaps a bit more finely appointed than she was used to, but light and airy with sheer panels at the windows and a bedspread of sage-green leaves and pink rosebuds. Not only was there a huge bed and an attached ensuite complete with a stunning clawfoot tub, but she had her own sitting area too, with a sage-green sofa and chair and polished end tables. 
Now they were marching toward the business area of the castle, where presumably the king, his sons, and his staff had their offices. The nerves in her stomach were tumbling over themselves now. She hadn’t considered coming face to face with Diego so soon, or her gut-reaction to him. His insistence on being so familiar threw her off. He was just as gorgeous as she remembered, but there was more, too. When he talked about the children, there was a softness around his eyes that spoke of deep affection. And a surprising steel in his voice when he’d informed her she’d been vetted before being hired. 
He was the playboy prince. She’d expected charm, and he’d had that in spades. The rest, though…she wasn’t sure what to make of him. Or her fluttering in her stomach when he smiled and a half-dimple popped in his cheek.
Now she was on her way to meet Raoul and she pushed aside her thoughts of Diego and ran through the protocol in her head yet again. Hopefully she didn’t have any crumbs on her collar or anything. 
They stopped outside a massive oak door and Diego smiled at her reassuringly. “Don’t be nervous. He doesn’t bite. He’ll probably try to ply you with more tea.”
She nodded. “Thank you. Sir.” There. Sir might work. Less formal than a fussy title and yet respectful and delineated their difference in station.
He smiled, a crooked little flash that made her pulse give a solid thump. She wouldn’t berate herself for that; Diego was and always had been unfairly sexy and reputably charming. She was human, after all. That was the problem.
“I don’t like it, but it’ll have to do,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but I can’t shake the feeling that you look familiar.”
She laughed, but inside she was squirming. She had taken the proper training, passed all her accreditation and had been working for five years now. But she hadn’t forgotten that at nineteen she’d been struggling to put herself through school and Diego had swept through her life. She’d made an entire weekend’s worth of wages in the time it took for him to get off one train and catch another.
“I have one of those faces,” she supplied. “Sir.”
“I take it back. It’s no better than the rest. We’ll have to work on it.” He had the audacity to wink at her.She was working up a suitable response when the door opened. “Ah. Diego. Why am I not surprised?”
She goggled at the sight of the crown prince. Raoul Navarro was older than his brother and even smiling, his countenance was far more serious. There were lines beside his eyes and mouth, and just a hint of dark circles suggesting lack of sleep. Where Diego wore tan trousers and a light blue shirt, Raoul was clothed in a perfectly tailored charcoal gray suit, complete with white shirt and flawlessly knotted necktie.
It was a terrible time to lose her carefully rehearsed words.
“This is Miss Rosalie Walters, your new nanny.” Diego smoothly performed introductions. 
“Yes, Miss Walters. Please come in.” He stood aside. “You’ve gotten settled, I hope?”
She hastily bobbed a curtsy. “Yes, Your Highness. Thank you. The room is beautiful and I’m looking forward to meeting the children.”
To her dismay, Diego followed her into the room. Now she felt outmatched and outnumbered.
Raoul gave a short nod, then gestured towards a small seating area. “Would you like some tea?”
She caught Diego’s eye and nearly smiled at the impish expression on his face. He’d definitely called it. 
“Tea would be lovely, thank you,” she replied. She shouldn’t have been surprised when an assistant immediately came in with a tea tray, but she was. 
“Thank you,” she said to the woman, who placed the tray on the table in front of her. “Shall I pour, then?”
There were only two cups on the tray. Diego held up a hand. “None for me, thanks.”
Raoul took a seat in a china-blue chair, looking absolutely regal as he did so. “I assume you’re joining us, Diego?” He looked over at Rose. “Diego took on the job of searching for a nanny,” he explained. “I found in the days after the funeral I was very distracted. Now I’m trying to catch up on state business as well as get on with…”
He cleared his throat. Rose’s nervousness was temporarily forgotten as her heart softened. “I’m so very sorry for your loss, Your Highness,” she said quietly. She handed him a cup of tea and he smiled and took it gratefully.
“Miss Walters, I think you’ll find that amid all the formalities here, our family is a close one. I’m at a loss with the children.” He put down his teacup and met her gaze. “I don’t know the right thing to say or do. If I should talk about Ceci or not, if they need hugs or space. I apologize for being so personal but…I’d like it very much if you could give me your thoughts as you care for them. I’m depending on you to understand what they need and help me provide it.” His expression was one of extreme humility. “I’m the heir to Marazur, but I’m also a father.”
Oh, she was doubly impressed now. Of course, it added to her pressures but at least she felt as if they could work together to ensure the children’s happiness.
“Of course,” she replied, resisting the urge to reach out and pat his hand. “I’m looking forward to meeting them both. Getting them back into a normal routine will help a lot. And so will knowing that there are people who love and care about them. I’ve only been here a little over an hour and I can already see that they’re very loved.”
Diego had been silent so far, but he leaned ahead a little and looked at his brother. “I’m here to help you, too, Raoul.”
Raoul smiled thinly. “Thank you. But I’m fine, really. Work is the best thing for me now. As Miss Walters said…a normal routine.”
Rose looked over and saw Diego frown, but she didn’t have time to think about it as the next ten minutes were filled with Raoul asking various questions about her and her plans. When he was seemingly satisfied, he stood and offered his hand.
“Thank you, Miss Walters. I don’t want to keep you from settling in or meeting Max and Emilia. Perhaps we can talk again tomorrow.”
“Of course.” She took his hand briefly, and bobbed another quick curtsy.
For the first time during the meeting, he smiled. “Miss Walters, it’s going to be tedious if you keep bobbing up and down all the time.”
Her cheeks heated. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Do you need someone to show you where to go? Señora Romero is our housekeeper. She’ll provide you with household schedules and the like.”
“I’ll take her,” Diego offered. “I promised Max we’d kick the ball around in the garden before dinner.”
She held her smile, torn between being annoyed at Diego’s continued nearness and grateful for his assistance. It was nice to have an ally, but she couldn’t allow herself to be too familiar with the family. The truth was, she needed to get settled in her place, which was not drinking tea with princes but in the nursery with children and with the other household staff. 
Where she belonged. 






  
  Chapter Three


Diego led her back to the nursery, and she was glad of it as she would have taken a few wrong turns otherwise. He knocked on the door next to hers and a maid opened it, stepping aside and smiling. “Good afternoon, sir,” she said respectfully. “And Miss. I’m Ernestina. I’ve been looking after the children since…” She halted as her speech stumbled. “For the last few weeks. We’re so glad you’re here.” 
“Thank you, Ernestina.” Rose held out her hand. “I’m Rosalie, but you can call me Rose.”
Squeals interrupted what conversation they might have had and Rose saw Ernestina wince. The maid was easily in her mid-forties, and Rose guessed she’d been nominated as temporary nanny and preferred her household duties to those of child minder. Diego came around the corner with a small boy tucked under his arm and a little girl only a step behind, looking up at him like he hung the moon.
Oh dear. She really shouldn’t have to remind herself to be professional, but men with kids… Not to mention hot men with kids. She was human, after all. And a woman. A woman who cared for children for a living. Knowing that his niece and nephew loved him—and he loved them—said a lot about the kind of man Diego Navarro was. In only a little over an hour, her preconceptions of Diego had melted away one by one. The charm was there, but she hadn’t expected the warmth, or the honesty of his emotions with his family. 
Ernestina’s voice interrupted. “The children were just about to have tea. Dinner is promptly at seven. Unless there is a function, the children eat with the family. That’s how their mother preferred it.” Tears glimmered in Ernestina’s eyes. Cecelia had been well loved, by family and by the staff, it seemed.
“I’ll be sure to have them ready,” Rose assured her.
“Señora Romero asked me to tell you to come to the kitchen for your dinner once the children are in the dining room. She’ll give you the household schedule then. I’ve written the children’s schedule out for you as well.” She went to a small desk and picked up a moleskine book.
Ernestina then turned around and faced Diego and the children. “Emilia, Max, this is your new nanny, Miss Walters.” 
The room went quiet. Emilia looked away from Diego and stared at Rose, and Max, who Rose understood to be four, popped his thumb in his mouth. A telling reaction for a boy his age. She’d have to tread gently.
“Hello,” she said softly, and offered a smile meant to reassure.
Emilia’s dark eyes hardened with resentment. “I want Mama Mariana. Not you.”
Diego was the one to issue a reprimand. “Emilia. Manners,” he said sharply.
At the sound of Diego’s snappish voice, Max started to cry, little heartbreaking sobs shaking his body.
“It’s all right,” Rose assured Diego, and stepped forward toward the children. She knelt down a little and looked Emilia in the eyes.
“I am so very sorry about your mama and also Mariana. Of course you wish they were here instead of me. I wish they were too, Emilia.”
Emilia appeared very astute for a six-year-old. “If they were here you wouldn’t have a job.”
“Emilia!” This from Diego again, but Rose held up her hand.
“I would have a job somewhere else, that’s all,” she replied. “But as unhappy and sad as you are, Emilia, that was a bit rude. And I don’t think you are generally a rude little girl.”
Emilia looked away, a determined set to her jaw, but she looked chagrined, too. Lord, the poor things were too young to know how to deal with grief. Most adults didn’t know either, but for children…
Max was still whimpering, held against Diego’s shoulder now. Rose let him stay there; he was comfortable and being comforted. “Hello, Max,” she said to him as she stood. She put a hand gently on his warm little back. “My name is Rosalie. And I’m here to look after you and your sister. Is that okay with you?”
Huge brown eyes glimmered at her and he nodded a little, taking his thumb out of his mouth.
“You like your Tio Diego, don’t you?” She used the Spanish term, thinking Max might find it a bit comforting, hoping her limited Spanish would be sufficient over the coming weeks.
He nodded and clung tighter to Diego’s neck. Her heart was a big old pile of goo now, seeing both the tenderness in their relationship and also how sad and upset the children were.
“Do you want to stay for tea?” she asked Diego quietly, thinking that having someone familiar they cared about nearby might ease the way a bit.
Diego’s gaze touched hers. His eyes weren’t like Max’s, or even Raoul’s, she realized. They were more of a hazel shot with gold flecks. He had a way of looking into her eyes as if nothing and no one else existed. That day years ago on the train platform, she’d been too shocked and starstruck to really notice. But he’d been with her all afternoon today, and they’d worked as a team. They’d also looked into each other’s eyes more than was prudent, she realized. 
“I did promise some football in the garden,” he said quietly. “One more cup of tea won’t kill me. I hope.”
Rose turned to find Ernestina laying out the light meal. “Thank you, Ernestina. For everything. May I come to you if I have any questions?”
The maid looked rather pleased Rose had asked, which had been Rose’s intention all along. “Of course, Miss. Señora Romero will know where to find me if you need anything.”
Ernestina then took her leave, shutting the door with a quiet click behind her.
“Well,” Rose said, putting her hands together and smiling. “Let’s see what there is to eat, and you can tell me all about yourselves.”


      [image: ]Diego tipped his head back and looked up at the stars. Thousands of them were out tonight, pinpoints of silvery light in the inky blackness. There wasn’t much in the way of light pollution on the castle grounds, and lots of evenings he found his way to the upper balcony, away from the constraints of his title. Up here he could just be.
Today was the first day he’d felt truly useful in quite some time. He’d offered, yet again, to help his brother, but he’d been brushed aside with a quick “I’m fine.” Well, if Raoul wouldn’t accept his help in the running of the country, the least Diego could do is help with the family. And it hadn’t been a hardship spending time with the new nanny, Rosalie. 
He let out a long breath and rested his hands on the stone balustrade. Rose, he remembered her saying to Ernestina. Miss Walters was proper and she’d made sure he knew it. She was quite prim in some ways, but strangely relaxed, too. And gentle, which he appreciated. Her admonishment to Emilia, though, had been bang-on. Rose wouldn’t tolerate rudeness. All in all, he suspected she was just what the duo needed right now. Routine, rules, leavened with a lot of kindness. It didn’t hurt that she was beautiful, either. All in all it had been an enjoyable afternoon.
“Tea” in the nursery had consisted of milk, bread, and slices of salami, followed by little almond cookies. She had sat with the children and nibbled on a cookie, but mostly she got them talking about themselves. Max loved football, so she told him stories about watching matches in England and then listened intently as he explained, in his halting four-year-old way, how he’d scored a goal against Tio Diego. And Emilia enjoyed dance, so when Rose spoke of taking ballet lessons when she was a child, Diego could picture it in his mind. She would have been adorable—all arms and legs in her leotard, her blond ponytail swinging as she danced. Within fifteen minutes both children had relaxed and were utterly engaged. 
Diego had then made good his promise to kick the ball around with Max, and Rose had asked Emilia to give her a tour of the garden.
Maybe that was what struck him so profoundly. Rose didn’t patronize the children, even though they were so small. She made them feel valued. Just a small gesture like asking for a guide to the garden had changed Emilia’s attitude completely, and Diego guessed it was because it made his niece feel like she had something to offer rather than simply being told what to do or being dismissed as unimportant and in the way.
It was a sad statement that he, at thirty, could understand exactly how that felt.
There was a movement below, and he squinted to make out the form walking in the shadows along the path among the shrubbery. A woman, he realized. Not just any woman, but her. Miss Walters. Except he found it impossible to think of her that way. She still wore the black trousers and white shirt of what he supposed was her “uniform.” He hoped she wore other outfits as well. The black and white was somewhat…boring. Despite all that, there was something about her that was beautifully simple. The name Rose suited her perfectly.
He watched as she ambled through the winding paths, finally stopping by a fountain that spilled its water with a steady burble. The moonlight shone off her light hair, no longer twisted up in a bun but flowing loosely around her shoulders. Rose reached into her pocket and took something out, then he watched as she flicked her thumb and a tiny splash bubbled into the pool. Diego smiled then, loving that she had a little bit of whimsy about her. Had she made a wish before tossing the coin? And what would a woman like Rose wish for?
He shouldn’t go down there. He should just leave the balcony and head to his apartment and pretend he hadn’t seen her. But when did he ever do what he should? He went inside, along the silent corridor, and down the stairs, his shoes tapping on the stone steps as he let himself out onto the grounds at the back of the palace. The least he could do is thank her for today and see how the evening had gone with the children.
She didn’t hear him until he was nearly upon her. When she turned her head and saw him standing there, she jumped a little, and put her hand to her chest. He grinned. “The sound of the water, I guess.” At her puzzled expression, he elaborated. “The reason you didn’t hear me,” he said.
“Ah.” She frowned a little. “Are you sure it’s wise for you to be out here, sir?”
That sir business again. He shrugged easily. “I don’t know what you mean. I’m pretty sure it’s safe enough.”
“That’s not what I meant.” She bit down on her lip, and he watched as her teeth changed the shape of the soft, pink flesh. Awareness flickered between them, and he knew what she’d implied even without her having to explain. 
“Is it wise for you to be out here, Rose?”Her eyes widened at his use of her first name. 
“I’m sorry. I should go in. It’s late and tomorrow’s a busy day…” She jumped up from the stone ledge of the fountain, but he reached out and grabbed her arm to keep her from running away.
Damn. She lurched to a halt and looked up at him, and his lungs felt as if they were squeezing together. Her chest rose and fell with fast breaths, and he could see the same uncertainty in her eyes as he was feeling inside. It was the damnedest thing. Maybe it was her position within the household. She wasn’t a girl at a club or some aristocrat’s daughter. He knew how to deal with those kinds of women. Rose was different somehow. Diego was used to games that he was certain she didn’t know how to play.
“Not to be impertinent, sir,” she said breathlessly, “but you’ve kept rather close all day. And it’s probably not appropriate for either of us. I’m the nanny. You’re a prince. I’m the help, Dieg… Sir.”
But he caught the slip. “You were going to call me by my name.”
“Yes, I was. And that would be really inappropriate. I appreciate all your help today, I do. But it’s…it’s not right that you’re so…so…”
She was stuttering. And it wasn’t because she was cold in the balmy night air, and it wasn’t because she was afraid. It was because she was mere inches away. So close it would take hardly anything for him to pull her against him. He was no stranger to instant attraction, but this threw him for a bit of a loop.
“If I let you go, do you promise not to run away?”
Her gaze blazed into his. “Don’t you understand? All it takes is for you to order me to stay.”
He released her arm, hating that she’d played the power card. He would never use his rank in that way. “I’m not ordering. I wouldn’t do that. I’m asking.”
She remained where she was, but he knew that she could be gone in a flash. He knew that she should be, for that matter.
And yet she stayed.
“Tell me about yourself,” he suggested.
She tilted her head to the side, just a bit. It was amazing how she could point out their difference in circumstance in one breath and challenge him in the next, without even trying. 
“You read my CV. And I’m sure you spoke to the agency about me. You already know the facts.”
He was equally amused and frustrated. “They told me about Miss Rosalie Walters, Nanny,” he replied, shoving his hands into his pockets. “I want to know about Rose, the person.”
“Why? Begging your pardon, sir.” He saw her swallow and a flash of uncertainty flitted across her face. “Why does my personal life have to do with my job?”
She was utterly right. What difference did it make who she was other than the nanny? It wasn’t like got up close and personal with any of the other staff. There were boundaries. Boundaries he hadn’t crossed since he’d been…oh, about nineteen, if memory served.
He looked at her for a long moment. She met his eyes directly, but not with any antagonism. She was, he realized, one of the most serene women he’d ever encountered. She didn’t shy away from tough questions and she’d had an answer for every question and a solution for every problem today. Unflappable, that’s what she was. And he liked it. So much of the household had been in chaos for the last month. Unflappable was hugely appreciated.
But there was something else, too. Something he’d felt for a long time but hadn’t admitted to anyone else. He was lonely, and in one afternoon Rose Walters had made him feel like a human being and not a title or a news item. Of course he’d want to know more about her.
“Maybe,” he said quietly, “because I could use a friend.”
She laughed. Not really at him, but more an elegant outburst of incredulity. “You? Come on. You’re Diego Navarro. Social butterfly. Charming as the devil himself, by all accounts.”
“Including yours?”
“I’ve only just met you.”
He smiled, just a little. “First impressions?”
She frowned. “Okay, yes. Charming.”
Something inside him was pleased she thought so. But there was more to him than some…playboy. He guarded that inner part of himself fairly closely, because in his position the truth made a person vulnerable. That she’d seen it and somehow tapped into it today made her very different from anyone he’d ever met, except for maybe Ryan. 
“Do you have family, Rose?”
She didn’t correct him on the use of her first name. Instead she turned from the fountain and began walking along the path, slowly, her shoes making little shushing noises against the finely crushed rock. “I do, yes,” she answered. “My parents are both living, and I have a brother and a sister and…several cousins.”
He smiled. Did she realize there was a warmth to her voice when she spoke of them? “That sounds very nice,” he replied, falling into step beside her.
“My brother’s a vicar,” she said, and chuckled. “Which came as a big surprise as he was always getting into trouble when we were kids. And my sister lives in London and works in insurance.” She angled a look in his direction. “We’re very firmly middle class.”
There she went, using labels again, pointing out how different they were. It was getting quite annoying, really. “And what do they think of your line of work?”
She shrugged, then tossed her head a little, her hair flipping over her shoulder and out of her way. “My brother teases me because I work for posh families. My sister thinks I’m crazy to want to be around children all the time, and my mother fears I’ll raise everyone else’s kids and never have any of my own, though she also thinks it’s lovely that I get to travel now and then.”
It sounded so refreshingly normal. So many times over the years he’d longed for that kind of family. Not that his wasn’t great—they were. But there was a whole different expectation and a whole different way of living when you were under a microscope. Every transgression, every mistake was documented and publicized. 
“Do you? Want some of your own?”
She hesitated and looked over at him. “I suppose I do. I’m twenty-six. Nothing’s ticking loudly yet, and I haven’t met the right man, so I don’t worry too much about it.”
She looked away, but something was off. A little twist of her lips, perhaps, or the way her gaze shifted downward. There was something to that story, but he wasn’t going to press. He knew that they had to have some boundaries.
They started walking again, beneath an arbor of wisteria that surrounded them in sweet scent. 
“This garden is beautiful. Emilia showed me a lot of the flowers today. She’s very quick and has a good memory.”
“Cecilia was very hands on with them. Even though Mariana was always here, Ceci was a wonderful mother. I think that was one of the reasons Raoul loved her so much.” He paused, then figured he might as well say what was on his mind. “Mariana brought us up, too, after our mother died. It’s not a huge stretch to understand why Raoul was attracted to someone with a soft and nurturing heart.” 
She nodded, then grinned at him. “That’s not your type, though, is it?”
She was referring to the tabloid stories, he supposed. “I believe the correct term is ‘arm candy’,” he said. “I don’t even know if I have a type. Perhaps the uncomplicated type, if any.”
“I think you want me to feel sorry for you. It’s kind of difficult, considering where we are.”
She was so blunt. He liked that about her. Liked it even more that she had a little half-grin on her lips. She was teasing, he realized. 
“Not working, then. Damn.”
She laughed, a warm, sultry sound that was unexpected. It hit him square in the gut and he reminded himself that she was off-limits.
“I like your laugh,” he said quietly. The night and the intimacy of the garden prompted hushed tones. It was as if there was no one else in the world right now. No divide in their station, no official family duties, none of the grief that had permeated the palace lately. He nudged her elbow with his hand. “There hasn’t been much laughter here lately. It’s nice, even if it is at my expense.” 
She stopped, turned to him, and looked up into his face. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have teased you about your life of privilege. You put your pants on one leg at a time, like the rest of us.”
He chuckled. “Now I’m going to have to try putting both legs in at once, so I can be special.”
But her face remained serious. “No, I mean it. You have feelings like anyone else, and of course this is a difficult time. And you live in the public eye, which makes it even harder.” She put her hand on his arm, her fingers warm and sure. “Is there a right or wrong way to grieve? And is it really anyone’s business?”
That was it exactly. In addition, Diego was really worried about his brother, and his father, too. Alexander was the king, but it seemed he’d aged a good decade since the accident. He rarely smiled anymore, and he looked so tired. Raoul, on the other hand, had become something of a workaholic. 
“I’m really glad you’re here.”
She released his arm. “Yes, you mentioned that.”
“No,” he said, stronger than he’d spoken before. “It’s not just the children who need you. I think we all do.”
Her eyes widened. “That’s a tall order for a new nanny on her first day on the job.”
“Don’t worry. I just mean… you’ve got a sweetness to you. A steadiness. And a great smile. Just do what you do, Rose. That’ll be enough, I think.”
“And you? What will you be doing?”
“What do you mean?”
“Now that I’m here, will you be jetting off again, resuming your normal life?”
He frowned. “What makes you ask that?”
She took a step backward. “Emilia said you aren’t here often. That you’re too busy traveling all over and having fun. The kids miss you…sir. They think the sun rises and sets on you. If you want them to have stability, perhaps you need to focus on being there for them on a more consistent basis.”
Ouch. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t heard before, and Rose was a stranger, really. Her opinion shouldn’t have the power to hurt him, but somehow it did.
“Miss Walters, I do believe you’ve overstepped.”
She lifted her chin. “I beg your pardon, sir, but you overstepped when you came out here tonight and approached me, rather than leaving me to enjoy my walk alone. I don’t mean to be insubordinate or overly blunt, but I’m here to do a job. Not make friends.”
It burned that she was right. Completely right. Truth was she was pretty and he was lonely. He’d opened up to her, crossing the line between prince and nanny. Then she’d been honest and he hadn’t liked what he’d heard.
She wasn’t sending mixed signals, despite what her gorgeous eyes said, despite the little shiver of attraction that ran between them. She was here for the job. He was the one blurring the lines. 
“I beg your pardon.” He stepped back and sketched a quick bow. “I won’t disturb you any longer. Goodnight, Miss Walters. Buenos noches.”
He turned on his heel and started back along the path, leaving her alone beneath the arbor. Maybe she expected him to leave again. Maybe they all did. But someone had to lead the family through this crisis, and Diego figured he might just surprise everyone. This was one time he’d stay. 






  
  Chapter Four


Rose watched him walk away, his shoes crunching against the fine gravel. She let out a huge sigh. This had never been an issue before. At each house where she’d worked, there’d never been any blurring of lines between employer and employee. Parents had been employers, not friends, and they’d worked together to see to all the needs of the children. No meddling uncles or family members. Especially incredibly attractive ones with a well-documented reputation. 
She’d offended him. She understood that much, and when he spun to walk away, she longed to call after him and apologize. But she didn’t. The line had to be drawn and it had to be clear. Might as well do it now.
Still, she thought, as she finally left the shadows of the wisteria, it might have been nice to have a friend here. He certainly cared about the children, and his brother and father, too. He seemed…lonely. Which was ridiculous, of course. He had lots of friends—the papers were full of them. There was no reason why their conversations today should play on her sympathies. She imagined what it would have been like tonight if they’d just met at the fountain as an ordinary man and woman. Maybe she would have flirted back with him, just to see that teasing gleam in his eye. Maybe she wouldn’t have forced herself to ignore the ripple of awareness that had rushed through her when he grabbed her arm and asked her to stay. 
But they weren’t regular people, and she’d do well to remember it. 
She found her way back to her room, and wondered where Diego’s was. Close by? In another section or wing? She let herself in quietly, and first went to the door that joined her room with the nursery. She peeked in and saw both children sound asleep, exhausted their time outside today. 
She closed the door and let out a long sigh. It was nearly midnight. Her day would begin at six. She really needed to get to bed.
Instead she went to her window and opened it, letting in the perfumed night air. She sat on the window seat and looked out over the dark grounds, a world away from where she’d been this morning. 
She didn’t know how long she’d be here, but she could hardly discount the influence this job would have on her future. On top of that, it paid extremely well, and she could send more money home. Nothing meant more than looking after family. 
Nothing. And so, when she finally crawled into bed, she knew that sending Diego on his way was best for everyone involved. Because screwing this up would have ripple effects she didn’t even want to think about.
Six hours later she rose and showered and dressed for the day; went to the kitchens and ate and then saw to the preparation of Emilia and Max’s morning meal, then went back upstairs and started them on a morning routine that they’d follow most days. It wasn’t until one o’clock, when the midday meal was served, that Rose learned that Diego had left that morning for Paris.
She’d been right about him after all.

      [image: ]Rose couldn’t remember a more pleasant job. 
She’d been in Marazur for two weeks now, and for the third day in a row she sat in the garden on a blanket, watching the children as they kicked a ball around after their al fresco lunch. The weather was stunning, the summer heat softened by the breeze from the sea that swept over the island. Perfect for picnics and play. She smiled as the duo ran along the level stretch of lush grass. Emilia had long, thick curls, and Rose had plaited it in a “Dutch” braid, which was Emilia’s favorite. Both children wore ordinary, but fine quality clothing—shorts, T-shirts, and trainers. 
Raoul seemed determined that his children have “normal” childhoods. It wasn’t just in their casual dress. Other than a television in the nursery, there was a distinct lack of electronic devices at their disposal. Instead they were encouraged to play, and each morning after breakfast they worked on lessons, at their father’s orders. 
The schedule suited her just fine, she mused, plopping a berry into her mouth. Max had a hard time sitting still, but the playroom was full of things to keep him busy. At his age “school” consisted of blocks, creative projects that worked on his fine motor skills, early math manipulatives, and lots of stories. With Emilia, things were a bit more structured. Before long, Rose figured a tutor would be brought in to see to the children’s education. For now, Rose followed the curriculum that Mariana had been teaching. 
The best part? The children reciprocated by helping her with her Spanish, which was more than a bit rusty. 
She sat cross-legged on the blanket and watched as Max kicked the ball past Emilia and between the orange markers they’d arranged as goal posts. As he jumped and put his arms in the air, Rose laughed. He was all boy, but he was a sweetheart, too. Emilia looked over and tried a crinkly-sort of wink—she’d let the goal in on purpose, Rose knew. The siblings were close, which was nice. She supposed that was because they had to rely on each other.
Rose took a sip of water as Emilia and Max switched places, and she thought about her own family. She and Devon and Haley were somewhat close now, but it hadn’t always been that way. She’d been twenty and nearly through her schooling when Haley had gotten pregnant. Devon, as the oldest, had been hard on Haley, especially as he was new to his parish and very conscious of appearances. And Haley had assumed that Rose would be a
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