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      I never thought getting fired from my dream job would change my life.

      
        
        And I certainly never imagined three little words would be my undoing.

        Trust me—they’re not the words you’re thinking.

        Those three delicious, toe-curling words whispered by my boss were where it all changed.

      

        

      
        When budget cuts at my local school leave me scrambling to find a job before I get evicted, I stumble upon the listing of a lifetime.

        How hard can being a live-in nanny for a little five year old girl be?

        Especially when it’s double the salary and comes with a sexy, single dad.

      

        

      
        But the moment I step inside Graham Hayes multi-million dollar estate and meet the grumpy billionaire—I know I’m in way over my head.

      

        

      
        It’s not just that he’s quite possibly the most attractive man I’ve ever seen, it’s the way he stares at me like it takes everything he has to keep from devouring me.

      

        

      
        The way he curls his hands into fists to avoid touching me.

        The way he reprimands me through gritted teeth while his lust filled eyes burn through me.

        The naughty things he whispers against my lips as his hands explore me.

      

        

      
        Way over my head.

      

        

      
        Caring for his daughter is a dream—even his mother loves me.

        Soon, I’m head over heels in this fantasy I’m living.

        I’m even able to ignore the cryptic threats from his house-keeper who’s hellbent on getting me fired.

      

        

      
        But I’m not prepared for the world of high-powered billionaires and glitzy parties.

        Besides, Graham isn’t like these people—he’s different.

        At least, I think he is…until a shady character I’ve tried to leave in the past reappears as Graham’s new business partner and I’m reminded that I don’t belong in this world.

      

        

      
        Sometimes life changing news comes in the form of just three simple words.

        Sometimes it comes in the form of an unexpected, heart-wrenching secret and the fairytale is shattered.

        Sometimes, it comes in the form of the opportunity of a fresh new start.

      

        

      
        You just have to be willing to take the risk and walk away or maybe…there’s three little words that can fix it all.
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        A heartfelt thank you to my amazing readers for continuing to support my dream of bringing sexy, naughty, delicious little morsels of fun in the form of romance novels.

      

        

      
        A special thank you to my incredible editor, Kimberly Stripling, without whom I would be completely lost!

      

        

      
        Thank you to my fantastic cover designer, Sarah Kil, who always brings my visions to life in the most outstanding ways.

      

        

      
        And lastly, to my ARC team and beta readers—you are wonderful, and I couldn’t do this without you.

      

      

      
        
          [image: signature]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Margot

      

      
        2. Graham

      

      
        3. Margot

      

      
        4. Graham

      

      
        5. Margot

      

      
        6. Graham

      

      
        7. Margot

      

      
        8. Graham

      

      
        9. Margot

      

      
        10. Graham

      

      
        11. Margot

      

      
        12. Graham

      

      
        13. Margot

      

      
        14. Graham

      

      
        15. Margot

      

      
        16. Graham

      

      
        17. Margot

      

      
        18. Graham

      

      
        19. Margot

      

      
        20. Graham

      

      
        21. Margot

      

      
        22. Graham

      

      
        23. Margot

      

      
        24. Graham

      

      
        25. Margot

      

      
        26. Graham

      

      
        27. Margot

      

      
        28. Graham

      

      
        He said he wants to do bad things to me…very bad things.

      

      
        Prologue

      

    

    
      
        1. Daphne

      

      
        Read the rest of the Chicago Billionaires

      

      
        Join my Newsletter!

      

      
        A little bit about Alexis

      

      
        Also by Alexis Winter

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Margot

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m fired?”

      The words feel so foreign rolling off my tongue. I’ve never been fired. I’m only twenty-six, but it still feels like a kick to the stomach.

      “Not technically fired. It’s not because of your performance, if that makes it any better. It’s simply a matter of budget cuts.” Mr. Diaz says the words with a sympathetic look on his face as if that will soften the blow of the situation.

      It does not.

      “I just don’t understand. The music education program has grown so much in the last three years with me managing it. The ki—” My words hitch in my throat that is thick with emotion. “The kids. What about the kids? They love my class.”

      “Like I said, Miss Silver, regrettably, we just don’t have the funding anymore to keep the program going. I’m sure you understand how all this bureaucratic red tape messes things up. Unfortunately, it’s out of my hands.”

      I stare at the ground, my vision blurring through my tears.

      “We can offer you two weeks’ pay.” He holds out an envelope to me, but I don’t take it. “I’m sorry, Miss Silver. Truly, I am.” Mr. Diaz places the envelope on the small table next to me before standing up and exiting the room.

      Two weeks? That’s it? I bounce my legs nervously, trying to divert my anxiousness into movement instead of having a full emotional breakdown in the teacher’s lounge.

      I’ve loved every second of being a music teacher. It was my dream job, what I went to school for. Both my parents were musicians. My mom taught me to read music and my dad taught me to feel it.

      I pick up the envelope. Between this paycheck and my small savings, I’d say I have about enough money to live in my current Chicago studio for another month and a half before I’m evicted.

      I let out a breath and gather my bag, then head back to my classroom. It’s the end of the semester so it won’t look strange that I’m carrying a box of items to my car. Most teachers clean out their classrooms for the summer.

      “Bye, Miss Silver. See you next year!” Two of my students, Bryant and Adam, wave to me as I step into my classroom.

      “Have a good summer, boys,” I say as they both dart past me down the hallway and out the door.

      I shut the door behind me and lean against it briefly. Already the pain of realizing I won’t see Bryant and Adam next school year is threatening to break through. I push the thoughts aside, still probably a little numb from being fired.

      I’ll miss the smell of my classroom. That probably sounds weird but every classroom still has that same smell of pencil shavings and Lysol wipes from our childhood. Even though I’m pretty sure none of these kids have ever seen or used a number two pencil in their life.

      I smile to myself, thinking about my favorite elementary teacher, Miss Nyguard. She was always so kind and sweet. Her wardrobe of pastel cardigans and floral skirts looked as though she’d borrowed them from someone twice her age. I wish I could tell her the impact she had on me. It was because of her that I wanted to be an educator.

      Memories of her calm me as I pack up my final item, a small succulent that my students bought me at the beginning of the year. I gather the box in my arms and walk to the door, not stopping to look around for a final time.

      “Hey, Margot, I was looking for you.”

      I turn to see Hank Byers, the PE teacher, jogging toward me as he waves.

      “Some of us are going to that karaoke bar over off Wabash tonight. Nothing crazy, just celebrating the end of another school year. You should come by.”

      I smile. Hank has been friendly to everyone here from day one. He’s a big guy, tall and burly with a big mop of blond curls and cherubic cheeks with perfect dimples. He’s the local man candy that all the single teachers have taken a shot at, but as far as I know, none have been successful.

      “I dunno,” I say, chewing on my bottom lip. I wasn’t planning on telling anyone that my position was eliminated, and if I go out to a bar, odds are I’ll wallow, have a few too many, and probably cry desperately to anyone who will listen to me.

      “Come on. Just come out for one drink. I’ll buy.” He smiles and holds out his hands.

      “Okay, one drink.”

      “Nice!” He claps his hands together. “I gotta get back in there.” He points both thumbs over one shoulder. “Need to do some inventory on the sports equipment and see what I need to buy for next year.”

      “Sounds good and thanks for the invite.”

      “See you tonight,” he says, turning to jog back toward the gymnasium. “And don’t even think about bailing!” he shouts through cupped hands before disappearing inside.

      I toss the box of items into my back seat and look around the mostly empty parking lot one last time before driving home.
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      “So what do you plan to do with your summer?”

      Ah, the dreaded teacher question we all ask each other.

      “I’ll probably do private music lessons like I do every summer.”

      I swallow down my beer, my stomach uneasy at the thought that I should have reached out to parents weeks ago. Between end-of-year stuff and counting on the fact I’d still have a job next school year, I’d let it slip. I usually have about six or seven private students each summer, but that’s nowhere near enough to cover even half my rent.

      “What about you? Still coaching little league?”

      “Yup. I’ll be coaching again. Also do some umping for adult teams and playing in the over-thirty league. My uncle Roy needs some help with his painting business too so that’ll be some nice extra cash.” He spins his beer bottle on the bar in front of him.

      Hank really is an attractive guy and he’s clearly a man with drive, but I’ve never felt any sort of attraction to him. I’m not sure why. Maybe because we are coworkers I’ve never let myself even consider it.

      “It’s funny how everyone thinks being a teacher is this walk in the park because we get summers off. Nobody realizes we all pretty much have summer jobs to keep the lights on, especially in Chicago.”

      I nod in agreement, both of us chuckling.

      “I, uh, I got fired today.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop myself from saying them.

      “What?” Hank’s head whips toward me, his expression shocked. “Why?”

      “Budget cuts,” I say, picking at the label on my beer bottle.

      “Fuck, man, I’m so sorry.” He shakes his head. I can feel pity radiating off him and I instantly regret saying anything.

      “It’s fine. I’ll find something else.” I’m trying to convince myself.

      “No, it’s not fine. You are an amazing teacher and those kids love you. It’s more than a job, Margot; this is your life.”

      I purse my lips and nod my head, his words conveying exactly why it hurts so bad. I hang my head as the tears start to fall. No point in trying to fight them.

      “I know that, Hank,” I whisper as he stands up, reaching for my arm to pull me in for a hug.

      “Let it out,” he says, his large hands wrapping halfway around my back as my shoulders start to bob up and down.

      I don’t have the luxury of caring if I look pathetic right now. Maybe everyone will just think I’ve had too much to drink and can’t keep it together. Anything is better than the humiliation of being fired, even if it’s not my fault.

      We stand there for several more moments before I excuse myself to freshen up in the restroom. By the time I’ve returned to my seat, Hank has ordered us another round.

      “Thank you.” I gesture toward the drink with my head as I reach into my purse for my wallet. “But I need to go home. It’s been an emotional day.”

      His countenance falls a little as he nods. “I understand. This is on me,” he says as I pull my wallet out.

      “Thanks, Hank.” I reach out and grab his hand, giving it a quick squeeze.

      “Don’t be a stranger, okay? You have my number. If you need someone to vent to or a job reference or anything, call me?” He raises his eyebrows with the question.

      “Of course.” I offer a polite nod before heading back home.

      I’m almost to my apartment building when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I reach down and pull it out, looking at the screen to see who would be calling me at this time of night.

      It’s a name and number I haven’t seen in the better part of four years. In fact, the last time I saw Warren Dorsey’s name on my phone was right after my mother passed away.

      I don’t answer it. Instead, I hit the ignore button and shove the phone back in my pocket. The last thing I need right now is whatever the hell my biological deadbeat dad has brewing.
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      I spend the entire weekend combing through job postings. I apply to every job that is even remotely related to music first, then start in on the local cafés and stores.

      I’ve checked my account balance a record forty-two times over a few days, staring at it like it’s going to magically morph into enough money to save me from being evicted.

      I also check my email at least a hundred times over the next week, hoping, praying for any kind of reply from my applications. A few are immediately returned with, position has been filled or we regret to inform you… I don’t even bother reading past that point.

      Exasperated, I open my last bottle of wine. It’s not even one I bought. It’s a dusty old table blend that was given out by our school administration during the holidays a few years back.

      “Desperate times, desperate measures,” I mutter as I pour myself a generous glass and open my laptop.

      I scroll through Craigslist on the off chance anyone might need private music lessons. Over half the emails I sent out to parents about lessons over the summer were returned with explanations about traveling or not in the budget. Another blow to my nonexistent savings.

      A listing catches my eye and I click the link to open it.

      

      
        
        Needed: Live-in nanny. Full-time 5-6 days per week. All expenses covered. Dental, vision, and medical insurance. Competitive salary. Immediate hire.

      

      

      

      “Whoa, what?” I pull the laptop screen closer to me as I read the salary. “That can’t be right.” I squint, reading it again.

      How the hell can someone pay more than twice what I make as a teacher for a nanny and offer living expenses covered and health insurance?

      My excitement builds as I read over the qualifications. Okay, now I see why they pay so well. They want someone with a preferred degree in childcare or related field, CPR certified, 5+ years’ experience with children, no pets, can teach music.

      “Holy shit!” I yelp as I hop up off the couch. I can’t hold back the smile as my heart thuds wildly in my chest. I am literally a perfect candidate for this job, and they want someone who can start ASAP.

      I open my email and copy the address. I attach my resume and spend the next thirty minutes crafting a perfectly worded cover letter and link to my LinkedIn profile. I hold my breath, hit send, and flop back against the couch.

      Finally, a glimmer of hope.
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      “And you have a degree in education?” Miss Perry, a willowy woman with a perfectly tight bun and beige skirt suit, reads over my resume. Her short-clipped nails are the softest shade of pink and her skin is smooth and shiny, like she’s been freshly Botoxed.

      “Yes, a double degree actually in music education as well as early childhood education.”

      I squeeze my fingers together in my lap, trying to calm my nerves.

      “I see and your last job ended because?” She peers precariously over the glasses that are perched on her nose.

      “Budget cuts unfortunately. I was there for three years but the funding for the music program wasn’t renewed so… here I am.” I plaster a nervous smile on my face as she returns her gaze back to the paper in her hands.

      “Oh, and I brought a letter of recommendation from the school I just taught at.” I reach into my bag and produce the document, handing it to her.

      I resist the urge to recite my resume for her. I want to explain why I’m perfect for this position, but something about how uptight she is makes me lose my nerve. Not to mention the sheer monstrosity of a house that I drove up to, complete with a massive wrought iron gate. I had no idea places even existed like this in the Chicago suburbs.

      “Great.” She gives a tight-lipped smile and places the resume on the desk in front of her, along with the letter. “We’ll call you.” She stands and juts her hand out to me.

      “Okay.” I shake her hand. “Thanks again so much for taking the time to interview me. I’ll be anxiously waiting to hear from you.”

      She walks me to the front door in silence, only the clicking of her heels on the marble floor echoing around us.

      “Oh, and just so you know, my schedule is completely open. I have no obligations so if I got the job, I’d be fully committed.” She stares at me blankly, her hand resting on the front door handle. “What I mean is no husband or kids or pets or anything. Not even a boyfriend,” I say around a chuckle.

      “Bye now,” she says and I take the hint, stepping through the front door, and it closes behind me.
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      One full week and nothing.

      No callback.

      No email.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and double-check the ringer is on. I also make sure I don’t have any missed calls or texts. I’ve left two voicemails and a follow-up email. I know I sound desperate, but I am desperate. I’m on my last month’s rent and I have a total of $122 to my name.

      A fleeting thought pops through my head. Maybe now is the time to reach out to Warren Dorsey. He’s a billionaire several times over. I push the thought from my head as quickly as it enters.

      “Still nothing?” Shelly, my coworker at the local café I managed to snag a barista job at, asks.

      “Nope.” I sigh, putting my phone back into my apron.

      “Dammit, that sucks,” she says as she hops off the counter and removes her apron.

      I’m grateful for the cash tips we split each day at this place but it’s still minimum wage and I won’t get my first paycheck for another week.

      I walk over to the neon open sign in the window and turn it off before locking the door. Because we’re a café, we open early so I’ve been able to work a twelve-hour shift every day this week—four a.m. to four p.m.

      “Have a great night, Shelly.” I wave as we both walk our separate ways.

      My phone rings and I jump, then dig my hand into my pocket and pull it out. I don’t recognize the number but as someone who has just applied to dozens of jobs, I know it could be a possible employer.

      “Hello, this is Margot.”

      “Miss Silver?” A deep, syrupy voice says my name on the other end.

      “Yes, this is Margot Silver.” I try to sound chipper and upbeat, as if that will help them determine if they want to hire me.

      “This is Graham Hayes,” the man’s voice says. “The nanny position.”

      “Oh!” I say, surprised. Who is this calling me? It’s certainly not Miss Uptight Perry. “Yes, how can I help you, Mr. Hayes?”

      He clears his throat before speaking again, his voice doing weird things to my insides.

      “I realize this is very unorthodox, but I’m kind of in a bind here. My housekeeper, Fiona Perry, who you interviewed with, is on vacation and didn’t hire anyone yet. I found your resume in a pile and thought maybe you could help me?”

      “Yeah, absolutely. What can I do for you?”

      “I need a nanny to start right away.”

      “Okay, like how soon?”

      “Tonight. Right now, actually. I’ll pay cash.”

      I don’t think twice. I accept the job, jump in my car, and rush to the Hayes’ residence. I’m once again reminded just how imposing his residence is when I ring the buzzer at the front gate that is adorned with a massive H, for Hayes I assume.

      “A little pretentious for my taste,” I say as the gate opens and I zip up the driveway.

      The moment I pull up to the house, I realize that if he’s needing me to stay the night, I didn’t bring anything other than the clothes I’m wearing and my wallet. I walk to the front porch and raise my hand to ring the bell when the door swings open and a tall, raven-haired man greets me. I jump back, startled.

      Holy shit. Is this him?

      I feel my mouth fall open and I instinctively bring my fingers to my lips to make sure I haven’t actually just drooled on myself.

      If James Bond and Henry Cavill had a baby, it would be Graham Hayes. His long, lean body is wrapped perfectly in what I can only assume is a custom-made tuxedo. He adjusts the cuff link on one of his wrists, his tanned fingers long enough they could probably encircle my waist if he put his hands together.

      Suddenly my mouth feels dry and I’m very aware of my scuffed-up Converse and torn jeans, remembering that I just worked a twelve-hour shift and I look every bit the part. I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear that has fallen loose from my braid and try to stand up a little taller, like that’s going to cover anything up.

      “Miss Silver? Graham Hayes,” he says curtly as he extends his hand toward me.

      “I thought for sure you were gonna say Bruce Wayne.” I laugh but his expression stays stoic. I reach my hand out to shake his and it’s completely engulfed.

      “Like Batman—never mind. Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      “Please, come inside.”

      He gestures with his right hand, his left still holding the door. I step inside. The woodsy scent of his very expensive cologne envelops me and I have to remind myself to breathe.

      But just as I’m almost clear of the doorway, my toe catches the lip and I catapult myself forward. I throw my hands out dramatically to catch myself, somehow making it worse and ending up doing a half somersault while falling into a crumpled pile of embarrassment at his feet.

      In all those books and movies I’ve seen and read, this is the meet cute. This is the part where the handsome stranger gallantly thrusts his arms out and catches the heroine before she falls, their eyes drawn to each other’s as her breasts smash against his body and he suddenly realizes she’s everything he’s been looking for.

      But not in my case. Instead, Mr. Hayes makes zero effort to catch me and instead, he shoves his hands in his pockets and looks at me with exasperation, like I’m a bug that he’s considering squishing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Graham

          

        

      

    

    
      I catch myself staring a little too long at the small, impish woman standing on my front porch.

      Is this the nanny?

      She looks like she’s barely bigger than a child herself.

      Her strawberry-blond hair is swept up haphazardly in some sort of braid that has fallen, a few stray tendrils clinging to her slender neck. She thrusts her small hand into mine, a smile stretching across her face to her eyes. I feel the warmth of her fingers against the inside of my palm and instantly release it when my mind questions if the rest of her body is this soft and inviting.

      I hold back a smile at her Bruce Wayne comment. It was certainly not the first time someone called me that.

      I’m completely distracted by the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks that come into view once she steps over the threshold and into the entryway. Then suddenly she tumbles forward, landing in a heap at my feet.

      “Are you alright, Miss Silver?”

      I keep my hands in my pockets, too scared to reach out and touch her again.

      “Yup.” She stands, adjusting her shirt. “Only my pride is hurt.”

      I close the door behind her. “Please.” I gesture for her to step into the parlor to the right of the entrance. I pick up her resume from the table where I placed it and we both take a seat opposite one another.

      She looks nervous, her fingers knotting together in her lap as she sits up board straight.

      “You can relax,” I say, but she just offers a tight-lipped smile.

      “I apologize for the out-of-the-blue call and fire drill request to have you work this evening, but my housekeeper, Miss Perry, is unfortunately on vacation and she failed to procure a new nanny before she left.”

      “I had assumed that the position had been filled when I didn’t hear back from her.”

      I give her a questioning look and she continues. “Well, after I interviewed a week or so ago, I followed up with two phone calls and left her a voicemail, but I didn’t hear anything back.” She shrugs.

      “Hmm.” That is strange considering Miss Silver’s impeccable background in education and her relevant work experience with young children. I’m not sure what Miss Perry’s angle is recently; it’s been like pulling teeth to get her to hire a new nanny ever since my last one had to return home to attend to some family business. I don’t express any of this out loud; instead, I read over her resume again.

      “Is there a reason you’re not returning to teach music education at Jefferson Elementary? Or are you only looking for a summer position since you’re a teacher?”

      “I, uh, the position was downsized unfortunately. I was told that our funding wasn’t renewed so they had to cut the program. Which is such a shame because I don’t think people truly realize how important introducing music and teaching children to read music and play instruments really is. Such a transferable life skill if you ask me.”

      I didn’t. I think it myself, but I can appreciate someone who is passionate about their career.

      “Have you ever been a nanny or live-in caretaker before?” I lean back in my chair and watch as she shakes her head vigorously. She’s young. Based on her graduation date, I’d guess she’s barely over twenty-five.

      “I haven’t but I have spent my entire professional career wrangling children of all ages for several hours a day.” She lets out another nervous laugh that wrinkles her nose and it’s fucking adorable.

      Nope. Get that thought out of your head.

      “I love kids. I’m such a believer in enriching not only their lives with skills but also their day-to-day experiences, ya know? They’re like little sponges; they just soak everything up so it’s a waste to just stick them in front of a screen all day.”

      Her nervousness seems to have subsided. She’s speaking animatedly, gesturing with her hands and laughing and smiling.

      “Eleanor is five. It’s just me and her. Her mother is not in the picture any longer. I need someone extremely reliable and the live-in portion is non-negotiable. I travel a lot for work. I’m gone early and often not home till late so I need someone that can really take the reins. I’m not looking for someone who needs babysitting themselves. Miss Perry is always around during the work hours to assist with anything, but to be clear, childcare and anything that goes along with it is not her job.”

      She nods her head vigorously as she pulls out her phone and taps around before holding it in front of her face and typing vigorously.

      “Am I boring you, Miss Silver?” I can’t hide the annoyance in my voice. Maybe it’s a generational thing, but these damn phones are always in people’s faces to the point it’s exhausting.

      “Oh, no. Sorry. I’m just taking notes on everything.”

      I nod and continue.

      “As I was saying, all childcare-related responsibilities fall to you, including food preparation, meal times, laundry, classes, and schooling, etc. This position is six days a week. Sundays are yours and sometimes even Saturdays. There is an extensive outlined book detailing any and all preferences, allergies, likes and dislikes, contact information for doctors and teachers. Do you have any questions?”

      She looks through her phone notes for a moment before her eyes dart upward to find mine.

      “So, did you just want me for the night, or do I have the job?”

      The words did you want me for the night shoot straight to my dick.

      “The job is yours if you want it, Miss Silver.” I toss her resume on the table next to me.

      “Oh my God. Absolutely! Thank you so much, Mr. Hayes. I promise I won’t let you down.”

      “Great. I’ll sort out everything with Miss Perry when she’s back. I assume she shared the compensation details. She’ll have you fill out the proper tax documents and insurance information. As for tonight”—I glance at my watch and see that I need to leave in the next twenty minutes—“I have a work event that I cannot miss so I’ll need you to watch Eleanor. I don’t need you to spend the night. You can start work on Monday. That way you can move into your room this weekend. I’ll have Miss Perry show you that on Saturday or Sunday. She’ll call you.”

      I stand and she does as well, her big green eyes staring at me as she nods her head at what I’m saying.

      “I’ll introduce you to Eleanor.”

      I walk up the main staircase and down the hallway to Eleanor’s room, Miss Silver on my heels. I raise my hand to knock when she shoots her hand out to grab my wrist. I stop and slowly turn my head to face her.

      “Sorry, but, um, really quick question. Is she okay with a new nanny? I mean, is she onboard with this or is it going to be one of those situations where she’s angry at me?” The nervousness is back as she grips my wrist.

      I slowly maneuver myself out of her grip just as the bedroom door opens and Eleanor stands there, hip cocked.

      “What’s going on?” she says with her best suspicious look on her face. I squat down till I’m eye level with her.

      “Eleanor, this is Miss Silver, your new nanny. She is a music teacher that loves kids and she’s very excited to meet you and get to know you.”

      I turn to look back at Miss Silver. Her hands are knotted together as she smiles and then robotically waves at Eleanor.

      “Hi, so lovely to meet you, Miss Eleanor. I’m Margot and I have to say your princess dress is by far the prettiest and most pink dress I’ve ever seen!”

      I watch as Eleanor’s eyes light up at the compliment and the way Miss Silver naturally charms her way into my little girl’s heart instantly.

      “It is?” Eleanor’s big blue eyes almost bug out of her face as she twirls around. “I think so too!” she squeals.

      Eleanor reaches for Miss Silver’s hand, grabbing it and pulling her through the doorway and past me.

      “Wanna see my matching shoes? They have a high heel!” She drags her toward her closet.

      “Oh my goodness, those are prettier than anything I could have ever imagined. You look like you should be in a Disney movie with little birdies singing all around you and chipmunks and bunnies sitting at your feet.”

      “An, an, and cats? I love cats.” Eleanor is instantly entranced.

      I give Miss Silver a slight nod. “Eleanor, Daddy has to go to a work event. Please be on your best behavior.”

      “Bye, Daddy.” She waves dismissively, her attention fully on showing Miss Silver her animal collection.

      I close the door behind me and start back downstairs. It warms my heart that Eleanor is such a receptive little girl and that someone like Miss Silver can bring her the warmth and connection she needs.

      Ever since her mom died when she was only six months old, I’ve struggled. I want to be engaged with her, to give her the kind of love and life she deserves and needs, but every time I look in her big, blue eyes, all I see is her mother, Meredith, and all the pain of that loss comes rushing back.

      Some days it feels like just yesterday I was happy and fun-loving. I was ecstatic to be a father. I loved every second of Meredith’s pregnancy cravings and mood swings. I know that sounds crazy, but nothing made me happier than running to three stores at eleven at night to find the very specific brand of cracker she was craving.

      We met when the telecommunications company I had founded, landed a contract with the hospital she was a director at. I was instantly drawn to her, moth to the flame and all that, but she wasn’t interested. She was focused on her career, had just gotten out of a toxic marriage, and was ready to dominate her thirties and travel the world. But I’m nothing if not persistent and after begging her for a first date that lasted a full twenty-six hours of just talking and sharing a bottle of wine, we both realized we were meant to be.

      We were inseparable after that.

      Nine months later we were married.

      We enjoyed our time as newlyweds but after five years, we decided that our family of two was ready to be a family of three. Meredith got pregnant pretty easily, had no major complications, and was an instant natural at being a mother. She radiated pure joy and contentment.

      Some of my favorite memories were those two and three a.m. feedings. She’d get Eleanor and come back to our bed and lean against me. We’d both sit there and just stare at our baby girl, gushing over how beautiful she was, who she looked like, how we both never thought love like this existed.

      It was bliss… until two months later when Meredith’s postpartum symptoms became strange and unbearable. After several tests, a CT scan revealed a large tumor on one of her ovaries. The biopsy came back as cancerous and unfortunately, it had already spread to her uterus and her other ovary. They did an emergency hysterectomy but it was too late. Within three months she had wasted away to nothing and the doctors had said there was nothing they could do.

      One month later, she took her final breath as I held her hand and sobbed.

      I grab my phone and wallet and head outside to meet my driver Phil and head to my work event.

      “Good evening, Mr. Hayes.”

      “Evening, Phil,” I say, ducking into the car as Phil closes the door behind me.

      I glance up at the house, seeing the light in Eleanor’s room still on, that image of Miss Silver at my feet dancing in my head, accompanied by her words, Did you only want me for the night? I shake the thoughts away just as quickly as they appear and attempt to make small talk with Phil to distract me.

      “How are the kids, Phil? Gerald still pursuing biology at Northwestern?”

      I stare out the window on the drive as Phil tells me about Gerald’s first year in college. I do my best to push any filthy ideas about seeing Miss Silver on her knees in front of me out of my head.

      I’m forty-two; the last thing I need to do is get involved with a twenty-something-year-old, especially since she’s my nanny.

      Even if it’s torturous to have her living in my house.

      Even if she stirs a desire in me that’s been dormant for so long.

      I refuse to be that cliché.
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      “The hands are the window to the dick.”

      “What?” I furrow my brow at Shelly’s statement.

      “Well, you know how they say the eyes are the window to the soul? My theory is that the hands are the window to a dude’s dick.” She says this very emphatically like it’s a validated scientific theorem.

      “I thought they myth-busted that rumor about the distance between the thumb and forefinger or whatever having a correlation to size?”

      “Oh no, I’m not talking about size.” She takes a bite of her panini as she continues to shake her head. She chews and swallows before finishing.

      “I’m talking ability. Motion in the ocean, baby. I think if a man has nice manicured hands and knows how to subtly gesture with his hands, it directly correlates to his abilities in the bedroom. And don’t even get me started on hand placement, like softly touching your waist or the small of your back or your wrist. It’s enough to make me positively feral.”

      I can’t help but laugh. Shelly and I hit it off the moment we met at the café I briefly worked at after getting fired. She’s the epitome of an extrovert and very confidently speaks her mind. We’re very much opposites of each other. She hates school, didn’t go to college, and is perfectly content living day to day with no plan, just rolling with life’s punches and having a blast.

      She’s one of those laid-back cool girls. I wish I was more like her.

      “Where do you come up with this stuff?” I roll my eyes.

      “I grew up on Cosmo. My mom had like five hundred of them in her basement and I’d sneak down there and read them after my parents went to bed. Also, TikTok.” She smiles before taking another huge bite of her sandwich.

      “Well, Mr. Hayes has gorgeous hands”—I draw out the syllable of the word for emphasis—“definitely manicured and he does those little movements like running his finger over his bottom lip or playing with his cuff link…” My words drift off as I picture the way he looked up at me from messing with the small gold bauble.

      “Sounds like he knows exactly what he’s doing.” She laughs.

      “But,” I say, remembering how he failed to help me when I fell, “I stupidly tripped over the doorway and fell, or did like a small somersault thing, and landed at his feet, and he didn’t even attempt to catch me or even help me up.”

      “Hey, I’m not saying guys with good hands are gentlemen or chivalrous. They just know how to fuck.” She winks. “Oh, and they know how to fuck your life up too so be careful.”

      I just laugh and shake my head as thoughts of Graham float away while I drink my mimosa.

      “So what’s going on with your dating life? How are things with Karter with a K?”

      “Don’t do that.” She gives me a pouty look that tells me she’s still not fully over him.

      “I’m sorry he was just so—” We both burst out laughing and she shakes her head.

      “Yeah, he really was. We’re not really a thing anymore. Turns out Karter with a K was not exactly into monogamy with an M.”

      She shrugs it off but I can see the disappointment in her eyes. I reach out and grab her hand. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She waves it off and picks up her mimosa. “Like I said, guys with good hands can fuck you up. I knew what I was getting into. Any guy that introduces himself like that is a walking red flag. Besides, there’s a million more Karters I can fill my bed with.”

      “Still, you didn’t deserve that, especially since he was hyper jealous of you even spending time with me.”

      “Screw him. I have a new outlook, a new plan for my twenty-fifth year.” She wipes her hands on her napkin as her eyebrows bounce up and down. Classic Shelly, always coming up with some harebrained idea to get over one guy and on to the next.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “This will be my year of just fun sex. No strings, no attachments, no expectations. If I like someone and we’re attracted to each other, then we can hang out and hook up. I’m not saying I’m going to hook up with everyone, just that there’s no need for me to be out there looking for someone to settle down with when the reality is, I’m still so young. I’m not ready for shared bank accounts and babies and peeing with the door open.” She wrinkles her nose like she’s disgusted.

      “I think that’s great. I feel like that plan suits you. You’re good at not catching feelings. I could stand to learn a few lessons from you.”

      I think about my last relationship. If you can even call it that.

      Jake Dearborn. The editor of the university newspaper. Captain of the debate team. Star soccer player. Graduated summa cum laude. Only to turn around and give it all up to live in a van and travel across America sharing his experience via YouTube.

      It sounds noble and amazing, a talented and gifted young man who gives it all up to pursue his dream and passion for traveling and sharing his experiences with the world.

      At least, that was the image he portrayed to everyone.

      The reality was, after graduation, his daddy handed him a trust fund that had more money in it than most of us will see in five lifetimes. So he had no obligations, no bills, and no reason to slum it with me anymore. I was merely a distraction for him while he was in college.

      Actually, his words were, “You were a challenge and you know I can’t back down. I had an amazing time with you, Margot Dargo.” One day, he made up the stupid and pointless nickname that had zero backstory. “But this is my quest. I need to go experience life and all her hardships to become the man I need to be. I need to find who I really am beneath all these accomplishments and accolades. Life has been too easy. I need another challenge. I want to be self-made, like my father.”

      A challenge? Self-fucking-made? His dad was born a millionaire. I wouldn’t exactly call living in a $150,000 custom van complete with every luxury plus some that my tiny studio didn’t even have, a hardship. He wouldn’t know hardship if it bit him in his mediocre dick. He had all his bills paid, no debt, and an empire to fall back on once his new quest bored him.

      Did I scream all of that at him? No, of course not. I smiled and hugged him, wishing him well, and then I went home and cried my eyes out because while I was just a boring challenge to pass the time to him… I loved him.

      It wasn’t so much of a relationship and more like a sad Taylor Swift ballad about realizing too late that you were just another notch in his belt, but it still meant something to me at the time.

      I just can’t stand being led to believe that something is more than it is. If someone doesn’t want forever with me or doesn’t want a relationship, that’s okay. Just don’t make me believe there’s potential when there isn’t.

      “Well, I need to be heading to the Hayes’ estate to move into my new room.” I glance at my phone. I didn’t receive a call from Miss Perry about what time I should come by this weekend. Instead, she sent me a curt email that simply stated, Saturday, 1 p.m.

      “Send me pictures of this place,” Shelly says as we both hand our credit cards to the waiter. “Oh, and what happened with your apartment since you’re not going to be living there anymore?”

      “I’m not sure. When I explained my situation to the landlord, he wasn’t very sympathetic. He said if I want to break my lease early, I have to pay the entire five months in rent up front which I can’t afford to do. I can afford the monthly rent though.” I sign my receipt and stand up to walk outside with Shelly.

      “That’s annoying.”

      “I know but I don’t blame him. He’d be out all that money if I just bailed on the last five months. With my new salary I’ll be able to afford to pay out the remaining months, but I really don’t want to keep two places. I’ll have to work a few weeks in order to save up enough to pay that big chunk of change. I’ll figure it out.” I turn to face her. “Thanks again for hanging with me this morning and don’t worry, I’ll make sure to send you pictures of my fancy new digs.”

      We give each other a hug goodbye and I climb behind the wheel of my car to head out to the suburbs.

      “Miss Silver.” Miss Perry opens the front door and ushers me inside. “I must say I was surprised to return from my vacation to see that you had been hired on. This way to your quarters.”

      Her snooty attitude is grating, I won’t lie, but I give her my best smile anyway. I want to tell her that I was just as surprised to not get a callback, but I keep it to myself.

      “I hope you had a great vacation, Fiona,” I say as I follow her down the large marble entryway.

      She stops dead in her tracks and I almost run into the back of her. She spins around slowly on her heel and I half expect her to have morphed into a zombie or ghost or something. Her face is firm as she crosses her bony arms over her chest. She’s wearing another skirt suit, this one a pale pink that matches her nails.

      “It’s Miss Perry,” she hisses the S sound at the end of her name as she gives me a positively vile look.

      “Oh, so sorry. My apologies, Miss Perry. I didn’t mean to offend,” I say, taken aback as I stumble a bit over my words. She acts like someone with a noble title who I’ve just offended.

      Relax, lady. We’re in Illinois, not eighteenth-century England.

      She turns back around and continues down the hall, her nude, square-toed heels echoing against the floor.

      “Phil, Mr. Graham’s driver, will bring your things in. He’ll also show you where you can park in the garage.”

      “Is Mr. Graham home today?” I don’t know why I ask it. I have no reason to interact with him, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit he seemed to have an instant effect on me.

      “Mr. Graham is at the country club,” she says as we enter an elevator and ride up to the second floor.

      We exit and walk down another long hallway. The walls are adorned with beautiful paintings, most of which I don’t recognize, but if I had to bet, I’d say they cost as much as a car and then some. The floors upstairs are a beautiful deep mahogany.

      “This”—Miss Perry motions with her arm like she’s Vanna White—“is your quarters.”

      I step around her and peer into the large room and gasp. There’s a fireplace, some built-in bookshelves across from a couch, and a few chairs. The ceilings are vaulted and
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