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Chapter 1


 


Max was deep into a set of spreadsheets stretching out over
the extra wide monitor on his desk when he got a call from his ex wife. He
didn't even get to greet her before she started telling him, "Max, I am
getting ready to leave for Milan as we speak. Totally unexpected. I have to go
instead of Kate and I could be gone for months. I'm crazy busy trying to tie up
loose ends. I need you to step up. You're about to be a full time dad."


"So I get the kids. Cool. They'll be spoiled beyond all
recognition by the time you get back," Max told her.


"The kids are all yours for the next two months or so.
I'm not even sure how long, could be as many as three, but you won't be
spoiling them. I'm taking precautions," Dana said then he heard her
talking to someone in Italian.


More time with his kids was fine with Max. "OK, great.
When do I pick them up?"


"They're on their way to your place right now. Nathan
is bringing them and he'll stay on as their manny while I'm gone," Dana
informed him.


Max groaned. So that was her precaution. "Oh, come on,
he hates me." It was true. Nathan was uptight, and any time he dropped off
the kids, he looked at Max like he was negligent and his place was never up to
snuff. Max couldn't have him around all the time. He was going to ruin his time
with the kids.


"He doesn't hate you and you'll need the help,"
Dana said firmly. "You can't take care of the kids while you're working.
They're on their spring break right now."


Max was going to point out that he worked from home and he
could handle the kids, probably, but then he realized he couldn't waste any
more time because Nathan and the kids were on their way already. "Damn it,
I need to straighten up."


"Oh sweetie, you need to do a lot more than straighten
up," Dana told him in a pitying voice. "And don't curse. Bye. We'll
talk more later."


So that was that. Max took a deep breath then jumped up from
his desk and started rushing around trying to clean up. He was clearing the
sofa and the coffee table, scooping up the popcorn from last night back into
the bowl. He knocked down the bowl with his knee then got too sleepy to clean
it up. And today he just... Well, he just didn't do it.


Not quite managing to get all the popcorn, Max tripped over
a sneaker he left by the armchair and spilled some of the popcorn on the floor.
If he kept that up, he might end up making the place look worse than when he
started.


He noticed how many things were left lying around the living
room including clothes that should have gone in the hamper. He was getting a
feeling that he might possibly be a slob. The clothes got dumped in the laundry
room, and he was now holding an armful of random shoes he had left all over the
place when the doorbell rang.


He wanted to dump the shoes too, but that would definitely
make the place look worse. He didn't want to keep the kids waiting so he went
to the door. Still trying to hold onto the shoes, he opened the door. Now
Nathan was standing there eyeing him like he was crazy and the kids were
looking at him curiously.


"Are you juggling shoes?" Nathan asked him.


"Yes, do it!" Ian said. He was four and looking up
at Max eagerly. Evie was five and a half and she also looked like she might be
interested in seeing her dad try to juggle some shoes.


"No juggling. I'm straightening," Max told them.


"I wanna help," Ian volunteered and rushed in
ready to make an even bigger mess. He was his son all right, his brown eyed
boy. Max dropped the shoes and picked up Ian so he could swing him up over his
shoulder and make him laugh.


Going into the living room, Max dumped his squirming boy on
the sofa then turned to Evie. "Now you," he said. She started running
around and giggling and screaming while he chased her and pretended he just
couldn't catch her.


"Yes, please make them all hyper," Nathan groused
while standing just inside the front door in the middle of scattered shoes and
looked for a place to put down two kids' backpacks. Clearly he was the adult in
the room. If only he wasn't going to be sticking around to ruin their fun.


Max went over to him and got the kids bags from him almost
like he was letting him know he had delivered the kids and their stuff and he
could now go. Then he actually put it into words. "You could just take
some time off. Paid of course. I can manage the kids," Max told him.


Nathan just stared at him with his serious hazel eyes while
looking all neat and trim in his button down shirt and slacks. He then informed
him, "Dana said you would try to send me away and not to let you."


"You are a walking, talking vote of no
confidence," Max told him, not that Nathan talked that much. He just eyed
the popcorn Max hadn't managed to pick up off the floor and that Ian was now
about to eat.


"Don't eat the popcorn," Max told the kids.


"We aren't babies. We don't eat the food from the
floor," Evie told him indignantly and Ian looked at her like this was news
to him.


Nathan plucked the popcorn out of Ian's hand before he could
eat it and told Max, "I think I'll have plenty to do here."


"Hey, I take good care of my kids," Max said as he
went back to clearing up, but Nathan was still giving him that doubtful look so
he called for reinforcements. "Kids, defend me."


The two of them ran over, yelling "Daddy!" and
piled on top of him knocking him down right on top of his scattered shoes.


"How did defend me turn into pile on top of me?"
he asked then he tickled Ian and made him scream.


After that, the kids ran off to their rooms to jump on their
beds as they always liked to do when they first arrived. "Don't break the
beds!" Max called out to them.


"Or don't jump on the beds," Nathan mumbled but
didn't say anything that the kids could actually hear. Maybe he didn't want to
contradict Max in his own house. He was the dad after all.


 


Left alone with Nathan in the messy living room, Max was
picking up popcorn and trying to explain how he forgot the bowl got overturned
and then overturned again when he was trying to clean up. "You left them
to sit there overnight. You must love bugs and want to feed them," Nathan
told him judgmentally.


"There are no bugs here. This place is clean."
Nathan looked skeptical so Max asked him, "Are you sure you wouldn't
rather take a vacation while Dana is away? I can handle these guys by
myself."


"Are you firing me?" Nathan asked.


"Can I fire you?" Max wondered then he thought he
noticed a hurt look in Nathan's eyes that he was trying to hide. It made Max
jump in to reassure him. "I'm not firing you. The kids would kill me if I
did. And then Dana would kill me some more. I just thought you might..."


"You want to get rid of me," Nathan accused him.


"That's not it," Max claimed but Nathan wasn't
buying it. The kids came back and saved him from the awkward conversation.


Since there was still popcorn to pick up that had gone under
the sofa, Nathan made it a game for the kids to compete in how many they could
find.


Then Ian told him, "The 'popcorns' are making me
hungry."


"Let's go out somewhere to eat," Max decided. And
since Nathan made a face, Max gave him the honor of picking the place, and
maybe because he felt guilty for almost firing him.


As they left, Max wondered how he was going to cope with an
uptight manny in his life for the next couple of months.







Chapter 2


 


It was decided, they were going out to lunch to a place
Nathan picked, an Italian restaurant called Picolino's. They loaded the kids
into their car seats and got on their way with Nathan giving directions. Max
was surprised he didn't know about this place since it wasn't far from his
apartment building. "How could I overlook an Italian place this
close?"


"It's new. I thought we could try it," Nathan
said.


It was a short drive and then Nathan was unbuckling Ian from
his car seat, while Max did the same for Evie. "Are we gonna like
it?" Ian asked worriedly.


"They have little pizzas. You'll like it," Nathan
told him with a smile.


Max was pretty sure he would like it too. He loved Italian.
He turned to Evie. "What do you say to little pizzas? You too big for
them?"


"No. I'm not that big, Daddy. I like little
pizzas," she said as she took his hand and they walked toward the
entrance.


"I guess Nathan knows what you like," Max said.


They went into the restaurant but then went through into an
outdoor eating area that was like a cobblestone garden. There was shade under
the small trees, a fountain and potted geraniums everywhere. "We went
outside again," Ian said like they might have done it by mistake.


"This is great," Max said. "With all this
talk of little pizzas, I didn't expect this place to be so nice." He was
thinking that it had potential for a date night.


Evie spoke up in defense of little pizzas. "Daddy,
little pizzas are nice."


"Yes, they are, I admit my mistake," Max told her.


Evie liked the fountain which had a mermaid at the center of
it so they asked the hostess to seat them close to it. Max thought there was
something about the way the hostess smiled at him and Nathan, like she thought
they were a couple having lunch with their kids. It seemed his straight guy
vibe was no match for being in the company of a hot young guy like Nathan. Was
Nathan gay though? Dana never said, but Max had a feeling that he was.


"Can I drink from the fountain?" Ian asked.


"No," Nathan and Max told him in unison.


"But I guess we could ask the server if it's OK,"
Max said and Nathan gave him a look like he thought he said it just to disagree
with him.


Their server handed out menus and also paper and colored
pencils for the kids. There were smaller menus for the kids too. As he took
their drink orders, the server had bad news for Ian. "Sorry, the fountain
water isn't for drinking, but I'll be happy to bring you something else to
drink."


Ian settled for lemonade and then put in his lunch order
before the rest of them had a chance to look over the menus. "I want a
little pizza," Ian said to their server.


Max chuckled at him and told him, "What's your rush?
Check out the menu. They won't run out of little pizzas."


That only made Ian worry. "They can run out?" he
gasped.


"They won't run out. They can always make more,"
Nathan reassured him.


"Daddy, do they shrink them?" Evie asked as the
server left them to look over the menus.


"The pizzas? Of course," Max told her. "First
they make a really big pizza, as big as this table. Then they put it in the
shrinking machine and shrink it so it's just the right size for you guys."


Max eyed Nathan, daring him to contradict him with actual
facts. He didn't, and the kids were now discussing which food they wanted to go
in the shrinking machine and which ones they didn't. "I can eat a big
pizza," Ian was saying.


"Not too big. You're little," Evie was telling
him. Ian pouted at her and put his hand on top of his head like he was
measuring his height even though he was sitting.


"You're big enough. You can have a bite of my big
pizza," Max told Ian. Now Evie's eyes went wide and Max reassured her,
"You too."


"Just don't put anything bad on it, Daddy," she
told him then she confided in Nathan what those bad things were. "Daddy
puts mushrooms on his pizzas, and peppers and olives and all sorts of bad
things."


"Those are foods, not bad things," Nathan told
her.


Evie was shocked that he wasn't on her side. "You don't
like olives and things, do you, Nathan?" Evie sounded like she was ready
to be disappointed in him if he did.


Nathan wasn't afraid to disillusion her. "Yes, I
do."


"I win," Max gloated to Evie.


"You're going to make me change my answer," Nathan
warned him but Max only grinned.


When the server came back for their orders, Max got a pizza
for himself just so he could share it with the kids. He actually had his eye on
the seafood pasta, but the kids wouldn't touch that. Nathan got pasta with
fresh made pesto which was also of no interest to the kids but smelled heavenly
when it arrived. The kids made faces at it and called it green spaghetti.


Seeing how Max ogled his plate, Nathan sighed, "Try
some if you want."


Max was tempted but he refrained. There was something a
little too intimate about sharing Nathan's food. It made Max picture Nathan
feeding him with his own fork while looking into his eyes seductively. That was
a weird thought. Why the hell would something like that pop into his head?


When they were done with their food and the cannoli they had
for dessert, the kids made them linger so they could finish their coloring. Max
thought he should make conversation with Nathan but he was distracted by how
the sunlight coming down between the leaves of the little garden made his eyes
more green than hazel. The only thing he could think to say to Nathan was that
he had beautiful eyes, but that was the last thing he actually wanted to say to
the man, to any man. Why the hell did Nathan make him have such weird thoughts?







Chapter 3


 


When Dana asked Nathan if he would be willing to take care
of the kids at her ex husband's place, he couldn't exactly say no. He didn't
have a good reason to, but he didn't realize that being around Max would put
him on edge like it did. And it was nothing Max did. He was just attractive and
effortlessly masculine. He had dark hair and dark brown eyes and he was always
ready to smirk at Nathan and taunt him. He was too much to handle.


Today he was coming back from the gym in his building all
sweaty, chasing the kids around, asking them, "Don't you want a hug?"


The kids ran all over the living room while squealing and
telling him, "You're stinky, Daddy!"


Max stopped chasing them and looked over at Nathan.
"What? I got my workout and now they've had theirs."


"Yes, now they're all hyper," Nathan said.


"They have more excitement and exercise coming up. One
of the neighbors was at the gym, she invited the kids to come with her and her
daughter to an indoor playground," Max told him then he went to take a
shower.


The kids were eager to get going, but Nathan wanted to
remind them about some rules and get them dressed for playing and climbing.
Once they were ready, Max was back from his shower with damp hair and a flush
to his skin. Nathan kept his eyes off him, but he still had trouble focusing on
what Max was telling him.


He was more focused once the neighbor arrived and Max
introduced her and her daughter who was a little older than Evie. Unexpectedly,
Max's neighbor took the kids with her and Nathan was left alone with Max. That
must have been what Max was telling him when he was distracted by his recent
shower, that Nathan wasn't going with them because a friend of the neighbor's
was going along and would help supervise the kids.


Now that it was just him and Max and his recently showered
body, Nathan felt an immediate need to get out of the apartment. "I could
do some shopping," he suggested.


"Instead of hanging out with me? I'm hurt," Max
said. Obviously he knew that shopping was his escape plan. "Sure, pick up
whatever you think we need."


"I'll make a list and run it by you," Nathan said.


"If you want," Max said. He clearly didn't care
what Nathan put on the list, he probably wanted him out of there too.


After checking what they needed, Nathan was in the kitchen
and about to text Max the shopping list for his approval whether he wanted to
see it or not, when the doorbell rang. "Can you get that?" Max called
out from his office. "I buzzed in a friend of mine."


The friend on his doorstep turned out to be a beautiful
woman with long, dark hair who was dressed to impress both with her sense of
style and the way her clothes showed off her body. She looked surprised to see
that Nathan was opening the door to her.


"And who are you?" she said and let her eyes roam
over Nathan.


"Don't interrogate him," Max said coming into the
living room to give the woman a hug. "This is Lorena and that is Nathan,
he is the kids' manny, nanny? What do you prefer?"


"Governess," Nathan said and Max cracked up.


"Nice to meet you," Lorena said.


"Nice to meet you too. I was just on my way out,"
Nathan said ready to leave, but Lorena put out her hand to block his escape.


"No, no, no. We need to get better acquainted,"
she said.


"You're here to see me," Max pointed out.


"I already know you," she said and rolled her eyes
dismissively.


"In other words, I'm boring, old news," Max said
and Lorena nodded and smiled.


"Does that make you wonder if Max and I have a thing
going? Or if we're a thing of the past?" Lorena challenged Nathan.
"Don't deny it, you're curious. I can see it in your pretty eyes. The
answer is no. I did tell Max that we would have beautiful children together,
gorgeous, but he likes wispy little blond things like that Dana."


"OK, Lorena, he didn't actually ask. Stop pretending
you can read minds," Max told her.


"I can't, and that's why I'm wondering what Nathan is
into," she said and smiled.


"Back off. I mean it," Max told her and he looked
and sounded like he did.


"Ooh, protective," Lorena purred.


Max ignored that and told Nathan, "Don't ever let her
talk about Dana in front of the kids. Lorena has opinions and no filter."


"I'll keep that in mind," Nathan said and he got a
distinct feeling Lorena was jealous of Dana, and he wouldn't have been
surprised if it was mutual.


"So serious," Lorena said, eyeing Nathan.


"Stop analyzing everyone," Max told her.


"I will, but I do love how stiff he is," she said
and gripped his arm for a second to feel up his biceps.


"Lorena," Max warned her.


"Take it easy. I come bearing gifts. Tickets," she
said and got them out of her purse. "They're for the latest show. Bring
the kiddos. It's fun for the whole family."


"I'll be the judge of that," Max said like he
didn't trust her judgment on what was kid appropriate but he did take the
tickets from her.


"That's four tickets, so one is for you," Lorena
said to Nathan.


"Max might want to invite someone else," Nathan
pointed out.


"I said one was for you," Lorena said sternly.


Nathan only smiled noncommittally. Before Lorena could
pressure him even more, Max jumped in to tell him, "Lorena is a set
designer at Edenmoore Theater."


"And I like to make sure my work is seen and
appreciated. I want a packed house. No no-shows allowed," she said to
Nathan.


He was ready to excuse himself and go shopping without
committing to anything, but Lorena put her arm through his and made him sit on
the couch with her. Max poured some wine for them, but Nathan refused.
"I'm on duty. Kind of," he said.


"I'll have what he's not having," Lorena said and
offered her glass for a refill.


"You're quick," Max told her.


She drank her second glass slower and told theater stories
and a few stories about Max. All of them were embarrassing for both Max and
Nathan. For Nathan because he was picturing Max in some very compromising
positions.


The latest story was about Max's birthday when he was still
married to Dana but before they had kids. "Some suits took Max drinking
for his birthday, but Dana wanted him home. So Dana lets Max know to rush home
because she has a surprise for him. Max arrives, goes through the front door
and starts flinging off his clothes. He's practically naked, boxers around his
knees, and then all these people step out and yell, 'Surprise!'. See, Max
misunderstood what kind of surprise it was. You want to see the video? It's
good. He stripped so fast."


"No thank you," Nathan said though he was dying to
see it.


"Now that's willpower," Lorena said.


"That's professionalism," Max told her. "Now
I have to get back to work."


As he stood up, Lorena finished off her glass of wine and
got up too. She gave Max a kiss on the cheek and smiled at Nathan in a knowing
way. What did she think she knew?


"You guys have fun," she said as she left, still
smiling knowingly.


Max breathed a sigh of relief and Nathan made a guess.
"She had even more embarrassing stories about you."


"We've been friends for a while, so yeah," Max
admitted.


"At least you lived," Nathan said more to himself
than to Max.


"You haven't?" Max said. He didn't wait for him to
answer, almost like the answer was obvious. He just clapped Nathan on the back
and made a prediction. "You will. I don't doubt it for a second."


Now he thought he knew something.







Chapter 4


 


Nathan had been helping with the kids for a few days. He
always arrived early, well before breakfast, and made coffee. It was stronger
than Max liked, but he appreciated any coffee he didn't have to make himself.
He was not a morning person, dragging himself around the kitchen bleary-eyed
and grumpy.


"Daddy is a grumpy bear in the morning," Evie said
and jumped up for a hug to cheer him up.


"Good morning, sweetie," Max mumbled and carried
her over to the kitchen table.


The kids were on their spring break and Nathan was giving them
breakfast. He offered some to Max too. Max just grabbed a handful of cereal
right out of the box. That got him a disapproving look from Nathan and then
Evie jumped in to scold him.


"That's not breakfast, Daddy," she told him.


When some of the cereal Max grabbed fell out of his hand,
Ian scolded him too. "Daddy, you're messy."


"I'll clean it up," Max promised and sipped the
strong coffee, just the antidote he needed. "This coffee isn't too bad.
Bracing. Like a kick in the teeth."


"I'll make it stronger next time," Nathan told
him. He had such a mean streak. Max needed to remember that.


Once breakfast was eaten, Nathan had the kids put away their
dishes, made sure they brushed their teeth and helped make their beds. After
that, he sat in the living room with them, reading for a while. Max was
catching up on work communications and updates that came in overnight. He
wouldn't have been able to start on that so early if it wasn't for Nathan.
Maybe it wasn't so bad to have him around. He certainly knew how to keep the
kids busy.


Max was still working when Nathan came to the door of his
office and told him, "I was thinking of taking the kids to the park before
lunch." When Max frowned at him, Nathan thought he was objecting.
"You don't want me to do it for some reason?"


That wasn't it. Max was feeling left out. "Dads like
going to the park too."


Nathan rolled his eyes at him. "You are welcome to come
along if you like."


"That sounds like you're giving me permission,"
Max complained then he shrugged. "Eh, whatever. It's an excuse to take a
break."


 


They arrived at the park at a busy time. Because of spring
break, it was full of kids running around, screaming and having fun. Ian and
Evie couldn't wait to join in. Since every piece of playground equipment was
busy, the kids picked a tree each to climb then argued about whose tree was
bigger.


Max noticed how closely Nathan watched the kids as they
climbed though neither one of them got very far up their tree. Nathan was
cautious about their antics, but not overprotective or restrictive like Max
thought he might be. He didn't spoil their fun, just looked ready to swoop in
for the rescue. Max appreciated that.
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