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      Three hundred views since last night.

      Not great, but not awful. It wasn’t going to make her money any time soon.

      Natalie Carras scrolled through the comments on her last YouTube video as she sipped the steaming hot coffee from craft services far too early on a Friday morning in August. She leaned against her portable makeup table in another chilly garage, waiting for the on-screen talent to show up so she could get started on her assignments for the day. By noon it would feel like a furnace in front of her bright bulbs, but for now she was happy to grab a few cool, quiet moments.

      It would be a busy day on Million-Dollar Starter Home as they shot the “Oh no! What will we do?” scenes, but at least she didn’t have to shift to a new location. And what this garage lacked in insulation, it made up for in cleanliness, unlike the last project house that still made her shudder. Despite being tucked away in the random garage space at each new renovation, this job was an amazing opportunity to advance in her field. She could put up with a few mice and mystery smells if it put her closer to her dream of doing makeup in the movies.

      Once she got started, it would be nonstop blending and brushing until noon, so she deliberately took these five minutes to caffeinate and check on her side project. She hummed as another sip of rich, black and sweet energy teased her tongue. One benefit of having a caffeine addict for a boss was the ready access to high-quality coffee.

      “Natalie! I need you! Now!” Speak of the devil…

      The imperious commands and frantic pace were the downsides. When the showrunner said jump, one didn’t ask how high. One simply leapt into the void and hoped it was fast enough.

      Natalie tucked her phone in her pocket and dashed out of the garage, grabbing her portable kit on the fly.

      “What’s up, boss?” She followed his voice toward the front yard. Jake Ryland and Enzo Valenti stood facing each other, arms crossed, like an Old West standoff. The only difference between the two stony-faced men was that Enzo was currently shirtless. Well that, and only one of them made her want to lick his neck. And it wasn’t her boss.

      “We’re shooting a new feature. Enzo needs to look like he spends his days in the sun.”

      “I do spend my days in the sun.”

      Natalie took in the blatant farmer’s tan and understood immediately. His pale chest next to those tanned and toned forearms would look ridiculous. While some guys could play the tan lines off as awkward dad-bod humor, Enzo had a decidedly un-dad-bod. The twisting vine of his tattoo would be that much sexier against an even background. He had a great frame that tended toward long, lean muscles and solid shoulders, and his mismatched skin wasn’t going to relay that strength on camera. His beautiful olive complexion needed a little help so the cameras could appreciate his hard-earned physique.

      She nodded her understanding of the situation to her boss, ignoring the irritated landscaper next to him.

      “This is stupid. I don’t know why I need to take my shirt off in the first place.”

      Jake ignored Enzo’s protest and rolled his eyes at Natalie. “We’re filming out here, natural lighting, one-hour window. Dirty him up. I need him in fifteen.”

      “Aye-aye, cap’n.”

      She gauged the light and turned back toward the garage, confident that Enzo would follow whether he liked it or not. She’d need to pull out all her tricks to get this done in the time allotted. Natalie gritted her teeth as she ran through options. She was going to spend the next quarter of an hour with her hands all over the last man she wanted to be touching. His time in her chair was always the most challenging of the day.

      For months she’d had to battle her ridiculous attraction to Enzo Valenti. Something about him just flipped her switches. His steady strength, his ready grin, his work-roughened hands… Goodness, the amount of time she’d spent fantasizing about his hands while she was working on him made her want to blush, and then grab them and put them all over her body. Which she absolutely couldn’t do. She had to remember her boundaries. She couldn’t have him, and yet she had to run her hands over his abs and make him look sexier. Life could be a real bitch sometimes.

      But she was a professional, and her bills weren’t going to pay themselves. She’d done just fine without a steady man in her life for the last seven years, and she could keep on doing the same. Her life was her responsibility, and she’d do well to remember that.
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      Enzo dropped heavily into the padded chair that faced her brightly lit mirrors. When the petite makeup artist had showed up with the film crew, his dating radar had pinged immediately. Petite, brunette, and spunky, she was just his type. Unfortunately, no matter how he’d approached flirting with her, the result had always been the same. She seemed determined to keep him in the friend zone. Talk about torture.

      He sat as still as stone, and as hard as it too, as she began to pull small vials and what looked like a tattoo gun out of her kit. What the hell? He braced himself to let her touch him and not react, letting out a long, low breath as he gripped the arms of the chair to keep his hands occupied. She stood in front of him, an evil grin on her face and her hands on her hips.

      “Uh-uh, big guy. I need you to stand for this. Arms up, please.”

      “This isn’t permanent, is it?” He didn’t mind a tattoo. In fact he’d gotten one shortly after Gabriel’s death, a stylized tree branch and autumn leaves falling across his chest and right shoulder. He still felt like his family tree was missing a limb, but it comforted him to carry his brother’s memory on his skin. He didn’t think that a stupid television show was a good reason for more ink though. Was she even a tattoo artist? He hadn’t noticed any tats on her, and he’d been pretty focused on any square inch of bare skin she chose to show.

      “No, it’s just airbrushing. It’ll come off over the next few showers. Let me test this shade on your wrist.”

      Taking his large hand in her tiny one, she sent a shiver racing up his arm. He wanted to believe it was from the chilly air blast across his inner wrist, but he knew better. He’d wanted the right to hold her hand for months, and here she was holding his. True, it wasn’t quite how he’d imagined it, but he’d take it.

      “Perfect. Just close your eyes and hold still. This won’t hurt. Much.”

      He heard the laughter under her words and grimaced. “Go ahead. Laugh it up. You’re not the one standing here half naked waiting for the torture to begin.” Great. Now he had a helpful image of her with their roles reversed tucked into his mind. Her shirt off, arms spread wide, eyes closed, waiting for him to touch her. He shook his head, pushing the image aside.

      “Sorry.” Her laugh broke free. “You looked like I just told you we needed to do a full-body wax.”

      “Is that a thing?” He was helpless to control the squeak of fear in his voice as his eyes flew open. No man of Italian descent felt comfortable thinking about depilation.

      “It is, but thankfully not called for today. Just close your eyes and think of cannoli.”

      He obeyed and raised his arms in the sign of the cross. In a way, he did feel crucified, his desire for this woman’s affection turning into a cruel torture. Cold bites of compressed air traced over his skin, making his abs jump and clench with surprise until his skin got used to the temperature.

      As her spray wandered down his front and up his back, his thoughts took the opportunity to do the same. Filming the show on top of running his arm of the business exhausted him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stood silent and still for five minutes, let alone fifteen.

      When his father had decided to do this damn TV show, Enzo had gone along. If this was the thing his dad needed to do to move past Gabe’s death and into retirement, then Enzo would buckle down and do his part, even though he hated being in the spotlight. He’d always been happier in the quiet and solitude of nature. Putting that love on screen was a double-edged sword. He enjoyed sharing his passion for landscaping with others, but he hated feeling like a million eyes were staring at him every time Trina lifted her damn camera. Gabe would have eaten up the attention with a spoon.

      They had always been opposites. Gabe had been the bright light at the center of his family’s circle. Enzo had been content to flutter around the edges of Gabe’s radiance, the only moth drawn by the glare smart enough to heed the heat. Gabe had been full of life, always taking risks, chasing the next high at full speed. Enzo moved at a slower pace, picking up the pieces Gabe left behind, content to be the quiet one and wishing everyone else was content with that too.

      When they were kids, Gabe had built a tree house in the backyard. Or he’d started to, before jumping into the pinewood derby, and his dad and Frankie had finished it up. Sofia had decorated the inside for hours, making it cozy, and Enzo had planted himself firmly on the ground, digging in the dirt and finding all Dad’s tools Gabe had dropped, scrubbing off the rust before anyone got in trouble. Trailing his big brother, keeping him out of trouble without him knowing, had been a constant of Enzo’s childhood. Now, Enzo’s life had lost that constant, and it felt more than a little empty. He needed someone new to tend, to shelter, to love.

      Enzo jolted, pulled from his memories by Natalie’s warm fingers tracing over his collarbone. The sudden change from cold to heat sent a full-body shiver racing down from the tips of her fingers to his toes. Sure, that was it. The temperature change. His reaction had nothing to do with the fact that this pint-sized beauty was inches from his body with her hands all over him. Her chocolate brown eyes mesmerized him, her irises dilating and the golden flecks around them putting him in a trance as she swayed closer. Maybe he wasn’t completely doomed to stay in the friend zone forever.

      He hauled in a deep breath, hoping to catch her scent, but all he got was the overwhelming mixture of powder, wax, and aerosol that hovered around her workspace. A missed opportunity.

      She smoothed something sticky up his neck and rubbed it over tendons tight with restraint. He fought back the purr that wanted to escape. This was business. She was just doing her job. He shifted his stance, widening his legs slightly to brace for her assault on his senses. Creating a little more space between his legs made a certain reaction to her touch not quite so obvious or distracting.

      “What is that?”

      “Vaseline.”

      What the hell? She was rubbing lube on his neck?

      “Why the hell are you putting lube on my neck?”

      Apparently, he was too far gone to filter the thoughts that were allowed out of his mouth.

      “Don’t be a prude. It looks like sweat on camera, and it stays shiny for at least an hour. Since it’s a sixty-degree morning, I don’t think you want to be working up the sweat Jake will demand the old-fashioned way.”

      He could think of several old-fashioned ways he’d like to work up a sweat with her, but he bit his tongue to make sure those thoughts stayed safely up in his head. She’d shown zero interest, and he was not going to be that asshole at work who couldn’t read the signs.

      When she turned to her meticulously organized kit, his gaze dropped to her hips, and his fingers twitched with the desire to touch. When she turned back around with a small brown pot, he flushed and raised his gaze to her face.

      Jeez. It had been too long since he’d had a girlfriend, but the last three years had been so crazy that he hadn’t had the energy to put into growing a relationship. He should definitely make time to cultivate something if he couldn’t stop daydreaming about a woman who was patently uninterested.

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t trust me at all, do you?”

      “Just making conversation. Making sure I know what’s going on.”

      “It’s loose powdered charcoal liner. Now hold still.”

      She took a large fluffy brush and dipped it into the pot. Holding it a few inches from his skin, she tapped it with her index finger. A fine powder fell against his now sticky skin, and he missed the touch of her hands. On her next pass, she blew through the dusting powder to spread it farther, and that damn shiver came back, rattling his composure. His nipples hardened to tight points as she blew her soft, minty breath across his chest. If she noticed, she didn’t seem flustered by it, since she repeated the move on his other pec. Jesus, she was killing him and she didn’t even know.

      “Now run your hand down your neck, like you’re wiping away sweat.”

      He did, gripping the back of his neck firmly, before running his hand down to his chest. Her eyes tracked his movement, lingering on his flexing chest. She stepped closer still, and he held his breath, waiting to see what she would do next.

      She traced the Vaseline along his scalp line and lightly brushed her fingers over his cheekbones. He wanted to cup his hand over hers, pressing it firmly against his cheek. Maybe he’d telegraphed his desire, because he thought he detected a faint blush on her cheeks. He could feel the warmth pouring off her body as she stepped in close to reach him.

      Of course, she could just be warmer than he was, standing half naked in an unheated garage on a cold morning on the last day of August in Silicon Valley. By the afternoon, it would reach into the nineties and the Vaseline would be superfluous, but she’d be long gone by then.

      “Close your eyes.”

      He was surely imagining the slight huskiness in her voice. He held her gaze an extra beat, searching for some sign that she felt the attraction pinging between them too. No dice. He closed his eyes, and she blew into his face. The sweet and bitter scent of coffee on her breath shouldn’t have been arousing, but God help him, it was. He could visualize her lips pursing, and it almost undid him. Please be done. He couldn’t take much more of this.

      When she turned on the blow-dryer, his eyes snapped back open. “What’s that for?”

      “To set the airbrush.” The warm air danced over his sensitized skin, and he bit down hard on a moan as goose bumps prickled down his arms. “There. All done. Take a look.”

      Her no-nonsense tone reminded Enzo that she was simply doing her job, and he needed to get his shit together. While she busied herself cleaning her tools and putting each back in its particular spot, he walked over to the full-length mirror to view her handiwork and put a little distance between them.

      One glance and he was transported back to the summers of his youth before thoughts of skin cancer and modesty had altered his habits. To the days when he’d run wild through the neighborhood, chasing after the fun that seemed to follow Gabe until the streetlights came on. His chest was a sun-kissed bronze that matched his arms perfectly, and damn if he didn’t have an eight-pack he hadn’t seen in the shower that morning.

      Sexy, dirty landscaper. She’d nailed exactly what Jake had pitched him that morning for the new spot. The commercial teaser shorts would supposedly share quick gardening tips before other shows and would be pushed on social media as well to drive interest to the show. Given the shirtless aspect of the proposal, he could well imagine the kind of interest Jake was hoping to attract. Since Enzo’s sister Sofia and their head contractor Adrian had paired off, Adrian had been less willing to play up his buff arms. Instead he and Frankie had taken to trading practical jokes on set, going for the laughter-punch instead. It seemed that Jake had shifted his gaze to Enzo for the sex appeal role. If this worked, it was going to be a very chilly autumn.

      But if it leveled out his family’s business and kept Natalie’s sweet hands on his chest, he’d help out. It was what he did best.

      “That’s amazing.”

      “That’s my job.” Natalie had picked up her phone and was scrolling with her thumb intently. He took the moment to watch her, lips quirked, sneaky dimple puckering her cheek.

      “You should smile more.” The words were out before his filter could test their wisdom. Said smile disappeared, and her eyes glittered through her half-lowered lids.

      “Excuse me?”

      Enzo raised his hands as if he could surrender before she even began her assault. “That came out wrong. I meant to say that you have a beautiful smile. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      “My smile has nothing to do with you.”

      Damn. His backpedal wasn’t working.

      “No, of course not, but I’d like it to.” Where the hell had that thought come from? He needed to seriously tighten up that filter. Or maybe not. Maybe he just needed to ask her out and get it over with. No more hinting, no more vague flirting. Just ask her, so she could say no and he could get on with his life.

      She snorted her dismissal and turned back to her phone.

      In for a penny, in for a pound. He took a deep breath and let his next question fly. “What are you doing Monday? A bunch of people from the crew get together for karaoke. You should come.”

      “Is this like a date?” Suspicion tightened her features, and she crossed her arms as she waited for his answer.

      “More of a fun group outing, with a potential for more smiling and a discussion about the date status.” She shared her smile regularly with Sofia and Trina. Hell, even Frankie, who hated the makeup chair quite vocally, could pull a laugh out of her. But for him? Never. He wanted one smile just for himself, and he’d be satisfied. Even as he thought this, his better self called him a liar. He’d only want more from her if he ever broke through the ice surrounding her.

      “Enzo Valenti, are you flirting with me?”

      “Not yet, but if you come out on Monday, I’ll give it my best shot. Think about it.” He turned on his heel and left before any more stupid, uncensored truths escaped his lips. He shoved his hands in his pockets to hide his jitters. He needed to focus on business, even if that meant mowing a lawn bare-chested to appease Jake Ryland’s creative marketing muse. He always felt more grounded with his hands in the dirt. Natalie’s fake grime beneath his fingernails didn’t have the same effect.
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      Natalie kept her eyes firmly focused on her phone for a good minute after he’d gone, just to be sure it was safe to look up. After spending the last eighteen minutes running her hands over the man’s body, her defenses were weak. She needed to put herself back together before she ran into him again. Why did he have to be such a nice guy? If he were a hot jerk, it would be so much easier to shut down his advances. But no, he was a hot guy-next-door type who turned her knees to jello. Damn it.

      She desperately scrolled through the notifications on her phone. Lord knew, there was plenty on there to draw her attention away from the man she absolutely did not need in her life. Needing men had never really worked out for her. Hell, relying on anyone hadn’t gone so well for that matter. She had herself to depend on, and that would have to be enough.

      FINAL NOTICE

      Natalie flagged the reminder on her phone. She knew to the cent exactly which bills needed paying when. It would all get paid when her check cleared this afternoon, provided nothing came along to shake her house of cards. She could push the cell phone bill out two weeks, and after rent and this overdue medical bill, she’d just break even.

      The rent in Silicon Valley was no joke. High demand and low inventory meant landlords could charge whatever they liked. And boy did they like. In LA, things hadn’t been this tight, but she also hadn’t seen much of her child because of her crazy work hours. Coming up north to work on Million-Dollar Starter Home had been the right move, even if it was costing her an arm and a leg. Hell, there wouldn’t be a show concept if the market wasn’t crazy.

      Working steadily on one show with union/construction hours and picking up the odd weekend wedding hair and makeup gig meant that her afternoons and evenings were her own. She couldn’t regret anything that let her spend more time with her favorite person on earth, her six-year-old, Daisy. And the last thing Daisy needed was her mother distracted by a handsome landscaper. Ever since Daisy had been two pink lines on a test stick, it had just been the two of them, and that suited Natalie just fine. She’d learned her lesson about self-reliance from her mother early.

      Growing up, she’d never understood why she didn’t have a daddy like everyone else. But she knew not to ask her mom about it. Depending on her mood, she’d get a flaming tirade about it being all her fault or a week of icy silence. So when she’d confirmed with the at-home test that she was pregnant, her mother had slapped her and told her she deserved everything she got for being careless. When her boyfriend dropped her, her mother had laughed in her face.

      “Good. Maybe now you’ll appreciate what I went through raising you. Stupid girl. If you think I’m going to play grandma and help look after the brat, you are dreaming. Oh, and rent is due on the first if you’re gonna stay here. If you’re old enough to make a baby, you’re old enough to raise one. The free ride ends today.”

      So she’d left and raised Daisy on her own, and had never once regretted her choice. A text chimed to give her the all clear from Mrs. Félice that Daisy had been dropped off at school. She smiled at the photo the older woman had sent of her baby waving in front of her first grade classroom. Finding the retired schoolteacher living next door to her rental who was willing to feed her baby breakfast and get her to school on time for a reasonable fee had been a godsend. It allowed Natalie to get in to work for the early call, and then leave in time to pick Daisy up from school herself.

      She didn’t have family to rely on, so it was on her to figure out all the logistics. Reliable childcare could make or break her, so she was careful not to abuse it once she found it. She was always on time to drop-off or pick-up, and she only used her sitters when she had to work. The idea of paying someone to watch her kid just so she could have some time off was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Besides, she worked hard so that she could spend time with Daisy. Why on earth would she pay someone else to take that from her?

      She’d made a good life for them both, and she had been blessed to find temporary help after every relocation. This time it had been fate. The room to rent in a condo close to work with a roommate who didn’t have a problem living with a kid, and Mrs. Félice had all landed in her lap during her first week in the Bay Area. She had taken it as a sign that this was a good move, but at the end of the day it was Nat and Daisy against the world, and that was how it would stay.

      Worry about moving her child right before first grade woke her up nights, but so far it was turning out to be great for both of them. Professionally, Natalie was making connections and proving her skills. Personally, Daisy was adapting well to her new school and making friends. Financially, they were scraping by, but the positives outweighed that. As long as she didn’t topple for the wrong man again, this TV gig might give them the boost they needed. That meant ignoring the on-screen talent, no matter how handsome, because she’d vowed to never let another man get close enough to hurt them. And Enzo was certainly tempting her to take the risk.
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      “Roses love to open up under the hot California sun. They thrive in the long, warm season from spring through fall, but they need a firm hand to keep them under control. Enjoy the lush blooms, but when they start to fade, clip that dead wood back hard. It will come back again and again for you in its season.” He reached in to snip a full stalk past its prime. “Then in January, we cut this bush back hard to here.”

      Once again he demonstrated the cuts to the camera, making sure he was looking directly into the small circular lens Trina was holding a foot from his face.

      “Next time, I’ll show you how to install drip watering systems. There’s nothing better than keeping your little rosebuds nice and moist all day long.”

      “And cut!”

      At Trina’s thumbs-up, he grinned and relaxed a little.

      “I know some rosebuds that are going to be real moist after that segment,” Trina teased.

      Enzo hated the blush that crawled up his neck, and willed it away. He hated doing the close-up spots for the show. Usually Million-Dollar Starter Home focused on the interiors his sister, Sofia, and her fiancé Adrian Villanueva transformed together. But since he was a Valenti, and Valenti Brothers Construction was the featured talent on the show, he’d gotten roped in. Even Frankie was working on crews and providing comic relief. A real family affair.

      “Enzo! A word, please.” Jake Ryland rose from his perch on the front stoop of the house.

      The guy always looked too clean to be working on a construction site. His button-down oxford shirts and pressed slacks certainly made him stand out from the jeans and sweats crew. Then again, it was the showrunner’s job to have their shit together, and Enzo grudgingly admitted that the clothes certainly helped convey that image. Enough that “a word” with him made Enzo feel like he was walking into the principal’s office. He’d made sure he’d only had to do that once in school, and he resented being made to feel it again as an adult.

      “Sure, Jake. What’s up?”

      “That spot was great, really. Our test audiences love you. You play really well to the female, 34 to 65 demographic.”

      “Uh, okay.” What was he supposed to say to that?

      “It’s more than okay. The ladies are going to love it.”

      Oh shit, here it comes.

      “We’re going to keep the shirtless aspect of it going.”

      Yep, “a word” was never a good thing.

      Jake continued, unfazed by the sudden tension that gripped Enzo’s body or his deliberate silence. “You look much better in the playback after Natalie’s efforts. So keep up the good work, and add half an hour to your prep time for her to airbrush you.”

      Once. One time. He’d stripped off his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow, and he would never live it down. It was going to be a very chilly autumn. On the other hand, it meant more time with Natalie’s hands on him. Damn. It just might be worth it.
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      Natalie cleaned her brushes and restored her kit to pristine order before grabbing it and her purse. It was two o’clock on Friday afternoon, and she was ready for the weekend to begin. Her early start time meant that she was now free to pick up her little sprite from school. The next half hour was the best part of her day: seeing her baby’s face as Daisy ran across the playground to her, and listening as she filled Natalie’s heart with hugs and ramblings about the school day. It made every sacrifice worthwhile. She hid her cell phone in her purse along with her worries about bills and ridiculously attractive men, and drove across town in her beat-up Honda Civic to the school where Daisy was starting first grade. She parked two blocks from the school and walked to her habitual spot on the blacktop. When the bell rang, her child sprinted to her, all cheeky grin with missing teeth and bouncing brown pigtails. Natalie caught her up in a tight, twirling hug.

      “Hi, Mommy!”

      “Hi, Sprite! How was school today?”

      “It was so cool. Mommy, did you know that Monarch butterflies migrate all the way from Mexico to spend winters up here? It’s in Mon…Men…I forget, but it’s close. Can we go see them, Mommy? Can we?”

      Daisy’s enthusiasm tugged at Natalie’s grip and her heart as they walked toward the car. She loved her kid’s excitement, but because of their budget she always ended up being the bad guy. Looked like she’d be researching butterflies tonight. “We’ll see.” Natalie had learned early on not to promise things she couldn’t deliver.

      “That means no.” Daisy’s shoulders drooped and pulled Natalie’s guilt from its shallow hiding place.

      “No, that means let me find out more about it, and we’ll see.”

      “Okay… How was your day, Mommy?”

      Visions of her hands tracing Enzo’s very tempting torso flashed before her eyes. “My day was a-okay, Didi. Let’s go home and surprise Marion with dinner. Will you be my sous-chef?”

      “Can I use the knife this time?”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Mommy! That means no again.” The rise and fall of the predictable whine made Natalie grin as she kissed the little head tucked against her chest. Was it higher today than it had been yesterday? Her baby was growing so quickly.

      She missed the days when she could curl up completely around Daisy and snuggle on a rug for hours, finding joy in baby giggles and the occasional hiccup. Natalie swore that was just yesterday. Who was this bright, curious little girl who wanted to push boundaries and explore her world? Where had she come from? And what on earth was Natalie going to do to slow things down?

      “It means let’s go see what’s in the fridge.”
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      Natalie was stirring macaroni elbows on the stove as they boiled for her homemade mac-n-cheese casserole, while Daisy practiced her knife skills under her eagle-eyed supervision. That cucumber never knew what hit it.

      “Why don’t you go watch your show, baby? Mommy needs to film a tutorial while this bakes, and then we’ll do your spelling words.”

      Natalie strained the noodles over the sink, poured them into a baking pan, and then coated them in a luscious cheese sauce. Learning how to cook real food had been one of the first things she’d tackled once she’d moved out on her own. It was something her mother had never taught her. Sharing it with Daisy was such a joy.

      A quick layer of melting cheese on top and into the oven for half an hour. If her timing was right, she could just squeeze in her video. She flipped on Netflix For Kids and handed Didi the remote before closing the bedroom door behind her.

      God Bless Octonauts.

      Since they shared a room, Natalie needed to keep Daisy occupied while she was recording. Her job doing makeup for the show filled her bank account, but her online tutorials filled her soul.

      Since she’d begun three years ago, she’d built a small but loyal audience. She loved helping people solve beauty problems and showing off her skills for more complicated looks. The community she’d grown sustained her. But she also knew that she was a public figure on the internet, and there were a lot of whackadoos lurking who didn’t need to know what her daughter looked like or where she lived. She was vigilant about keeping Didi off camera. Netflix babysitter for the win.

      Natalie flipped on her lighting rig, set her phone to record and pulled out her new Sephora splurges and the grocery store brands she was going to compare. She was educating people to be savvy consumers while making the world more beautiful, one face at a time. And she loved every minute of it.
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      “And that, my friends, is why this grocery store find is my new go-to red lippy! I hope you’ll try it and tell me how it works for you. As always, I’ll check comments later tonight if you’ve got any questions for me. Until next time, stay curious, my lovelies, and remember: Makeup doesn’t make you beautiful. It lets the beauty inside shine!”

      Just as Natalie signed off she heard the front door open and close. Hopefully that was just her roommate Marion getting home, but it wasn’t unheard of for her little sprite to get curious and wander outside to explore. She left her chair to investigate.

      She respected her roommate’s space and didn’t want her to feel like she needed to supervise Didi. That was Natalie’s responsibility unless she had paid someone else for the job. And Marion had already done so much for them. She refused to impose.

      Marion had dropped her computer bag by the door and sat slumped on one of the bar stools on the living room side of the island.

      “Hi, Auntie M! I’m watching Octonauts. Did you know that a narwhal doesn’t have a horn? It’s actually a tooth!”

      “I had no idea, Didi. That’s amazing.” Marion’s usual enthusiasm for Daisy’s details was missing, and as soon as Daisy returned her attention to the television Marion dropped her head on her clasped hands on the counter.

      Natalie put on her best French accent to try and tease a smile out of the other woman. Working in the high-stress tech industry in Silicon Valley often left Marion frazzled, and Natalie liked to think that having them to come home to helped her relax. She never wanted to feel like a burden to anyone ever again.

      “Bon soir, Mademoiselle Walker. This evening we have an artisanal mac-n-cheese paired with a mutilated cucumber amuse-bouche. Can I interest you in a glass of wine?”

      “What are you pouring this evening?” Marion made the attempt to play along but still hadn’t lifted her head from her hands.

      “Only the very best, Trader Joe’s Goat Wine.”

      “I thought rosés were for summer.”

      “I believe in rosé every day if it makes you happy. Besides, summer technically isn’t over yet.”

      “Then make mine a big one, and pour yourself one too. I have a feeling we’re going to need a little happy helper.”

      “What happened?” Nat poured two glasses from her favorite four-dollar bottle and passed one over the island to the woman who’d taken a chance on her as a roommate and had quickly become a trusted friend.

      Marion worked in sales in a large tech firm and had bought her two-bedroom condo so she could split the mortgage. When Natalie had applied, she’d been worried about finding someone willing to live with a six-year-old, but she couldn’t afford a place on her own. Marion had been enthusiastic, and over the last six months Daisy had bonded with the other woman, calling her Auntie M after her “Friday Night Pizza and A Movie” favorite, The Wizard of Oz.

      “You look nice. Is that a new lipstick?”

      “I just did a short comp video. You can watch it later. Don’t change the subject. What’s wrong?”

      Marion drank half the wine in her glass in one gulp before she answered. “I got offered a promotion today to a regional management position.”

      “But that’s fantastic news!” Natalie topped off Marion’s glass and clinked her own to it. “Congratulations!”

      “Yeah, it’s great…”

      “I hear a but coming.”

      “Why? Is it farting?” Daisy piped up from her spot on the couch before dissolving into a fit of giggles. Her daughter had big ears and a sassy sense of humor that belied her six years.

      “Why don’t you go wash up? Dinner’s ready.”

      “But I’m not hungry.”

      “Wash up anyway. You’re covered in school germs.”

      Once her baby and her big ears were ensconced in a bathroom with running water, Natalie turned back to Marion.

      “But…”

      “But the job is in Austin.” Marion stared into her glass of wine. “I’d start in two weeks.”

      “Whoa. That’s fast.”

      “Yeah. And…I think I have to sell the condo.”

      The words hit Natalie like a punch to the chest. It took her a solid minute to get her breath back.

      “But…damn, can you rent it?” Natalie quickly calculated what the going rate would be for their square footage. She might even come out ahead if Marion could hold her portion steady and up the rent for the newcomer.

      Marion shook her head. “The capital from the sale will go a lot farther in Texas, and I don’t want to try and manage tenants from that far away.” Marion’s words slapped Natalie across the face.

      “Ouch. Okay.”

      “I didn’t mean you guys. You know I love you and Didi. But I need to cover the mortgage with rent, and I know you can’t swing that. Plus, if you guys stayed and ended up with a shit roommate, I would never forgive myself.”

      “You have to do what’s best for you. I get it.”

      Natalie’s mind spun as she calculated the expense of moving again and began to panic. It had been sheer luck to find this place the first time around. She couldn’t take advantage of crew housing because she had Didi with her. And now that Daisy was settled at school, Natalie really didn’t want to move her, which narrowed her search parameters even further.

      Was she going to have to leave this job before she’d gotten the foot in the movie door she was after? Was she going to have to go back to LA, tail between her legs, and beg for her old jobs back? What would this do to Daisy? And Natalie’s professional reputation? And her own well-being? Damn it. They had been doing so well.

      Marion grabbed her wrist and pulled Natalie from her spiraling thoughts.

      “Listen, nothing is urgent. Take your time looking for a new place. I’m going to take some vacation days to get things in order, so I can help watch Daisy while you look.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” This was just another timely reminder that she was the only one responsible for putting Daisy first, and she automatically pushed away any offer to help. She could do it all herself. She’d been doing just fine for the last seven years. They’d get through this challenge together too.

      “But I want to. I’m gonna miss that kid. She makes me wish I’d made time to make my own.”

      “She’s going to miss you too.” Natalie could feel the repressed tears threatening to make her nose run. She took a strong gulp of pink wine to wash the lump down her throat. She’d gotten too complacent, too comfortable here. She’d even started to think about taking Enzo up on his date.

      Bad things happened when she stopped guarding against them. She’d let her radar down and had stopped scanning the horizon for incoming bogeys, so this news took her completely by surprise. She’d begun to trust Marion with Daisy’s well-being. She couldn’t afford to make that mistake again.

      As if Natalie’s thoughts had drawn her presence, Daisy wandered toward the kitchen. Natalie murmured, “Let me tell her.”
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      Later that night, Daisy curled up in the circle of Natalie’s arms after they read their stories and sang their songs. As they had so many nights before, her arms felt inadequate to the task of carrying her daughter’s fears. And yet they were all she had, so they’d have to do.

      “Mommy?” Daisy whispered, her eyes already closed.

      “Yes, baby?” Natalie whispered back, pressing a kiss to Daisy’s temple, letting her nose nuzzle in the soft, baby-fine hair, inhaling her daughter’s sweetness.

      “Why does Auntie M have to go?”

      “Because she’s getting a new job.” They’d already had this conversation twice, but Daisy needed to walk through it again.

      “What’s wrong with her old job?”

      “Nothing is wrong with it. This one is just better.”

      “Then why does she have to leave?”

      “Because it’s the best decision for her right now.”

      Daisy thought about that for a second and suddenly opened her eyes wide. “What if we moved to Texas with her?” Her excitement vibrated through her body and she sat upright, ready to roll out of bed and share the new plan.

      “Baby, we can’t do that.”

      “But we always move around. Why can’t we just move with her?”

      Natalie sucked in a deep breath. This was the reality of living paycheck to paycheck. Yes, they moved a lot, chasing new jobs or cheaper rent. The people who came into their lives moved around a lot too. Some were attached to movie projects that wrapped after three months, and then they were off to the next big thing. Others were like her, only staying in one place as long as she could afford to. Each new gig or apartment brought new adults into Daisy’s life. It wasn’t any surprise that Daisy wanted at least one of them to stay.

      “My job is here in California, Daisy. If we went to Texas, I would have to start all over, and there aren’t a lot of shows out there who need people like me.”

      “Maybe you could find a better new job there, like Auntie M did.”

      It broke her heart to tell Daisy no, but she couldn’t walk away from the opportunity this show was giving her. With the experience she earned on the set, she might be ready to make the jump to movies in a year or two. Plus with the season renewal that just came through, this was a chance to give Daisy a different kind of stability, one that came from attending the same school for more than a year.

      All the same, that didn’t fix her baby’s broken heart. When was Natalie going to learn to keep people at a distance? If they didn’t get close enough to touch your heart, they couldn’t tear it out when they left.

      “I’m sorry we can’t go with her, Sprite. But we’ll keep in touch on Facebook. You can do videos with the silly filters.”

      “Oh yeah? Show me!”

      Natalie opened up the app and loaded the filters so her daughter could give herself bunny ears and exploding heart eyes until the hurt faded from her own.

      “Get some rest now. We can talk about this more in the morning,” Natalie said as she pulled her phone from Didi’s sleepy grip.

      “Good night, Mommy. Love you.”

      “I love you too, Sprite.”

      Natalie held her precious baby in the cradle of her arms, trying to erase the fears with hugs so they couldn’t hurt Daisy anymore. They would get through this together. Natalie would make sure of it. She’d do anything for her daughter.
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      Enzo shucked his boots and socks at his parents’ door and stepped into his own family circus. Every Friday his parents hosted a big family dinner. It had a rotating cast of attendees, but tonight it was just his immediate family: his mom and dad, Josephine and Domenico Valenti, and his siblings, Sofia and Frankie. It still felt strange not to include Gabe in that list anymore.

      Judging by the number of chairs at the table, Seth and Brandy and his aunt and uncle wouldn’t be joining them. And he knew Sofia’s fiancé, Adrian, needed to be home for his mother tonight.

      There was only one extra chair at the table, the one that had been Gabe’s for twenty-six years. No one had the heart to move it.

      “Hey, Enzo. Want a beer? Ma’s still working on dinner.” Frankie had anticipated his answer, holding out an open longneck dripping with condensation.

      Enzo took a long pull from the offered bottle. “Thanks, kid.” He walked through the kitchen and kissed his mother and Sofia on their cheeks before reaching to snag a parmesan curl from the platter on the counter.

      “Here, take this tray into the family room. Dinner will be ready in half an hour.” His mom patted his cheek before he turned for the family room where his dad was watching the football game. Frankie pushed past him and dropped next to Dom on the couch.

      “Come watch the game, son. The Niners have a real shot this year.”

      “In a bit.”

      “Jojo? Where are the pickled pepperoncini? You know they’re my favorite.”

      “Hmm, are they? I imagine that is something I would know, being your wife, and yet you still didn’t get what you wanted.”

      His mother’s dry tone scorched a line of fire all the way from the kitchen. Enzo tamped down the urge to open the fridge and find his dad’s pickled peppers. Nope, not getting in the middle of that.

      Enzo wasn’t ready to be cooped up in the house with all of his family’s bickering and expectations. He would probably do something stupid like
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