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I NEVER DREAMED ABOUT success, I worked for it...

I’m independent. It’s what I do. I take life by the horns because I know best, and relying on anyone else comes with too much risk. My son and I are fine—I’m the president and CEO of a beauty empire worth nearly a billion dollars, after all. 

But when my son’s school closes during an all-important launch, all the plates I’m spinning threaten to come crashing down. 

But a man as a nanny? Even a former NHL player isn’t beyond suspicion. Except he’s great with my son, and my son loves him. 

Then I make a mistake in a moment of weakness, and now we have to pretend to be married, or my company is in trouble.

It’s just business between us. 

Right? 

Except my son might not be the only one starting to fall in love with him. 
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Bree
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“MS. RHODES. THIS IS Joana from Canyon Preparatory. I’m afraid your son Emmet is running a fever, and we need you to come and get him from school.” 

The words from the dean of my son’s daycare froze me in my chair. 

“I’m sorry, what?” I managed. 

“Your son has a fever, Ms. Rhodes, and we need you to pick him up,” the dean repeated slowly, as though I hadn’t understood her the first time. Which I had. But it had taken me a second to wade through the sudden influx of panic as I saw my day dissolving before my eyes. 

My gaze fell on the mock-ups my marketing and design team had emailed, which I had been looking at in preparation for the enormous launch of my company’s first hair care products in a few weeks. The one that had me entirely swamped. On top of everything was my company's logo, Glow Generation, better known to fans online as “Glow Gen” and affectionately by me as GG, as though it were a living, breathing thing. 

Sometimes, it seemed that way, like now. 

“Okay.” I said it slowly, trying to gather my wits. “I’m packing up now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

“Please make sure that you do. He shouldn’t be around the other children.” 

The dean hung up before I could snap a reply to the rude assumption that I had sent my son to school ill. He had seemed fine that morning. Robbed of my outlet, I snapped the phone down on my desk, glaring at the object like that would solve the problem that had just been dumped in my lap. 

“What?” 

I looked up to meet my assistant Addie’s gaze as she watched me. I also knew that, despite her question, she knew exactly what had happened. 

“I have to go,” I sighed, pushing back my chair and pulling my bag from the floor. 

“Bree, you have a meeting in an hour. With Carter Hendrickson.” 

The panic was evident in her voice and the way she had jumped up after me. 

“I know, but I have to go pick Emmet up. He has a fever.” 

“Bree, Carter Hendrickson.” 

I stopped stuffing a folder into my bag to shoot a look of exasperation at my assistant. Why did everyone feel the need to repeat themselves today? “I know who I have the meeting with, Addie. We’re going to have to reschedule.” 

“Reschedule? With Carter Hendrickson?”

“He’ll reschedule.” 

The billionaire investor had been trying to get some face-time with me after meeting me at a gala the previous summer. My dreams of turning GG into a global dynasty had been just that, even then—a dream. But if this hair care launch went well, it would become more than a dream. GG was more successful than my wildest dreams, but I still needed Carter and his money to take us to the next step. 

I had a feeling, and Addie did too, that he wanted more from me than just an investment opportunity. But not only was I uninterested in Carter, but between GG and Emmet, I had exactly zero time to date. Besides, I wasn’t going to introduce my barely two-year-old son to a random guy, no matter how many billions he had in his bank account. 

“Bree.” 

I stopped, two slim binders in the hand Addie’s covered. She had that look on her face, her eyes intent on mine, her lips compressed into a line. 

“This is an important meeting. You need this funding if GG is going to go global.” 

Addie let go as I dropped the binders into my bag. “So what exactly am I supposed to do about it? Leave Emmet at daycare? Are you going to pick him up and take care of a sick toddler?” 

I loved Addie, but she didn’t have kids, and I didn’t miss how she recoiled at the thought. To her credit, she covered it quickly with a strained smile and a gulp. 

“Of course, I’ll go.” 

It was a valiant attempt, and I knew if I’d asked, she would have gone. Addie was more than just my executive assistant—she was also my best friend. She’d been with me since the beginning, and I couldn’t run my company without her. I lived in mortal fear of the days she was sick and on vacation. And she loved Emmet. 

But she wasn’t a natural with kids, and no one wanted to take care of someone else’s sick kid, natural or not. And I was the only one who knew how to take care of my son when he was ill—what kind of mother would I be if I fawned off his care on to someone else when he needed me the most? 

A folder and my laptop joined the binders into my already overflowing bag. “Cancel the meeting, Addie. Don’t say why. Just tell him—” 

What? Men like Carter Hendrickson didn’t accept excuses. But I knew for a fact a male billionaire investor like Carter wouldn’t understand that I had to cancel this important meeting for something as seemingly unimportant as a sick kid. 

In one way, I understood. I hated that I understood, but I hadn’t fought my way to the top by accepting excuses. 

But Carter didn’t have to balance motherhood and his business. He didn’t have parent-teacher conferences, or enrichment classes, or lunches and dinners to make. He didn’t have to work around bedtimes, school drop-offs, sick days, doctor’s appointments, school vacations, and clingy toddlers. 

He didn’t know how I had to balance love for my first child—Glow Gen—with my second child, Emmet, who I loved even more than my first. And despite all I had to do for GG, Emmet had to take priority now. 

Addie had to see the change in my face, or maybe just the finality of my decision, when I looped my bag over my shoulder. She took a symbolic step back, her mouth still a thin line, and crossed her arms. 

“I’ll think of something to tell him like I always do. Go take care of Emmet.” Her expression changed from resignation to concern, the corners of her mouth turning down. “I hope he’s okay.”

“I’m sure he is. Probably one of those random fevers kids get that will be gone tomorrow.” 

It was easy to say but not as easy to believe, especially as I sat in the infamous LA traffic, inching along to the next light, my mind swirling with the possibilities the longer it took. What if he was really sick? What if the fever got worse during the night? What if we had to go to the hospital, like that one night near his first birthday when he’d caught that virus from daycare? Tonight would be a sleepless one, which would make tomorrow even worse.

Well, I would have to work tonight to make up for missing this afternoon, so what was the difference? It wasn’t the first time I’d answered emails on the floor in his room. 

The guard recognized me and waved me through as the heavy gate rolled open, revealing a tree-lined drive that could have belonged to the mansion of a Hollywood mogul high in the hills. Except it was Emmet’s daycare, the one I had put myself on a waitlist for as soon as I had decided to go the donor route for a child. 

For someone who had grown up with very little and even less when I had started my business, it still amazed me that my son went to one of the most prestigious daycares in Southern California. It had chickens, a garden, teachers who belonged at an Ivy League university and not teaching the under-six set, and a panoramic view of the valley from the playground. 

The middle-aged woman at the front desk smiled as I came inside, her mouth twisting into something that was part warm welcome, part sympathy. 

“Hi, Beth. How is he doing?” I asked, the anxiety that had been building over the past forty-five minutes spilling out now that I was here.

“He’s doing fine. A little quiet, but his normal self,” she assured me, reaching for the phone beside her computer. “I’ll let them know you’re here.” 

“Thanks.” My pulse was still racing, but at Beth’s reassurance, I could at least take a deep breath. 

The office manager pressed a button, murmured a few words into the receiver, then hung up. 

“They’re just getting his things now.”

“Thanks,” I repeated, trying not to sag against her desk. 

“Are you okay?” she asked, frowning. “You’re not feeling sick, too, are you?”

“No.” I shook my head, brushing hair out of my eyes. “I’m just—”

What? Stressed? Overwhelmed? Exhausted? Burning the candle at both ends? But the words wouldn’t get past my lips—I couldn’t admit them to myself, much less anyone else. Addie knew, of course, without my having to say a thing. I suspected Beth did, too. 

“Just a little tired. Haven’t been sleeping well lately.” 

Or at all. And from the look on the office manager’s face, she had read between the lines and knew what had been keeping me up. 

Beth was a special person at this school that boasted exceptional credentials, outstanding education, a path to the best prep schools and universities, and not much else—little warmth, very little play, and many very serious two-, three-, and four-year-olds who recognized their nannies and au pairs far more readily than their own parents. 

I imagined, sitting here at the front desk, Beth saw much of what went on from parents to caregivers to teachers to administrators, and I didn’t think those clear, dark eyes missed much. And she’d taken a special liking to me, always greeting me with a smile and a hello, asking about work and life in general. She always had a special treat for Emmet, too. 

Whether there was something about me she liked or I was one of the few parents who showed up personally, day after day, drop-off and pick-up, I didn’t know. 

“By the way—” Beth’s voice dropped, and she looked toward the door that led to the rest of the school.  “There’s an email going out to all parents in a few days, but I want you to know ahead of time that the school will be closed for two weeks starting on Monday.” 

For a moment, I couldn’t think past the bomb Beth had just dropped. I finally managed a strangled “What?”

“Don’t tell anyone, but there’s an issue with the electrical system—it’s part of a lawsuit and everything.” Beth nodded sagely. “But it means the entire place has to be closed while they fix it.” 

“Oh, no.” The words came out as a wail, but I couldn’t help it. My schedule flashed in front of my eyes, all the things I had to do before the launch, the meeting with Carter, the launch party I had to attend no matter what—it was a train that had already started and couldn’t be stopped. 

What was I going to do? I couldn’t take Emmet with me everywhere for the next two weeks. That would be an impossible situation for both of us. And there wasn’t enough time to find a new daycare—the only places I would allow Emmet filled up years in advance. 

An unusual feeling welled in me, one I seldom felt, forcing my pulse faster again—panic. 

What was I going to do?

“Here.” 

Beth’s voice pulled at me, and I dragged my attention back to her. She was pushing something small and rectangular across her desk. 

“You don’t have to do all this on your own, Bree. This is a great service. I’ve only heard great things.”

It was a business card with a single word on the front in bold, black lettering—Mannies.
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Bree
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“EMMET, PLEASE?”

I let my head drop, gathering my strength and the fraying threads of my patience against his two-year-old stubbornness. 

My kid had inherited my fiery personality and stubbornness. That was often a good thing—even at two, he knew what he wanted and went after it, which always sent a swell of pride through me. That was how I’d built my empire. 

But at times like this? It came back to bite me big time. Especially when he was still feeling under the weather, he’d had a rough time sleeping, and I’d dragged him out of the house because I’d had to get a few things from the office. 

“No.” He crossed his chubby arms as his mouth puckered into mulish lines. 

Frustration, shoved higher by exhaustion and the knowledge of all the work I was falling behind on, shoved words into my mouth. Words and a tone I knew I would regret. It took every ounce of my self-control to swallow them and force a smile onto my face. 

“I bet if you come with me, Addie will take you to the café to get some ice cream.” 

It was too early in the morning for ice cream, but I desperately needed coffee, and my only option left to get my son out of the car so I could get upstairs was bribery. 

Guilt about the bribery seeped in as Emmet threw off his car seat straps I’d already unbuckled, his entire being suddenly animated as he scrambled out of the car. But what else was I supposed to do? I had to get to my office, and it would have been worse to yell at him and drag him out of my car. 

Right? 

Or would this just be another thing he told his therapist about in twenty years, driving home the point that I was a lousy mother who prioritized work over him? 

He took my hand and jogged in his stumpy toddler way to the elevators, where I let him press not just one or two but three buttons. It gave me a few extra minutes to gather myself. Though, if I were honest, it would take more than a few minutes. 

I stepped closer to the elevator’s mirror while Emmet spun in circles, singing a tuneless song with unintelligible words. Then I tried not to wince, aghast at what I saw, because I looked at least ten years older than my thirty-two years. The all-nighters I’d been pulling and the stresses of running a business while being a single mother had caught up to me. All the evidence was there for me, and everyone else, to see—dark circles under my eyes, lackluster skin, hair a limp mess that I quickly scraped back into a low bun at my neck. 

Even GG’s skin regiment and makeup, many products I had developed myself, my company’s flagship products, couldn’t hide how exhausted I was. And it was terrible when the founder and CEO of a best-selling luxury skincare and makeup brand couldn’t hide all the defects the marketing said we corrected. And right before an enormous new product launch. 

I had some eyepatches in the fridge in my office. Maybe between that, a triple shot of espresso, and downing a bottle of electrolyte drink, I would feel—and look—a little better.

Hopefully.

The elevator dinged, and Emmet was out as soon as the doors slid open. I had to run to catch up to him before he disappeared into the testing area. That had happened once, and I didn’t want to relive that disaster. He whined as I hoisted him into my arms and onto one hip, balancing him on one side and my heavy bag on the other. 

Addie looked up from her office as I neared my own, her eyes rounding before she could cover the expression. I loved her, but she didn’t have the best poker face, and I could see just how bad I looked plainly in that split-second slip. 

She met me in my office, where I let a squirming Emmet down so he could run to the toys I had piled in the corner near the picture windows spilling morning light into the room. 

“Are you okay?” she whispered. “You look—” 

“Frazzled? Horrible? Like a crone?” I supplied under my breath, taking my laptop from my bag. 

“A what?” Addie’s eyebrows arched up. 

“A crone. An old woman in those stories who wanders around tricking princes—you know what? Never mind.” 

I was starting to babble, which I only did when I was beyond tired. 

Addie shrugged, concerned, as she looked me up and down. “I was going to say tired. Did you get any sleep last night?”

“None,” I sighed, slumping back against the desk and letting my head hang again. 

Addie moved closer, eyeing Emmet out of the corner of her eye. “Was he really that sick?” 

“Oh. No.” I followed her gaze to my son, who was busy stacking large wooden blocks. “His fever was gone by the time we got home. Of course. I was up all night looking for a new daycare for Emmet.” 

“What?” Addie sucked in a breath, eyes rounding. “All because he had a fever?”

“What?” It took me a second to understand what she was saying. “Oh, no, of course not.” I waved the idea away. “No, his daycare is closing for the next two weeks starting Monday, so I’m looking for a place for him to go.” 

“Closing for two weeks?” Addie shook her head. “Wow. That’s a lot. Did you find anything?”

“No. Nothing. Any place I would even consider has a waitlist years long.” I sighed, the weight of my situation weighing me down. “I have no idea what to do.” 

“What about that babysitter you used during that last gala?” Addie asked. “The one my sister recommended?”

“She’s out of the country working for a couple in the foreign service.” 

Addie fell silent, and so did I. We both knew I was up a creek, and my paddle was long gone. With a crash, the blocks came down, and Emmet wailed. 

How was I going to do this? I couldn’t work while Emmet was here, and I certainly couldn’t leave him at home. And I had no one else who could take care of him. 

“What about some kind of service? A nanny?”

The question jolted my memory of the business card Beth had handed to me. The one I had stuffed in my purse when the school nurse had brought Emmet out, his cheeks flushed, eyes red from crying, when all thought except for getting him home had flown from my head. 

I pulled my bag over and rummaged around inside until I found the slightly crumpled card and pulled it out. 

“Mannies?”

When I looked up, Addie was focused on the card. 

“Beth, the office manager at Canyon Preparatory, gave me the card after she told me it was going to be closed for two weeks,” I said, then added, “the name is strange. Is it some kind of joke?”

Although I had no idea why Beth would joke around with me at a time like this.  

Addie laughed. “Yeah, it is weird. But it’s completely legitimate. My sister, Susan, is a long-time client of theirs.” 

“She is?” I asked, surprised. I hadn’t met Susan, but what I’d heard made her sound like one of the few people who was more protective of her twin boys than I was of my son.

“Oh, yeah. And she couldn’t say enough about the guy they ended up hiring. It’s weird, I’ll give you that—a nanny agency that only employs men. But whatever they’re doing, it works.” 

I bit my lip, still unsure. I’d never heard of them—how good could they be? 

“You should call them.” Addie nudged my foot with hers. “What the harm? Go take a look, find out about them. What other options do you have? Take the next two weeks off?” 

There was no way in hell I could take the next two weeks off. 

But I knew nothing about this nanny service. And one with only men? The entire thing sounded strange. 

More than that, could I trust them to take care of Emmet? Every nanny I had interviewed while I was pregnant had been lacking in some way. It was part of the reason I’d chosen Canyon Preparatory’s infant program. 

And now I had no one. 

I watched Emmet play, his little hands grasping the blocks before placing them carefully, mouth pinched with concentration, mop of dark curly hair falling over his forehead—the hair that was so like mine when I didn’t blow it out—along with our shared dark brown eyes. My heart swelled with warmth even as it broke. 

Could I really trust someone to take care of him I’d chosen in only a few days? It normally took me months to look into possible options. 

The entire thing had thrown me wildly off balance, and I wasn’t sure how to gain it back again. 

“Call Susan. Talk to her about it.” Addie tapped her phone screen, and my phone dinged with a notification. “How about I take Emmet down to get some food while you do more research?”

She had seen my hesitation and smiled encouragingly. 

“Come on, Bree. You need this. You need to do something. The next few weeks are critical, and you’re already completely frazzled.” 

My assistant had delivered the warning gently, but it was still a warning. If I collapsed, I wouldn’t be any good to the company I’d built. And this launch had to go well. 

“Okay, fine,” I sighed. “I promised Emmet ice cream anyway.” 

At his name and the mention of ice cream, my kid’s head popped up from the stack of to-be-shredded papers he had been shredding with pure toddler glee. He was up in a flash and running over.

“Ice cream!” he repeated, looking up at me with bright eyes. 

“Ice cream?” Addie repeated, arching an eyebrow. 

I shrugged, too tired to dredge up the shame I’d felt earlier. “I had to get him out of the car.” 

Addie’s smile was knowing, and she looked down at Emmet. “Come on, little man.” She held out her hand, which he grasped. “Let’s go get you that ice cream.” 

“And some coffee, please! Triple shot!” I called after them and was rewarded by a hand wave over Addie’s shoulder. 

I would need every gram of caffeine to get me through the day. And however long I had to stay up, working into the night. 

With that thought, I sat down and opened my computer to research the Mannies nanny agency, hoping against hope this would be the answer to my problems. 

Otherwise, I had no idea what I was going to do.
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“JAMES, MAN, YOU WEREN’T kidding,” I said as I got out of my car, meeting the hand my friend held out to me for a handshake even as I looked at the Mannies’ headquarters in front of me. 

“Would I kid you about an opportunity like this?” he asked with a smile, then nodded toward the building. “Come on inside. It’s even better.” 

What was an impressive building on the outside was something else on the inside—a monument to caretaking of all kinds. One side of the building was dedicated to a daycare with a wall of windows looking out over an enormous playground and grassy area. Children played within its bright confines under the watchful eyes of several of my now-fellow caretakers. James said it had been designed by one of the country’s foremost playground engineers to aid not only in play but also in social-emotional learning and motor skill development. 

The building wing also contained several different classrooms and an indoor play area, where babies and toddlers played with parts and pieces, a method of which I thought very highly and subscribed to myself.

“Many of our clients want personalized in-home care, which means you won’t be stuck here all day, but we also have an in-house daycare,” James explained, pointing to a room where several men cared for infants between four and six months. “The care here is play-based, and we take care of every aspect of a child’s growing needs—social-emotional learning, fine and gross motor skills, age-based education, mental health, and nutrition. We have an award-winning chef and nutritionist who create the menus and cook the food.” 

I could smell something wafting from the direction of the kitchen James had pointed out—the scent was like walking into a restaurant. 

“Tell me we get some of that, too,” I said, sniffing appreciatively. 

“Of course.” James grinned. “They don’t just care for kids well here—they take care of their employees, too. Come and meet David and Emma. They’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” 

James led me to the other side of the building that held the offices, to a big sunny office that looked out over the center. He knocked on the doorframe, and the room’s occupants looked up from their computers. 

David was a large man in a polo and slacks, a paunch hanging over his belt. He had a large smile and an even larger hand that grasped mine—more like a paw. His wife Emma was the opposite, at least physically—small and dark, though her smile wasn’t any less warm and welcoming. 

“Drew, welcome to Mannies,” she said, shaking my hand in turn. 

“Hey, it’s great to meet you in person finally,” David said.

We had done my interview over the computer, and thanks to my resume, degree, and James’s apparently effusive endorsement, I’d gotten the job without anything more. 

I shook David’s hand, then Emma’s. “Same here.”

“I saw you play—you were something,” David said. “I was sorry to hear when you blew out your knee and retired.” 

I shrugged. “It was time. I wanted to go out at the top of my game instead of being traded around for a couple of sad seasons before getting cut.” 

It was an understatement, but this job meant things were looking up, and I was excited about this new chapter in my life. As great as hockey had been, my dream since high school had been to be a teacher. One dream was over, but I had a new one beginning. 

“Plus, it means I don’t have to work with my dad, so that’s always a plus.” 

David’s eyebrows rose, but he chuckled and waved me on. “Sounds like there’s a story there I want to know someday. But let’s get those papers signed first. I already have an interview for you, a new client with a two-and-a-half-year-old.” 

“I’m going to get back to work,” James said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Have fun.” 

He winked and walked off. 

“So what do you think of Mannies so far?” Emma asked. 

“So far, I love what I’ve seen. I told James it’s impressive.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” From Emma’s smile, I could tell my praise meant something to her. From what James had said, the couple truly cared for their business, employees, and clients, not just the money. 

“I have to say,” I admitted as they led me into another office where a folder waited on a long table. “I was a little thrown off by the name and the concept, but I only heard good things when I asked around.” 

David chuckled. “It throws everyone off but also helps us stand out from our competition. And we only hire the best of the best.” 

It was a compliment, whether David had meant it or not, and I dipped my head in acknowledgment as he waved me through to the room. 

“James talked it up, and I knew it was the place for me,” I replied, sitting opposite Emma. 

“I’m glad to hear that,” David said, settling into his seat and opening the folder, which he slid toward me with a pen. “So let’s make it official.”

Formalizing my employment with Mannies was much simpler than becoming an NHL player—no lawyers or agents, no negotiation over offers and contracts, and no trying to straddle the line between knowing your worth and knowing you were replaceable. They’d already done a background check so thorough the FBI would have approved, and all I had to do was sign a few papers and go over rules, regulations, and expectations. 

James was waiting after I said my goodbyes for the day. 

“So what do you think?” he asked. 

“I think I’m going to like it here,” I replied honestly. “It’s just what I
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