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      Levi

      

      “Grumpy Billionaire desperately seeks a nanny for his five-year-old daughter. Expect to work late nights, have no social life, lots of tears, and absolutely no alcohol, drugs, parties, or fun.”

      That was the ad that went out this morning. My assistant, fed up with my shenanigans, decided to give me a taste of my own medicine. I can’t believe Nancy thought that’s what I wanted the ad to say, that I’m a billionaire. Is she trying to attract every gold digger?

      I’ll admit that I haven’t always been kind to my assistant. She’s been required to field calls from previous dates, forced to tell them I’m not interested.

      Is this her idea of payback?

      “What?” I answer my phone. It’s my assistant.

      “Did you get the text that your flight home has been canceled?”

      “No,” I growl, and put Nancy on speakerphone while I open up my messages. There are dozens of messages and even more emails that have been ignored.

      I’m a busy man, and I haven’t had time over the past forty-eight hours to deal with work.

      I just discovered I’m a father, and the little girl was whisked into a temporary foster home after her mother died in an automobile accident.

      My attorney handled a comparative DNA test and requested Amelia’s DNA. I saw the truth for myself on paper. Although after staring at the young girl, her eyes as blue as the depths of the ocean, I know the kid is undoubtedly mine. She has Katelyn’s blonde hair and build. She’s small for her age, but Amelia’s birth certificate indeed has my name as the father. And the kid’s date of birth matches up to when Katelyn and I had been together.

      Amelia hasn’t said a word since I met her. I’m sure the kid talks, but the silence is heavier than anything I could have imagined.

      I’m sure it’s because she’s grieving.

      Me too.

      But for different reasons.

      I’m not ready to be a father.

      I glance down at the little girl seated across from me. She hasn’t touched her breakfast, and I practically ordered one of everything on the menu because she refused to give the waitress her order.

      “I can book you two first-class tickets direct from O’Hare to JFK.”

      “Inform Douglas of the travel situation and that we’ll need to be picked up from JFK.”

      “I’m on it,” Nancy says. “I’ll text you the flight details.”

      “I hate flying commercial,” I grumble.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Luxenberg.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I end the call and shove my phone into my jacket pocket.

      Amelia stares at me, her pancakes untouched. Just like the strawberry milkshake, with whipped cream that dribbles down the side of the glass.

      I steal a piece of her bacon, and her eyes narrow at me like it’s hers and I shouldn’t touch it. But she doesn’t scold me.

      I’m only met with further silence. I’d almost rather her yell, scream, cry, and throw a temper tantrum. Not that I’d be good with handling that type of outburst, but the silence hurts my heart so damn much.

      I’m in over my head, and I desperately need a nanny, someone who is good with kids.

      My phone pings in my pocket, and I grab it, glancing at the text from Nancy confirming the seat assignments. We’re both on the same flight, but Amelia is assigned to the row in front of me.

      The seats aren’t together.

      “Fuck!”

      Amelia’s eyes widen, and her jaw drops as she stares at me.

      “Don’t say that word,” I scold before she can repeat it.

      We finish at the restaurant and head straight for the airport. I don’t have any checked baggage, only the carry-on suitcase and backpack. The kid didn’t come with many clothes, only a small knapsack with a handful of outfits.

      Last night and again this morning, Amelia refused to change out of the bright-pink frilly tutu, white tights, and white T-shirt. It’s amazing her white shirt is still clean after sleeping at the hotel.

      Stubborn.

      Another reason I need a nanny. I’m not the most patient person.

      We board the plane early, and I explain to the stewardess about our seating arrangement. It’s a full flight, but the woman seated next to me offers to switch. She’s cute, with long blonde hair and a full figure that makes my cock twitch admiring her curves.

      “Hi, I’m Clare,” the blonde says, smiling at Amelia.

      Amelia squeezes her stuffed unicorn tighter. Its mane is rainbow and sparkly, and it’s the only toy the kid brought with her.

      “She’s shy,” I say, not wanting to elaborate on the recent trauma in her life to this stranger.

      “I was shy when I was her age, too,” Clare says, her eyes entirely on Amelia. It’s as though I don’t exist. “What’s your friend’s name?” she asks, pointing at the unicorn.

      Clare shuffles into her new row in front of us on the airplane. She doesn’t sit. She hovers, leaning on the headrest, trying to engage with Amelia.

      Amelia doesn’t respond, but I do. And it’s more of a bite.

      “That’s enough questions for today,” I say, my temper short. I gesture for her to turn around in her seat.

      “You don’t have to be rude,” Clare says, and spins around, sitting in her seat.

      Amelia’s nose scrunches, and I can’t tell what she’s thinking. She brings the unicorn to her face, and her mouth moves ever so quietly, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. It’s like a secret between her and her fluffy friend.

      I don’t apologize to the girl seated in the row in front of us. Maybe I should since she is doing me a favor, switching seats.

      “Have you ever been on an airplane?” I ask Amelia.

      She doesn’t answer me. Her mother didn’t always live in Chicago. I met her in New York. We were a short romance that burned bright and hot early on.

      At take-off, Amelia grips the chair handle. I rest my hand over hers. “It’s okay. Just a little bumpy. It’s supposed to be like this,” I assure her.

      There’s no sign of her nodding or saying anything to indicate that she understands me. Her mother, Katelyn, didn’t speak any other languages, as far as I’m aware.

      After we’ve reached cruising altitude, the stewardess asks us for our drink orders. I refrain from having any alcohol. I’d love a stiff drink right now, but it’s not going to help me forget why I was in Chicago.

      I retrieve a few children’s menus and crayons from the backpack. One side has drawings to color along with the menu, and the opposite side is blank. Thankfully, the restaurant gave us extra for the flight. Pulling down the tray table in front of Amelia, I put the items down, letting her color.

      She stares at them and then glances back at me.

      “Go ahead. You can color,” I say.

      I don’t know much about kids, let alone raising one. My younger brother, Connor, is a dipshit, and thank god he hasn’t procreated.

      I’ve tried to look out for him. Hell, I gave him a job in management at the New York hotel. But he has a knack for either firing decent employees or making them want to quit. But I’m not going to just hand him a paycheck and not make him get his ass into work five days a week. Where else can I put him?

      I may have inherited the company, but I also turned this place around. It was barely profitable when I took over after our father’s death. I had no choice but to shake things up and make it better, because otherwise, who would take care of Mom?

      Dad left me the business, which meant taking care of my mother and handling my younger brother. I’m not a complete dick. I didn’t put either of them out on the street, though it was tempting with Connor.

      The seatbelt fasten light is turned off, and the girl in the row in front of us turns around, watching Amelia.

      “What are you drawing?” Clare asks.

      Amelia scrunches her nose. The paper is completely blank.

      “How about you draw a picture of your balding dad?” Clare grins.

      “I’m not balding,” I snarl. Why can’t she turn around and mind her own business?

      “Right,” Clare says, and snaps. “What’s that called again with the hair that’s spikey?” She gestures above her own head like her hair is sticking up two feet high.

      Amelia chuckles and points at my head. “Troll hair,” Amelia says with a giggle.

      I suppose it’s better than being called balding at my age. “Do you think I’ve got troll hair?” I force a smile, grateful to have heard little Amelia’s voice.

      Amelia shrugs, the smile vanishing, and my heart aches.

      I want to hear her laugh and be carefree. She’s five. She should be over the moon with curiosity and talkative. This quiet side is frustrating to deal with.

      Clare stares at us, and before I have time to comprehend what she’s doing, her fingers are running through my hair. She’s making my hair spiky and stand on end.

      Amelia giggles and smiles the biggest grin, pointing at my head. “Troll hair.”

      “Can you draw me a troll?” Clare asks.

      Amelia nods and reaches for the purple crayon, gripping it tight as she begins coloring on the blank white paper.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and run my hand through my unkempt hair, trying to fix the mess before our plane lands. There’s enough press in New York to spot me the minute I step off the plane, and I don’t need ridiculous pictures in the newspaper and on social media of me with troll hair.

      As it is, I’ll have to put out a press release and make a public announcement about Amelia before I’m bludgeoned with accusations.

      Clare gives me a thousand-watt smile, but it’s clearly forced. She turns around and heads toward the stewardess, saying something quietly to her.

      Both of their eyes latch on me before looking away.

      I’m used to the stares and curiosity. She must have realized that I’m billionaire Levi Luxenberg. I’ve been on magazine covers and interviewed by celebrities. I’m used to the attention. Usually, I ignore it.

      But now I’m not just looking after myself. I have Amelia, and I can’t keep my daughter a secret. I just have to ask everyone to respect our privacy.

      I keep an eye on the stewardess once Clare is back in her seat, making sure no one is snapping photos of Amelia and me on the plane together.

      Thirty minutes later, Clare turns around to check on Amelia. “How’s the drawing?”

      Amelia is still very hard at work on her troll drawing. I didn’t expect much, but the kid has a knack for artwork. She doesn’t answer Clare, but that’s okay because I know that she can, and eventually, she’ll speak when she’s ready.

      The stewardess brings Clare a mini bottle of vodka, and she mixes it with orange juice, holding it while talking. I haven’t been paying attention to how much she’s been drinking in front of us, but this isn’t the first drink that she’s been served.

      I opted to get Amelia an apple juice, which she’s sipped a few times.

      Clare’s cheeks are red and her lips glossy. “I wish we could stay in the air forever, just keep flying.”

      “Why?” Amelia asks, glancing up from her crayons.

      My kid seems to be enthralled with the tipsy woman seated in the row in front of us. Great.

      “I don’t want to face New York. After a loveless marriage and finally growing the balls to leave my narcissistic and emotionally abusive ex, I have to find a job and a home with nothing lined up. I spent six years as a preschool teacher, and I loved every minute of it. But the minute we got married, he made me leave my job. He didn’t like that I wasn’t home when he wasn’t home. Afraid that I’d have a life outside of him. Jealous douch—” She slaps a hand over her mouth and looks at Amelia. “Oops, I meant jealous guy.”

      Mostly unfazed, she continues to ramble, not the least bit done with her overshare.

      “My best friend let me stay in Chicago with her during the divorce, but I’ve worn out my welcome. Newlyweds,” she says with a laugh. “See why I’d rather just stay in the air and fly free?”

      “And you thought spending money on a first-class plane ticket would be smart?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I stole these airline miles from my ex.”

      I offer a wayward smile. “Good for you.”

      Amelia stares up at Clare, perplexed. I imagine that most of that went right over the kid’s head.

      “What are your plans when you land in New York?” I ask.

      She sips the orange juice and vodka from the clear plastic cup. “I don’t know. I’ve been in survival mode for the past eight months. My ex bled me dry with the divorce. I’ll probably flip burgers or something and sleep in a cardboard box.”

      Amelia hands the troll drawing to Clare.

      “Is this for me?” Clare asks with wide eyes. Amelia nods. “Why don’t you give it to your dad? I’ll bet he’d like to hang it on the fridge.”

      “I don’t have a dad,” Amelia whispers, staring up at Clare.

      My stomach clenches at her remark. “I’m her father,” I say, clearing my throat.

      Clare stares pointedly at me like she doesn’t believe me. “The kid obviously doesn’t think you are. Maybe I should sit with her.”

      “Excuse me?” I’m appalled by her suggestion.

      “Would you like me to sit with you, sweetie?” Clare asks Amelia.

      Amelia glances from me to Clare. The kid doesn’t know what the hell is going on, and neither does the woman sitting one row in front of us.

      Amelia unlatches her seatbelt and wiggles around me to get out of the aisle. I grab her waist, not letting her run around like a maniac on an airplane. Now isn’t the time or place for her to run free.

      “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to remove your hands from the little girl,” the stewardess says, exchanging a brief glance with Clare.

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m her father!”

      “You need to calm down, sir,” the flight attendant says.

      Amelia’s eyes widen, and she scurries away from me after I lash out at the stewardess. She climbs into Clare’s lap, which is not helping matters.

      “She’s my daughter,” I say.

      The stewardess bends down to Amelia’s level. “Is that man your father?” she asks the little girl.

      Amelia’s eyes widen, and she glances from me back to the stewardess. We’re all met with silence.

      Fuck.

      “Amelia, come back to your seat,” I seethe, trying my best not to raise my voice, but my jaw is tight, and my hands are bunched into fists.

      I don’t blame Amelia. It’s the stewardess and the nosey blonde who have decided to muck into other people’s business.

      Amelia doesn’t respond to me, and why would she? We barely know each other. Doesn’t she get that if she leaves me, she’ll be back in foster care? She had to be put in emergency placement with a family until I arrived. Does she want to go back?

      “Sir, sit down in your seat,” the stewardess says.

      “Is this how you treat your first-class passengers? You kidnap their children?”

      “You’re right, sir. I apologize. How about you show us photos of your daughter on your phone? Then we can clear up this entire misunderstanding before having to get the authorities involved.”

      Amelia has been in my custody for less than a day. I don’t have pictures of her on my phone.

      “I can’t do that,” I say.

      There are no emails from the social worker regarding Amelia, either. Everything was handled by phone or by my assistant.

      “That’s what I thought,” the stewardess says.

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” I stand to explain the situation without Amelia overhearing it all over again.

      “Sir, you’re going to have to sit down. We’re going to be landing soon.”

      Not soon enough.

      I grumble and plop back down into my seat. I swear I’ll never fly commercial again.

      The young gentleman who was in seat 1A climbs into the row beside me, trading seats with Amelia while Clare buckles her seatbelt.

      I should be the one fastening her seatbelt and looking after her. She’s my daughter.

      As we land, the flight crew announces that no one is to get up from their seats because there’s been a hiccup, and the authorities need to be brought onto the plane.

      Fuck.

      Could this week get any worse?
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        * * *

      

      The authorities are brought onto the plane and ask me to get up and come with them. “Only if my daughter is accompanying me,” I say.

      “Amelia isn’t his daughter,” Clare says, defiant.

      “Is she your daughter, ma’am?” the officer asks.

      “No.”

      At least Clare isn’t trying to kidnap Amelia.

      I grab the backpack from the floor and open the overhead compartment for my luggage. I help Amelia out of her seat, unbuckling her and lifting her into my arms. One arm holds my daughter to my hip while the other carries the luggage behind me.

      I’m not letting anyone come between my daughter and me.

      “We’ll get this sorted as soon as we’re inside,” the officer says.

      Clare follows behind us, and whether she’s invited or not, she’s given herself an invitation.

      “Does she have to come?” I jab my thumb behind me at the blonde.

      “Yes, she needs to give her statement while we investigate.”

      “What’s there to investigate? I flew to Chicago to pick up my daughter. Do you want to know where her mother is? She’s dead.”

      Clare gasps. “Did you kill her?”

      “What the hell?” I spin around on my heels. “No, I didn’t kill her, you psychopath. She died in an automobile accident.”

      Amelia bursts out into tears and squirms in my arms. I’d want to run away from me too if I were her.

      I don’t let go, my grip tight without hurting the little girl. “I know, baby girl. Your mom misses you too,” I say, trying to console her.

      Her tears turn to hysterical sobs, and she relents, pouring her grief into my neck and chest.

      Clare seems lost for words for a moment. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she finally says, patting my shoulder awkwardly.

      I glance at her hand on me. “Remove your hand from my shoulder. We’re not friends. You’re just a girl from the airplane who had too much to drink and decided to make wild accusations.”

      The officer clears his throat as we approach his office. “Unfortunately, because I removed you from the plane, I have to write up a report and will need to investigate. This will all go smoothly if we can remain calm, and all of you can be on your way shortly.”
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        * * *

      

      It isn’t the least bit short or quick. And remaining calm isn’t easy, either.

      One officer gathers Clare’s statement while Amelia is kept with me in a separate room. There are no windows to the outside, only a one-way mirror.

      I’m not a terrorist.

      I didn’t kidnap my daughter.

      This is absurd.

      After the officer confirms that Amelia is legally in my custody, I’m told I can leave. He brings my backpack and carry-on into the room, which apparently has been searched without my permission.

      I rezip the compartments. “Not even an apology.” I’m disgusted by their treatment and the baseless accusations.

      “You can file a complaint with⁠—”

      “Oh, I plan to, along with suing your asses,” I say. I slide the knapsack over my shoulder and lift Amelia into my arms. “It’s time to go home, kid.”

      I lift the telescoping handle and drag the carry-on behind me.

      Amelia is back to being silent. How could I expect anything else after my outburst earlier in the airport? I had tried so damn hard to keep my shit together, but suddenly, having a kid thrust onto you is heavy as hell. And I’m not talking about the weight of carrying her.

      We’re escorted out of the back rooms and into the main area of the airport. We don’t have any additional luggage, so I grab my phone from my pocket and call my driver, Douglas, letting him know that we’re ready.

      He’s probably waiting in the nearest cell phone lot to pull up and pick us up. He’s been instructed to purchase a specialty car seat for a five-year-old girl. Douglas has kids of his own, so I expect he knows what type of car seat to purchase, whereas I’m clueless. There are too many out there to figure out which one is the right one to buy.

      I hang up the call, shove my phone into my pocket and catch sight of Clare heading for the same exit.

      “You again,” I seethe.

      Her eyes are bright and heavy, the color of seafoam, a bluish green. “I’m sorry,” Clare says, not that it helps.

      “It’s too late for your apology.” I remove my coat, wrapping it around Amelia as I carry her outside. It’s the best I can do on such short notice. The weather in Chicago is warm enough for early October that I didn’t think twice about bringing a jacket. But now it’s late at night, and the air matches my mood—chilly.

      I shuffle the backpack on again and keep Amelia nestled up against my chest. Between our body heat and the blazer, she’s at least warm enough not to shiver. Thankfully, it’s not the middle of winter yet.

      Clare walks outside with me. “Listen, I really am sorry about that back there.”

      “I get it. You were looking out for my daughter.”

      “Yes,” Clare says. “She didn’t seem like she was comfortable with you. It never crossed my mind that it might be because of … what happened.” She’s tiptoeing around the words, since I’m holding Amelia in my arms. “I am so sorry, sir. If there is anything I can do to make it up to you. I swear I was just looking out for her best interests. You hear about children being kidnapped or trafficked, and I just wanted to help.”

      “Apology not accepted. You tried to have me arrested, Airplane Girl. What did I do to warrant your baseless accusations?”

      Clare sighs heavily. “Nothing. I’m the one to blame. It’s my fault.”

      “Yes, it is your fault,” I say, pinning her with my stare. “And I thought, wow, this girl really knows how to interact with kids. Shame on me for falling for your ‘poor me, I’m going to be homeless’ speech.”

      “My what?”

      “You’re going to live in a cardboard box while flipping burgers,” I repeat.

      I listen a little too well sometimes.

      She cringes as I repeat her words. “Again, I’m sorry. If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, anything at all⁠—”

      Amelia squirms in my arms, reaching out for Clare.

      “No, sweetie. You have to stay with your father,” Clare says.

      Amelia leans back, pushing against me, struggling to understand what’s happening. It’s been a tiresome day. She wants to get down, and I’d be fine with that if I knew the kid wouldn’t bolt in front of a car.

      I have trust issues right now, with Clare and Amelia.

      Amelia reaches her arms out to Clare, again. The kid prefers this stranger over me, although I’m not exactly a person she knows either.

      “Do you really not have a place to stay?” I ask, my jaw tight.

      Why am I asking? Why am I considering offering her a roof over her head? The girl is trouble. I ought to walk away and never see her again. It would be better for everyone involved.

      “I’ll be fine. I can couch surf with my friend. I mean, assuming her Russian Mafia fiancé doesn’t mind me staying over.”

      I cough at her words. “You aren’t serious.” The longer we talk to Clare, the more Amelia seems to settle down. My little girl rests her head on my chest, watching the blonde the entire time, never taking her eyes off the woman.

      Yeah, baby girl, me either. She’s gorgeous and sexy, yet irritates me all at the same time. Not to mention the age difference. I’d guess she’s barely cresting thirty, and I just hit forty.

      It’s frustrating.

      “I wish I were joking. But he is hot, and maybe he has a brother who’s available,” Clare says with a smirk.

      I pray that she’s joking, but something tells me otherwise.

      “Absolutely not.” I pause for a moment, hesitant to say the words. “I need a nanny for Amelia. You can stay with us.” She had mentioned on the airplane that she spent six years working at a preschool.

      “Excuse me?” Her eyes widen, and she tilts her head, staring at me like I’ve lost my mind. I think I might have, after what happened today. It’s late; not enough sleep and being thrown into the mix with a kid has done something to my mind.

      Am I so desperate for a nanny that I’ve offered nosey airplane girl a job working for me?

      “You’ll get room and board. There will be a trial period. If you don’t screw things up, I might hire you permanently.”

      Amelia stares up at me, her long, dark lashes fluttering closed. She seems to relax in my arms, like the weight of the world was just lifted from her chest.

      Mine too.

      Assuming that Clare says yes.
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      “You want to hire me after what happened in there?” I ask, gesturing toward the airport. I fucked up big time, shoving my nose into someone else’s business where it didn’t belong.

      There’s a spacious, luxury black SUV that pulls up in front of the gentleman. I never caught his name. He didn’t give it to me, and I’d been too busy hounding him to ask for it now.

      He stalls, and I really think he’s going to tell me it’s a cruel joke and to get lost.

      “I don’t want to, but I think you’re what Amelia needs.”

      I chuckle at his remark. I’m certainly not a soft touch. “And the pay?”

      “Room and board during the trial period,” he says gruffly.

      I’ll bet he can afford more based on the fancy ride and driver, but maybe he hired someone to pick him up. It’s not like he always has someone chauffeur him around, right?

      I have nowhere to go, and I can look for other work while I’m living under his roof. At least it’s a bed to sleep in and food in the fridge. Besides, my ungracious ex-husband, Zander, won’t know where I am. He’ll never guess I’m staying with a stranger. Which means I’ll be safe.

      “I’ll take it.”

      His driver opens the back door and helps Amelia into the car seat. He seems like he’s had more practice than the handsome troll. Not that he looks like a troll, because he doesn’t. Trolls aren’t easy on the eyes and don’t make your heart swoon.

      I really thought he was a bad guy kidnapping a little girl. I’m hanging around with Sadie too much, listening to her crazy stories after she swore me to secrecy. Yeah, as if either one of us can keep a secret.

      I open the front door to sit up front, and he shakes his head. “Backseat,” he says, putting me in the back with Amelia.

      I have my carry-on luggage with me, nothing else, thankfully, or else it would have been a hassle to retrieve after spending nearly three hours dealing with the officers at the airport.

      “Where to?” the driver asks, glancing at me.

      “She’s coming home with us,” the gruff troll says.

      I buckle my seatbelt and lean forward. “Hey, I never got your name.”

      He clears his throat. “Good.”

      “What?” I don’t understand. “What am I supposed to call you?” I ask. Why is he being so freaking difficult? Does he enjoy this as some type of payback for what I did and the way I treated him? I swear it was just because I was looking out for Amelia. The kid was clearly in trouble. I just didn’t realize that he’d gotten her out of it.

      “Sir works for me,” he says.

      I huff under my breath. “I’m not calling you sir.”

      My cheeks burn at the thought of why I would call him that, down on my knees, begging him to let me undo his belt buckle and—nope, I won’t allow myself to go there with such naughty thoughts.

      He’s off-limits and a thorn in my side. There’s no chance I’ll sleep with the father of the little girl I nanny for—well, little chance. Never say never.

      He is hot.

      Grumpalicious.

      Alphalicious.

      I shift uncomfortably in my seat.

      “His name is Levi,” the driver says.

      “I ought to fire you, Douglas,” Levi grunts.

      “But you won’t. We’re too much like family.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he mutters.

      I exhale a heavy breath, and for the first time today since boarding the flight, I’m quiet. Amelia wiggles in her car seat and shows me her sparkly unicorn as if I haven’t seen her cuddle the stuffed animal for the past couple of hours.

      “Does your friend have a name?” I ask, tapping the unicorn’s nose.

      Amelia stares up at me. “Airplane Girl,” she says.

      Levi’s head snaps back, watching our interaction. Does he worry that I won’t know how to look after his kid? I’ve been around children my entire life. I worked at a preschool before I got married. I could probably call the director and ask if there are any openings. But the pay was never great, and finding an apartment on minimum wage will be brutal.

      “That’s right,” I say, smiling reassuringly. “I’m Clare.”

      “Amelia,” the little girl says, pointing at herself.

      Levi’s phone buzzes. “What is it, Nancy?”

      The fact that he’s talking to a woman has me eavesdropping. Though it’s not like there’s an inch of privacy in the vehicle.

      Is Nancy his girlfriend?

      Wife?

      I didn’t look at his finger to see if he’s married, but if he’s in a committed relationship, wouldn’t she have at least shown up at the airport to welcome the two of them home?

      I hope, for his sake, he’s not that serious about Nancy.

      “I know I’m late, and I haven’t checked my voicemails. There was an issue at the airport.” He pauses, and I wait for him to elaborate to the caller. “I found someone temporarily to help with Amelia. No thanks to you.”

      Ouch. He’s in a pissy mood, although I’m sure I didn’t help. Am I to blame? Probably. Too bad. I’ve already made a mess of things; it can’t get much worse.

      While I can’t hear Nancy’s side of the conversation, I get an earful from Levi. “I can’t make it into the office tomorrow or this week. I need to keep an eye on Amelia and get her settled. Email me the details, and when my lawyer contacts you, let him know that he can reach me on my cell phone.”

      Lawyer?

      Is he planning on suing me for what happened at the airport?

      I’m sure we can work out some type of arrangement. I could watch Amelia to make up for the embarrassment and humiliation I caused him. However, I’ve already offered to do that for room and board.

      He hangs up testily.

      “You’re in a mood,” Douglas says. He’s not afraid to speak his mind. I like that.

      “She put me in one,” he says, jabbing his thumb in our direction. I can only assume that he’s referring to me, not his little princess. Amelia is seriously perfect. Adorable. Sweet. The girl, it seems, has been through an ordeal from what I’ve overheard, but she’s resilient.

      “Then why are you bringing her home?” Douglas asks. While he tries to keep his voice low, it’s not quiet enough for me not to overhear their conversation. If they were smart, they’d turn up the radio.

      “I need a nanny, and it’s clear that Airplane Girl is good with Amelia. Turns out she was a preschool teacher or something. She knows how to deal with kids.”

      “Give yourself more credit,” Douglas says. “It’s barely been twenty-four hours with the child. You two will bond. She just needs some time adjusting to her new situation.”

      He grumbles and reaches for the radio, masking the rest of their conversation.

      “I don’t think your daddy likes me very much,” I say, tapping the sparkly horn on the unicorn.

      “He’s not my daddy,” Amelia says. She exhales a loud sigh, her lips vibrating together. The motion causes her to giggle, and she does it again.

      Levi’s phone rings again, and while I can’t hear who he’s talking to this time, it’s clear that he’s important and busy. He hasn’t even made it home, and he’s had two phone calls. How many other people will be reaching out to him tonight?

      “You look like a princess,” I say, smiling warmly at Amelia and tugging on her hot pink tutu.

      Her eyes widen, and with one hand, her fingernails dig into the sparkly unicorn. With the other, she clutches my hand.

      I don’t know what to make of her expression. She recently lost her mother. Does the little girl understand that she’s not coming back?

      “You know what would go great with that tutu?”

      Amelia stares at me blankly, waiting for me to answer.

      “A crown.”

      Levi hangs up his call. “Princess and Airplane Girl,” he chimes, glancing over his shoulder at us. “First order of business is getting my little princess into pajamas.”

      “No!” Amelia shouts and scrunches her face.

      “Even princesses wear pajamas to bed. We just have to find you jammies fit for a queen,” I say.

      Amelia’s shoulders relax, and she pokes my arm, stabbing me with her finger.

      “What is it?” I ask, trying to keep an even temper. The kid is persistent, but it’s been a long day, and she needs to run around and get some exercise. Sitting on a plane and then in the back corridor with her father under police surveillance isn’t great for her.

      Again, my fault.

      “Hungry.”

      “Dad, do you have any snacks?” I ask.

      “Don’t call me that,” Levi scolds.

      “Okay, Grumpypants.” I win another giggle from his little girl. Apparently, she agrees with me.

      “That isn’t any better,” he mutters. “You can call me sir.”

      “Sir Grumps-a-lot?” I joke.

      He unzips the backpack at his feet and hands me a package of fruit snacks. It’s not the healthiest choice, but she holds out her hand and snaps her fingers together like a crocodile demanding the sweet treat.

      I tear the foil packet and hand it to her.

      Hungrily, she chomps on the fruit snack. I didn’t see if she ate anything on the flight, but there was a meal service provided in first class. The girl is one lucky lady, getting to fly first class. When I was her age, I had never even been on an airplane.

      The remainder of the drive is rather quiet. Amelia settles in with her snack, and the driver pulls up toward a wrought iron gate. He rolls down the window, punches in the code for the property, and the gate slowly opens.

      “Wow, fancy,” I say, unable to keep my mouth shut.

      The towering hedges make it impossible to see the property in the distance.

      Douglas drives us up to the front entrance, and I’m sure my mouth has hit the floor. The brick pathway circles in front of the entrance with an overhang to keep everyone dry, not that it’s raining.

      Based on the size of the house, there has to be an attached garage around the back. I’m sure it holds more than two or three vehicles.

      Does he live here alone? The house is big for one person. It could house a family or four.

      Levi opens the car door, stepping out and stretching.

      I follow, stepping out of the SUV. The brick pavers are perfectly aligned, and the driveway is smooth and pristine. It pales in comparison to the rest of the house and property.

      Three stories tall, the building expands outward and easily could be three houses in size if not more. The cream color reflects the sun, brightening it into a soft yellow as the building towers over us. White trim sparkles in the light of day. The windows are gorgeous and clearly floor length on the first floor, bringing a lot of light into the home.

      “You live here?” I rasp, my mouth dry.

      Levi steps around and helps unbuckle Amelia from her car seat. Her eyelids are heavy and droopy. The kid has finally settled down and is about to doze off when we arrive.

      Figures.

      She’s not nearly as impressed as I am by the digs. What kind of place did her mom have for her not to be floored? Maybe it’s the fact that she’s five.

      “My fortress of solitude.”

      I swear I haven’t picked my mouth up off the floor yet.

      “It’s a joke. Superman? Never mind,” Levi says, glancing at the two of us for recognition.

      “I know Superman,” I say. I wasn’t born yesterday, I know my comic book characters. Well, the ones that have their own film and television franchise.

      The little girl seems to wake up at our chatter. “You do?” Amelia’s eyes widen, and she rubs the sleep away. “Can I meet him? No, wait. I want to meet Supergirl.”

      How am I supposed to tell this kid that Supergirl and Superman aren’t real?

      I don’t want to break her heart. She’s so sweet and innocent. I head for the trunk, and Douglas opens the lid, retrieving my luggage for me. I didn’t bring much, just one suitcase with a bunch of dirty laundry.

      I reach for my luggage, and Levi scolds me. “Let Douglas carry your bag to your room.”

      “I can handle it,” I say.

      Douglas grabs the second suitcase and carries Levi’s bag to the front door, leaving it in the foyer for him.

      “Are you always this difficult?”

      “I like to think I’m self-sufficient.”

      He chuckles under his breath, and I wait for him to make some snide comment, but he doesn’t. Instead, he heads in through the front door, carrying Amelia as she squirms in his grasp.

      I follow behind him, lugging my heavy-ass suitcase from the vehicle, up the front steps, and into the foyer. The house is grand. Magnificent. A royal orgasm.

      “Are you a prince or something? Because that would explain this place and your daughter being a princess.” I realize that Amelia isn’t a real princess, but the house is just overwhelming.

      “Quit sucking up. You already have room and board, Airplane Girl.” He puts Amelia down, and she hurries away from him, running down the hallway, arms wide out like an airplane. “Aww shit,” he mutters.

      “Didn’t remove the antique vases and expensive artwork from her level?” I should bite my tongue and thank him for giving me this opportunity. I get to live like a princess for a week until he realizes I’m worthless and tosses me on the street.

      It’s inevitable.

      “She’s five. I didn’t need to babyproof the place,” he says, and pauses, his jaw tight. He hurries down the hallway after Amelia, to see what trouble she’s stormed into.

      I leave my heavy suitcase by the front door. I should have taken the offer for Douglas to carry my luggage to my room. For starters, I don’t know which room is mine, but he might have known where the guest room is. Not to mention the bag is heavy. And I don’t think Levi would appreciate my cheap-ass bag scuffing up the marble floor.

      Douglas pulls the car away, and I shut the front door, locking it.

      Holy hell. This place is huge.

      From the outside, it was grandiose, and it doesn’t appear any smaller on the inside.

      So, this is how the rich live. Damn, it must be nice. I’m jealous, but at least I get to spend a week here.

      “Hey, is there a hot tub?” I shout.

      I glance around the empty foyer. Is it just the three of us, or does Levi have staff that tends to his every whim?

      “You’re not getting naked in my pool,” Levi says, carrying Amelia back into the entrance of the house. Her arms are straight out like she’s flying, and he’s zipping her through the air.

      The kid is smiling and giggling, and Levi looks a hell of a lot lighter. Happier.

      “Supergirl!” Amelia shouts.

      “Follow us upstairs, Airplane Girl,” Levi says. The name almost sounds endearing, but I don’t think he means it in any sweet manner.

      I grab my pink suitcase and refrain from groaning as I lug it up the stairwell. The second floor is at least carpeted, so I roll the bag the rest of the way until he leads me to my accommodations.

      “Your room is right next door to Amelia,” Levi says. He opens the bedroom door for me. The bed is made, and there are yellow lacy curtains hanging in the window. They don’t do much to keep the sunlight out. I’ll be up at dawn. Wonderful.

      I leave my bag near the inside of the door and follow Levi next door to get a glimpse at Amelia’s digs.

      He opens the door and places the little girl on the bed.

      “Bed!” she says, and while I almost think that she might lie down and crawl under the covers, I’m dead wrong.

      She begins bouncing on the queen-sized mattress. The bed is huge for such a little girl, but I don’t suppose he knew he was going to have a kid around the house.

      Levi drops the backpack at his feet and bends, unzipping the compartment, and retrieving a set of pajamas. The cotton material is pink and covered in yellow ducks. The jammies are cute, but they’re not princess-esque if that’s what Amelia is going for.

      Amelia flies into the air, giggling as she jumps on the bed.

      “Princess! Princess!” she squeals, and I capture her before her feet can land on the mattress.

      “I think you need to get this little princess a trampoline,” I say.

      “No, they’re too dangerous,” Levi says.

      “And jumping on the bed isn’t dangerous?”

      “I didn’t say that she could jump on the bed,” he snaps. I swear I hear him growl. He’s steaming. I’ve annoyed him once again. How many times is my limit in one day?

      “How about we take a bath and then read a story?” I suggest, helping her climb onto my back for a ride.

      The kid is heavy, and it’s a struggle, but I’ll do anything to make this little girl happy. Her father, on the other hand, can kiss my ass any time that he’d like.

      “Give her here,” Levi says, and bends down. “Give your mo—nanny a break.”

      Was he seriously about to slip and call me Mommy? My cheeks burn, and I help Amelia climb down off me. She instantly snuggles around his back, her arms tight around his neck while he carries her off to the bathroom.

      I stand there awkwardly in her bedroom.

      “Are you coming, Airplane Girl?” Levi shouts to me from down the hall.

      I grab the pajamas and head out of the little girl’s bedroom, following his voice down the hallway. I shuffle into the bathroom as Levi guides her feet back to the floor. Like the rest of the house, the bathroom is ridiculously large.

      There’s a glass shower stall and a separate claw bathtub.

      “Bath or shower?” he asks Amelia.

      “Out!” she demands, pointing at him to leave her alone.

      “If you want your privacy, then you’re going to have to take a shower,” he says. “I’m not taking a chance that you’ll drown in the tub.”

      Amelia scrunches her nose at him and sticks out her tongue.

      “I can help her,” I say.

      “No boys allowed.” Amelia points at Levi and then at the door.

      “Are you sure you’ve got this?” Levi asks, his brows raised. He looks worried.

      “I promise she’s in good hands.”

      “Don’t lock the bathroom door,” he demands as he slowly retreats, but he never fully leaves the room. His eyes are foggy like he’s trying to decide whether to trust me alone with his daughter.

      “Hop in the shower,” I say to Amelia, sliding open the glass door, giving her a semblance of privacy while Levi stands in the doorjamb, his arms folded across his chest. He hasn’t retreated any farther, and I doubt that he will.

      Amelia shimmies out of her clothes, the hot pink skirt coming off last. Once I have the dirty clothes, I hand them off to Levi to deal with. I adjust the shower spray, pointing it at the wall while I turn it on and wait for the temperature to rise, before turning it to the center of the shower.

      I slide the door closed. The glass is frosted, which allows the little girl her privacy while also assuring both of us that she hasn’t fallen or gotten hurt.

      She twirls under the spray, and there are fits of giggles as she stomps on the shower water.

      “You should make sure that she’s actually washing with shampoo and soap.”

      I give her another minute before checking on her. “Amelia, would you like me to wash your hair?” I ask.

      “Yes, Mommy always does the bubble song.”

      “The bubble song?” I ask, glancing at Levi for help.

      He shrugs and shakes his head, at a loss as to what the bubble song is or how it may go.

      “Can you sing it for me, Amelia?” I ask, sliding the glass door open. I lean into the shower to grab the shampoo, and my shirt gets wet. It’s unavoidable without moving the showerhead away from Amelia.

      “No, you sing it, silly.” Amelia dips her head back, and I lather up my hand with shampoo, running them through her long blonde tresses.

      “Do you have conditioner?” I shout to Levi.

      “Umm, no,” he says. “But I can call Douglas and have him pick up a bottle.”

      “That won’t work for tonight,” I say with a heavy sigh. “I think I have a small bottle in my bag. Can you grab it?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      We make a good team. I rinse the shampoo bubbles from Amelia’s hair, and she dips her head back, making sure I don’t get any soap in her eyes. “While your daddy grabs the conditioner, how about you soap up your body?” I hand her a bar of soap, and it slips right out of her hands.

      Amelia giggles and bends down to capture the soap as it slides across the floor. “Please be careful,” I warn her. If she falls and gets hurt, Levi will blame me.

      She chases after the soap, and it slides across the shower tile at her feet until she sits on the water, covering the drain hole, turning her shower into a bath.

      I can’t imagine Levi will be pleased if the water starts seeping out of the tub. “Come on, stand like a big girl. Unless you want me to draw you a bath?”

      She climbs to her feet and tosses the soap at me, although in all honesty, I’m not sure that it doesn’t just slip out of her hands, either.

      “Levi?”

      How long does it take him to grab the conditioner from my luggage?

      Amelia finally soaps up her body, cleaning herself while he returns to the bathroom. His cheeks are red, and I swear he looks like he was caught doing something that he shouldn’t have, but I’m not sure what.

      “I uh⁠—”

      “Got lost in there?” I joke, and yank the conditioner from his hands.

      He runs his fingers through his hair and turns his back to me, but he’s still in the doorframe. “You really don’t trust me?”

      I get it. I’m a stranger, and Amelia is his kid, but it’s clear that she’s not comfortable having him bathe her. Which means someone has to help her out until she’s able to handle it on her own.

      I pop the lid off the conditioner bottle and rub my hands together before sliding my fingers through Amelia’s long hair. I don’t want her to have knots and for brushing her hair to become a chore. I remember my mother yanking on my hair, attempting to brush mine when I was a kid, and the tears that followed.

      Amelia decides to splash me because why the hell not? It’s not like I’m dry anyhow. The kid makes sure that my shirt is soaked by the time I’m finished rinsing her hair.

      She’s all giggles and points at my shirt, and she can now see my purple lace bra, which happens to leave little to the imagination. My nipples show right through the fabric.

      Crap.

      I pull back, finishing with Amelia in the shower and turning the water off when she’s done. I wrap a towel around her and keep my back to the door, not letting Levi get a free show.

      But there’s only one towel.

      “Hey, can you spare us another towel?” I ask.

      “For Amelia?”

      “Actually, no, for me. Your daughter thought it’d be funny to splash me.” I glance over my shoulder at him.

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, we’re fresh out. Laundry day.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” I shoot over my shoulder at him, and shut the bathroom door on him with the heel of my foot.

      He’s standing in the doorframe, and the door doesn’t latch, but it closes most of the way.

      I help Amelia slip her pajamas on after she’s dry. The towel is completely soaked. There’s not even a small corner that I can use to help dry my shirt.

      I grab the wet towel and use it to cover my breasts with it scrunched up. It’s damp but not nearly as wet as my shirt.

      Amelia pulls open the bathroom door. With Levi’s attention on his cell phone, his daughter slams into him like a battering ram. Thankfully, it’s just his legs, and he steadies himself with a hand to the wall.

      “I’ll have to call you back.” Levi ends the call, shoving his cell phone into his pants pocket. “I can take that,” he offers, holding out his hand for the damp towel.

      “I’ve got it. I need to throw my clothes in the washer anyhow. I’m sure you have a washing machine around this place somewhere.”

      “Laundry is down the hall. Second to the last door on the left.”

      He clears his throat and opens his mouth, but the words don’t come.

      “What?” I ask, glancing down to make sure the towel is covering my breasts. He doesn’t deserve a show.

      “The clothes in your suitcase were dirty?”

      I nod. “Why?” I just came back from vacation. Well, not actually vacation but staying with a friend during the divorce. What makes him think I’d have clean clothes in my luggage?

      His tongue darts out to the side of his mouth, and he exhales a heavy breath. His face is red. “No reason.” He shakes his head and lifts Amelia into his arms. “Come on, story time.”

      “No bed!” Amelia protests, seemingly knowing what’s coming.

      I head to my bedroom, the door open and, with it, my suitcase is left unzipped. He closed the lid, but that was it. I zip the suitcase and drag it across the hallway to the laundry room.

      Opening the laundry room door, I drop the damp towel in an empty bin, unzip my suitcase, and staring back is my bright-pink vibrator.

      I tug my teeth between my lips. I guess he saw that, and that’s what left him flustered. I shrug it off and tuck it into the side compartment of my luggage. Lifting the lid for the washing machine, I toss my laundry in and start a load of clothes, leaving my undergarments for the next wash.

      I pull my soaked shirt over my head, open the dryer, and toss it in. I’m left in my bra, but I’m not planning on leaving the room until my shirt is done.

      There’s not a chair in the room, and after a few minutes, I grab a book from my bag and prop myself on the washing machine to sit.

      The spicy scene in the novel carries me away, making me momentarily forget about the past eight months. I hungrily flip the page, reading one after the next, devouring the novel like it’s dessert. It’s sure as hell just as sweet and delicious.

      The rumble of the washing machine offers itself up as a giant vibrator, and I try not to giggle at the sensation as my hips thrust in unison. My eyes shut, and the first image that pops into my head is Levi.

      He bends between my legs, spreading them, begging to taste me as he kisses a trail to my heated center.

      My insides throb, and my head dips back, gasping for air.

      Am I delirious? Has it been that long since I’ve had good sex that I’m using washing machines and fantasies of my new boss, Sir-Grumps-a lot, to get off?

      The rumbling of the washer thumps beneath my weight, and gosh, does it feel good. The machine grows louder as it becomes off balance, and Levi thrusts open the door, interrupting my pleasant mood and impending orgasm.

      Damn.

      “Get off the machine before you break it.”
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      I can’t believe I caught Clare sitting on my washing machine. The appliance is top-notch and brand-spanking new.

      Does she have to ruin everything?

      Her hand comes up and slaps me across the face as she slides down off the machine.

      I growl at her and grab her wrist before she can pull it back and slap me again. “This is the thanks that I get, letting you into my home?”

      “You insinuated that I’m fat,” Clare shoots back.

      “What?” I stare at her blankly. “When the hell did I do that?” I’m sure I didn’t insinuate anything. The girl isn’t fat. She’s curvy with a rocking body that I’d like to dominate every inch of—fuck, I can’t have these tempestuous thoughts.

      She’s the nanny, she’s a decade younger than I am, and more importantly, she’s been a big pain in my ass since we met on the airplane.

      “You told me I’d break the washing machine. Hence, fat.”

      She shuffles her feet and holds her book up to her chest, but it’s centered and does nothing to cover or hide her perky breasts from me.

      Sleeping with her is out of the question. Not even if we were the last two people on the planet and had to procreate for survival, would I bed her.

      Nope.

      My cock says otherwise as I stare at her full tits bursting through her lacy bra. I’ve always been more of a tits man than an ass man.

      The dark purple fabric is thin and sheer. It barely serves its purpose other than to taunt me, and boy, does it ever. I want to rip the fabric away from her skin and free her breasts, taking a mouthful, tasting and sucking.

      If I were an honest man, I’d tell her that she’s not fat, that she’s curvy and voluptuous, and how I’d love to lick and taste every inch of her skin before fucking her raw.

      But that’s too honest, and we’re not romantically involved. We’re not anything. She’s my kid’s nanny.

      “Anyone sitting on the washing machine would break it. What book are you reading?” I ask, desperate to change the subject.

      “It’s none of your business,” she says, clinging to the book, keeping it tight to her chest.

      “A naughty book,” I surmise by her reluctance to show me the cover and clinging to it as though her life depends on it.

      “Books aren’t naughty. Men are naughty,” Clare retorts.

      “So are women,” I say.

      She snorts under her breath. “I don’t know what you mean.” She shuffles closer to me, and her hand reaches out. I swear if she grazes my cock with her hand, I might just explode.

      Her fingers dip into my pants pocket, retrieving her bright-red bikini bottoms. “Really? You’re not the naughty one here, stealing my dirty panties?”

      “I don’t know how that got there,” I say with a laugh.

      “Right. It must have fallen into your pocket when you went searching for my conditioner, Panty Thief.” She spins around. Her back is pressed up against my chest.

      I take a step back, making sure that she can’t feel my hard-on pressing into her. It’s clearly biological. She’s a woman. I’m a man.

      She’s got great tits. I blame it on her breasts.

      And those panties, I swear that I didn’t steal them. I may have touched them and examined them a little too closely, but I swear I didn’t put them in my pocket.

      Shit.

      I don’t remember shoving them in my pocket, but she had called me from the bathroom, and I may have inadvertently snatched them in a rush to make sure that she didn’t need my help.

      Oh.

      I am a panty thief!

      Airplane girl is never going to let me live it down.

      Clare bends forward, opens the dryer, and retrieves her shirt. With her back to me, she slides her arms into the material and spins around, the view no longer nearly as sexy.

      I stifle the whimper of disappointment.

      What the hell is wrong with me? This woman is a menace. I run a hand through my hair and take a step back. I need air. And an ice-cold shower. Ever since opening her luggage and stumbling through her panties, bras, and pink vibrator, my cock has been aching.

      I breeze out of the room, letting her finish her laundry. Hopefully, she doesn’t break my damn washing machine. It’s not like I can’t afford a new one, but that isn’t the point. She should be respectful of my property and my things.

      I’m careful not to wake a sleeping Amelia as I stumble off into my bedroom and shut the door. I head for my private bathroom, strip down and turn the water on hot.

      A cold shower isn’t going to help tonight. I’ll just be tormented with dreams of Clare, which I don’t need.

      I want to release this pent-up frustration and move on.

      Standing under the tepid water, I roll my neck from side to side, letting the tension release.

      I crank the water hotter.

      My body is on fire, and the only way to satisfy the urges building inside of me is to match the heat. I stand under the spray, the water beating down on me. With one hand, I stroke my shaft, the other, I rest against the cold tile wall. The extreme hot to cold is like ice on a raging fire. Steam pelts and sizzles.

      I don’t want to think about Clare or her gorgeous tits that were encased in the purple lacy bra.

      Fuck.

      It’s the only thing I can think about as I stroke my shaft and imagine her taking my cock into her mouth. My fingers wrapped in her hair, fucking her pouty lips.

      I let the orgasm wash over me, as the shower hides the evidence. I finish in the stall, turn the water off before it gets cold and grab a fluffy white towel to dry off.

      Yeah, I had plenty of towels in the hall closet and my bathroom. But I didn’t want to give her one.

      I was being a dick.

      Payback’s a bitch. Isn’t that how it goes?

      I wrap the towel around my waist and head into my bedroom to grab a clean pair of boxers to change into before bed.

      She’s all I think about, with her blue-green eyes and long blonde hair. She could easily be mistaken for Amelia’s mother. Hell, I can’t believe in my overtiredness and emotional exhaustion that I almost referred to her as “Mommy.”

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      How has she managed to get under my skin in a matter of a couple of hours? Which happens to fall in the longest week of my life?

      First, Amelia is thrust into my life. Now, Clare. No, it has to stop. I won’t let it go any farther. She’s just a fantasy. The girl is too young. What I feel isn’t real. I don’t know her. She’s a woman who needed a job, and she’s clearly good with Amelia.

      One week.

      I’ll get
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