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CONTENT NOTES

This story contains explicit sexual content, profanity, and topics that may be sensitive to some readers.

For a detailed list, please visit anahuang.com/content-warnings




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story takes place in London, so it uses the British term “football” instead of soccer. Unless otherwise stated, football as it’s used here always refers to soccer, not American football.

Please also note that certain details about the Premier League and World Cup schedules have been modified for story purposes.

With the exception of fictional teams in this universe, clubs will be referred to by their city name and not their official club name (ex: Manchester instead of Manchester United or Manchester City).

Finally, the word for posterior will remain in its American instead of British form (apologies to the word “arse.” It’s not you, it’s me).




CHAPTER 1

NOAH
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WARNING SIGN #1: MY BEDROOM LIGHT WAS ON.

Warning sign #2: I didn’t hear Evie’s voice.

Warning sign #3: The smell of roses perfuming the hall as I approached my room, my jaw tight.

After a full day of training, all I wanted was to take a hot shower, catch up with Evie, and pass out. Unfortunately, that was no longer an option.

A small part of me hoped I was wrong, but when I pushed open the door, I was greeted by my worst nightmare—the sight of a gorgeous woman in my bed.

For fuck’s sake. Not again.

At least she was sitting on the edge of the bed rather than sprawled across the mattress. But still, seeing her there—seeing anyone other than my family in my private space—made my muscles bunch with renewed tension.

Hazel immediately straightened, her face lighting up. “You’re home! How was training?”

I ignored her question and swept my gaze across the room. No flowers, but there was a rose-scented candle burning on the nightstand. No music or lingerie either, thank God. Hazel was fully dressed in jeans and a sweater, but that didn’t excuse her presence.

“Where’s Evie?” I finally met her eyes. They were wide and guileless, and filled with a tiny spark of hope that made my head hurt.

“In her room, doing her homework. I—”

“Then why are you in my room?”

Hazel’s smile wavered. “You’ve had a long week, and you’ve been so stressed about the World Cup coming up. I thought you…” She trailed off when I continued to stare at her, my expression stony. “I thought you’d like some company. Someone to talk to. You never have people over, and—”

“You thought wrong. Our contract states you are never to enter my bedroom except in cases of extreme emergency, and this is not an emergency. It is, however, highly inappropriate.”

Hazel flushed red all over. Her smile was completely gone now, and she looked close to tears.

I felt a stab of guilt before I pushed it aside. Yes, I was being a giant asshole, but past experience had taught me that anything short of dickish behavior wouldn’t cut it. People got so caught up in their dreams of dating a professional athlete that they overlooked all sorts of signs.

Sometimes, I wondered if life would’ve been better if I’d stayed in Michigan and taken over my father’s hardware store. It would’ve paid a fraction of what the Premier League did, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about finding a proper nanny for my daughter—one who was actually interested in taking care of her instead of me.

“I’m sorry,” Hazel said. “I really didn’t think…Evie said it’d be okay if I came in here.”

My headache intensified. Dammit, Evie.

I’d deal with her sneakiness later. Right now, I had more important tasks at hand, like getting Hazel out of the house as soon as possible.

“I appreciate all you’ve done for Evie over the past few weeks, but this is where our contract ends. I’ll call the agency first thing Monday morning.”

Hazel’s jaw dropped. She shot up from the bed, her cheeks turning an even deeper shade of crimson. “You’re firing me? Over one tiny infraction?”

“It’s not a tiny infraction, and the fact you think it is proves why this isn’t a good fit.” I reached for my wallet and pulled out two fifty-pound notes. “Consider this your severance pay. Please make sure to collect all your belongings before you leave. You will no longer be able to access this property once you walk past the gate.”

After a stunned beat, she snapped her mouth shut and stormed toward the door. “Everyone at the agency was right. You are such a dick! No wonder you can’t keep a nanny. There’s no one on earth who can live up to your stupid”—she snatched the money out of my hand—“unreasonable”—she yanked the door open—“expectations!”

Her footsteps clattered down the stairs. A minute later, the front door slammed, and the house was quiet once more.

I checked the security camera app on my phone to make sure she was truly gone before I sank onto the bed and rubbed a hand over my face. The adrenaline rush from confronting her dissipated, leaving me hollow and exhausted.

It was mid-March, and Hazel had been my third nanny since the new year. The staffing agency had been accommodating at first, but even money had its limits. They’d warned me that she was the last candidate they could send before they’d no longer be able to help me, and I’d already tried my luck with every other reputable agency in town.

Basically, I was fucked.

It shouldn’t be this hard to find a reliable caretaker for an eleven-year-old girl in London. But Evie’s long-time nanny Tabitha retired two years ago, and it’d been a revolving door of disasters ever since. The replacement candidates either couldn’t connect with Evie, only wanted the job for its proximity to fame (aka me), or—worst of all—overstepped my boundaries by trying to turn a professional arrangement into something personal.

The ironic part was, none of the women wanted me. They wanted Noah Wilson, the top goalkeeper for the Blackcastle Football Club. They wanted the athlete who’d made waves as the only American in the Premier League when he moved to the UK a decade ago, and who would take center stage for the US at this year’s World Cup. My single dad status and commitment to staying out of the press only increased my desirability in their eyes.

But if they knew Noah the man, and not Noah the footballer, they’d hate me. I loathed being famous. I didn’t like the press, and I rarely went out. I was too cautious to have fun when I did, and I was too closed off to connect with anyone I didn’t already know.

Underneath the accomplishments and headlines, I was a huge fucking mess, but no one had ever gotten close enough to figure that out. It was both a blessing and a curse.

My bedroom door creaked open again. I lifted my head just in time to see a small face peek around the wooden frame.

“Daddy? Is everything okay?” Evie asked. She was still dressed in her school clothes, and her eyes scanned the room with open curiosity.

I forced my shoulders to relax. “Everything’s fine, sweetheart. I’m sorry for disturbing you.” I patted the seat next to me. She immediately barreled into the room and climbed onto the bed, her weight a reassuring presence by my side.

I smiled despite my earlier frustration. Evie had reached the age where she was starting to hang out with her friends more than her family, so I didn’t take our nightly catch-up sessions for granted.

“Are you done with your homework?” I asked.

“Almost. I only have a worksheet left for maths.” Although Evie was technically American, she’d grown up in the UK and spoke like a Brit, hence the “maths” instead of “math.” She bit her lip. “I heard you and Hazel arguing. Is she coming back?”

“No, she’s not.” I leveled her with a stern stare. “But you already knew that when you told her she could come into my room.”

Evie shifted. “I didn’t say that exactly…”

“But you implied it.”

She looked down, her cheeks pink with guilt.

I softened. It was hard to be mad at her when I was the reason she had to deal with countless nannies in the first place. “In the future, if you don’t like your nanny, you can just tell me,” I said. “You don’t need to engineer other reasons for me to fire them.”

“I didn’t dislike her. She was okay. But she was constantly talking about you on the phone with her friends, and I disliked that.” Evie picked at the hem of her skirt. “Besides, you already fired Julie and Maddy because I didn’t like them. I didn’t want to be the problem again.”

A lump formed in my throat. She may be eleven, but she was more mature and observant than people twice her age. It often felt like she was parenting me instead of the other way around.

“You are never the problem,” I said. “It doesn’t matter how many candidates we have to see. If you’re not comfortable with them, let me know. We’ll find the right person eventually.”

“Will that be before or after I go off to uni?” She squealed when I ruffled her hair in mock retaliation. “Dad! Stop! My hair!”

I laughed, but she had a point—about the timeline, not the hair.

She was turning twelve this year. Soon, she wouldn’t need a nanny anymore.

I tried not to think about it, or about the milestones I’d already missed because I’d been busy building my career.

“Tell me about your day,” I said, switching subjects. “What’d you learn in school?”

For the next twenty minutes, Evie caught me up on her day and all the relevant gossip. It was her best friend Briana’s birthday next month. Her family was organizing a trip to Brighton to celebrate, and Evie had been begging me to let her go.

“Alright, it’s getting late, and you still have to finish your homework,” I said once she finished. “We’ll discuss Brighton later.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

I kept my smile intact until Evie left the room. She didn’t know we were out of staffing agency options for a nanny, which meant I had to take drastic measures.

I didn’t want to do it, but I had no choice.

I pulled out my phone and went to the one place I usually tried to avoid at all costs: the Blackcastle group chat.



I need your help








CHAPTER 2

CARINA
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“I KNOW, I KNOW! I’M LATE!” I YELLED AS I RUSHED through the kitchen. “Don’t tell Lloyd!”

I didn’t wait for anyone to respond before I burst through the swinging doors and into the dining room. “Dining room” was too elevated a term for the sticky floors and cracked leather stools and booths lining Lloyd’s Pub (named after the owner—very original), but it was technically correct. And I was, technically—

“Five minutes late again.”

Speak of the devil.

I closed my eyes briefly before I took a deep breath, pasted on a bright smile, and spun around to face the owner in question. “Yes, I’m sorry. But—”

“What did I tell you about being on time? We’re running a business here.” Lloyd shook his head. His mustache quivered with disapproval. “This is your second offense in the past month. I’m starting to think you don’t want to work here.”

Well, working for you isn’t anyone’s idea of a dream job, I almost said, but I kept my mouth shut. Although I had a steady daytime gig as an executive assistant at the Royal Academy of Ballet, I needed the extra cash from waitressing. I’d cycled through many side gigs over the years, and I was tired of constantly being on the job hunt. Lloyd sucked, but the money was decent, and the pub was within walking distance of my flat.

I could tough it out for two more months. That was how long I’d need before I had enough money for a trip to Antarctica. Then, I could quit and never think about Lloyd or his walrus mustache again.

“Of course I want to work here,” I lied. Keep smiling. “But there was a plumbing issue at my flat, and—”

“I’m not interested in excuses. Just make sure you’re not late again, or don’t bother coming back.”

I bit my tongue and nodded.

Two more months. You only have to deal with him for two more months.

He wouldn’t have been sympathetic to my story anyway. After I left the ballet academy, I’d dropped by my flat to change and had been confronted with a spontaneously exploding toilet. (Seriously. The building had constant plumbing problems). Luckily, one of my roommates had come home mid-disaster, and I’d passed the problem over to her before running here.

Yeah, Lloyd definitely wouldn’t have cared. I could’ve been in the hospital, and he’d have berated me for not using an ambulance to clear the roads to work.

Thankfully, he moved on to micromanaging the bartenders, and I was quickly swept up in the dinner rush. Lloyd’s was especially popular with football fans, a large group of whom were yelling at the current match on the telly.

I went on autopilot as I wove in and out of the tables, taking orders and trying not to spill anything due to the fans’ enthusiasm. There were lots of gesticulating arms and sudden movements.

Bits and pieces of their conversations made their way into my ears.

“I reckon England could take the whole thing this year,” a man in a Blackcastle shirt said, referring to the World Cup. “Donovan’s in his prime, and we have the strongest team in decades.”

“We’ll see. France…”

“…only have Dubois and Guillory…”

“That’s if Guillory can play…got injured…”

“The US only has Wilson, and goalkeepers rarely get on the scoresheet…”

I stumbled and nearly spilled a beer on the last speaker. I apologized profusely to the irate customer, but my mind had latched on to something he said and refused to let go.

Wilson. As in Noah Wilson.

A memory flashed through my brain, quick as lightning but hot enough to make my skin warm.

Dark room. Rough hands. Rougher voice.

A moment that remained etched in my mind over a year later.

“You look pretty when you blush.” An unwelcome drawl drew my attention to a nearby customer. He grinned, the smile more lecherous than friendly. “Whatcha thinking about, doll?”

I brushed the memory aside and slid back into work mode with a practiced smile. “Your drink,” I said. He wasn’t the first or last leering customer I’d have to deal with. “What can I get for you?”

He looked disappointed that I hadn’t taken his bait, but he and his friends placed their orders without further comment.

However, right as I turned to walk away, I felt a hand grab my ass.

I froze. My skin flushed hot again, this time for an entirely different reason.

The other female servers had warned me this might happen when I started this job. Handsy customers were sadly expected when you mixed men, alcohol, and sports, and my co-workers had advised me not to escalate. Just roll with it, they’d said. It’s safer that way.

That was what I’d planned to do. I was already on thin ice, and I couldn’t lose this job. Not when I was so close to my goal.

But then the guy who’d leered at me earlier laughed and said, “I think she wants me to grab her ass again.”

One of his friends made a lewd comment. The whole table burst into laughter, and something inside me snapped.

I spun around. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

The table went quiet.

Surprise crossed the guy’s face before he rolled his eyes and scoffed. “It’s a compliment, honey. Lighten up.”

“It is not a compliment. It’s sexual harassment.” It was my voice coming out of my mouth, but it was like someone else had taken over my body. I didn’t do stuff like this. I hated confrontation, and my parents had raised me to avoid making a scene in public at all costs. But it’d been a long day, and between the plumbing disaster, Lloyd’s lack of empathy, and these assholes, I was done. “Apologize.”

The guy glanced at his friends, who looked away or pretended to be fascinated by their drinks. They weren’t laughing anymore, but they weren’t holding their friend accountable either.

He faced me again, a smirk on his lips. “Apologize…or what?”

One of his friends had a full pint of beer. Heavy glass, easy reach.

My heart beat faster.

Don’t do it. You only have two months left.

But that stupid, smug smile tipped me over the edge.

So I did it.

And that was my last night working at Lloyd’s Pub.
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“I can’t believe he fired you!” Brooklyn trembled with visible indignation. “That has to be a violation of employment law or something. We need to call a lawyer. We need—”

“It’s fine. Really.” I took a sip of my piña colada and grimaced. This is what I get for ordering a tropical cocktail at a pub. “It’s not worth the hassle for a shitty job. I’ll just find another gig. I’ve done it before.”

As expected, Lloyd had not taken kindly to me dumping beer over a customer’s head and kneeing them in the balls. The guy had originally wanted to press charges, but enough people had witnessed him grabbing my ass first. He’d backed down, but Lloyd had fired me on the spot and docked my wages for the night.

I could fight him for the money, but it wasn’t worth the legal fees. I was mostly glad to be done.

“On a brighter note, here’s to standing up for yourself and kicking assholes in the balls.” Scarlett raised her glass. “I’m proud of you. I only wish we could’ve been there to see his face.”

I laughed as Brooklyn and I clinked our glasses against hers. “It was pretty great. 10/10, worth it.”

It was Saturday, the night after my firing, and my friends and I were gathered at the Angry Boar to commiserate as well as to celebrate Blackcastle’s win over its opponent earlier that afternoon.

Brooklyn was dating Vincent DuBois, the team captain, and her father was none other than Blackcastle’s legendary coach, Frank Armstrong. Vincent was Scarlett’s brother, and she also happened to be engaged to Asher Donovan, the team’s star striker and one of the most famous footballers on the planet.

So even though I wasn’t a huge football fan, I always showed up to Blackcastle events. For me, it was a bonding thing, not a sports thing.

“Do you have any side gigs in mind?” Scarlett asked.

“Not really.” Tutoring, pet sitting, barista-ing (was that a word?)—I’d done it all. Some gigs were more enjoyable than others, but no matter what it was, something always happened that left me out of a job. Once, the family I was pet sitting for became late-in-life hippies and packed up their house to join a commune.

Seriously.

“Maybe I can look for another barista job,” I mused. “The latte art was fun, and—”

“No!” Scarlett and Brooklyn shouted at the same time.

I startled.

“I mean, uh, there are better options out there,” Scarlett said. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure something out.”

I gave her a grateful smile.

Scarlett and I had been friends for years. She’d been an up-and-coming prima ballerina until a car accident derailed her professional dance career. She was now a teacher at the Royal Ballet Academy, which was where we’d met and bonded over our mutual love for puzzles and trashy reality shows.

Brooklyn was originally from California, but she’d moved to London a few years ago to intern with Blackcastle’s nutrition team. She and Scarlett met outside a nightclub, before either of them knew the other’s connection to the team. Scarlett saved her from an attempted mugging, they became friends, we became friends, and the rest was history.

They’d been my rock throughout this entire journey. I couldn’t hold down a second job to save my life, but at least I had a great support system.

“What’s with the long faces?” Vincent asked, walking over with fresh drinks in hand. He slid into the seat next to Brooklyn while I stood so Asher could squeeze in between me and Scarlett. “What’d we miss? I thought we were supposed to be celebrating! We beat fucking Chelsea!”

“We are, but…” Brooklyn filled the guys in on my short, sad saga.

“Oh, shit.” Asher gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Carina. That’s awful.”

“It’s okay. These things happen.”

It wasn’t really okay, but complaining about it wouldn’t help. I allowed myself twenty-four hours to wallow in self-pity over any given situation. After that, I needed to get my ass into gear and move on.

“Do you need a second job?” Vincent asked. “You’re close to your goal, right? Can your salary from RAB take care of the rest?”

I shook my head. “Most of that goes toward rent, food, and transportation. If I relied on just one salary, I’d have to wait at least another year before I hit my goal. And that’s if I stop going out and subsist solely on instant ramen for the next twelve months.”

Of all the childhood dreams to have, I’d chosen the most absurdly expensive one: visiting Antarctica so I could see its penguins in person. I’d been obsessed with Antarctic penguins since I watched a documentary about them as a kid.

Unfortunately, living in London was equally expensive, which was why I’d had to supplement my income with a second job. RAB paid for my life; my side gigs paid for my dream.

A thoughtful expression crossed Asher’s face. “I have an idea. But you have to be open-minded.”

Okay. Intriguing.

Before I could ask what it was, Vincent looked past me with a giant grin. “Oh, shit,” he said. “Are my eyes deceiving me? Has the great keeper himself deigned to grace us with his presence?”

“Funny.” The deep, rumbly voice behind me rolled over my skin and down my spine. “Don’t make me regret coming out.”

The voice was now next to me.

My arms pebbled with goose bumps as a shadow fell over the table. Broad shoulders, chiseled lines.

Unmistakable even in shadow form.

I took another sip of my terrible piña colada while my friends greeted him. Soon, I was the only person left who hadn’t acknowledged his presence, so I finally steeled myself, set my drink aside, and looked up, straight into the implacable green eyes of Noah Wilson.




CHAPTER 3

NOAH
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THIS WAS A MISTAKE.

I’d known it would be the moment I left the house and made the impulsive decision to meet up with the rest of the team at the Angry Boar.

It was Saturday night, and Evie was at a sleepover party at Briana’s house. I was still keyed up after saving five goals during today’s match—the other team’s attack had been relentless—and I’d thought having company would do me some good. Plus, the guys had promised to help me find a proper nanny when I texted them a few days ago. Maybe they had updates or new solutions for me.

But I should’ve known she would be here. She always was.

“Hi.” Carina gave me a tentative smile.

I couldn’t have smiled back if I’d wanted to; my whole body had locked up. I responded with a short nod instead.

Since I couldn’t leave now without raising suspicions, I took a reluctant seat next to her. It was the only open spot at the table, which was fine, but the six of us were squeezed so tightly into the booth that it was impossible to move without my leg touching hers.

Irritation prickled my skin, more at myself than at her.

Carina was Carina. Her best friends were dating my teammates, which made her a close acquaintance at best. I didn’t know her well, but there was nothing I inherently liked or disliked about her. So why did I tense up every time I was around her?

It was as infuriating as it was baffling.

“How’s your nanny search going?” Vincent asked me. “Any luck with Adil’s suggestions?”

Adil Chakir was a midfielder and the self-appointed admin of the Blackcastle group chat, aka the person who kept adding me back into the chat every time I tried to leave. He’d lost his shit when I’d texted them for help the other night and made me take a picture with the Blackcastle Baddies calendar he’d created last holiday season to prove I hadn’t been kidnapped before he sent me a firehose of “solutions.”

Said solutions included sending Evie to boarding school (no), putting out an open call on social media (no), and hiring Adil’s second cousin twice removed, who currently worked as a dog groomer but had “experience taking care of human children sometimes” (absolutely not).

He wasn’t here tonight because his family was in town, but I could only imagine what else he’d come up with since the last time we talked.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just suggest I take his ideas seriously,” I said. Vincent snickered. “And no, it’s only been two days. I’m going to look around some more and see if there are any other agencies that can help.”

I already knew the answer, but I was trying to stay optimistic. So far, Evie’s friends’ parents had been looking after her, but I couldn’t rely on them forever.

Carina reached for her drink again. Her elbow touched mine, and I almost jerked my arm away before I forced myself to remain still.

I wished I’d gotten a cold drink before I sat down. Between the packed tables and sticky leather seats, it was a fucking inferno in here.

I rolled my shoulders. Shifted in my seat.

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t relax.

Asher’s gaze slid from me to Carina. “Speaking of help, do you have any conditions for what you want your next gig to be?”

“Nothing illegal, unethical, or unreachable by Tube,” she said. “Other than that, I’m not picky.”

I frowned. I thought she worked at RAB. Was that no longer the case? I vaguely remembered something about her having a second job, but I couldn’t remember what it was.

She lifted her hair off her neck, and the faint scent of oranges mixed with something flowery tickled my nose.

I turned away and tapped my fingers against the table. I could feel the knots multiplying in my shoulders. I really needed a drink. Maybe I—

“You should be Noah’s nanny.”

My head whipped back around so fast I almost got whiplash.

Carina froze, her hands still in her hair as she stared at Asher with a deer-in-the-headlights expression.

“What?” she squeaked.

“Noah needs a nanny. You need a job. It’s perfect,” Asher said. “He mostly needs help in the afternoons and on the weekends, when Evie’s not in school. That should fit with your RAB schedule, especially now that you can work from home.”

“I—”

“No.” My answer came out more forceful than I’d intended. Everyone’s heads swiveled toward me. “That’s not happening.”

“Why not? Asher’s right. It makes sense,” Scarlett argued. “Carina’s great with kids. She has babysitting experience, and she used to tutor secondary school students in maths. She was like their big sister. They loved her.” She glanced at her friend, her face pink. “I mean, that’s if you want the nanny job.”

Carina opened her mouth.

“No,” I repeated before she got the chance to answer. “Sorry. Nothing personal. But it wouldn’t be a good fit.”

“Why not?” Vincent asked.

“Yeah, Noah.” Brooklyn’s eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

Forget mistake. This entire night was a disaster.

I should’ve stayed home and rewatched The Americans like I’d originally planned. That way, I wouldn’t have to endure my friends’ inquisition about my hiring preferences.

“Because.” I fought to keep my voice calm. “It’s never a good idea to employ someone from your friend circle.”

“It’s not like you’re starting a business together,” Asher said. “This can be a short-term thing. Carina can hold down the fort while you find a more permanent replacement. Plus, she’s already vetted, so you know she’s not a serial—”

“It’s not going to happen, so stop fucking pushing it. Okay?”

Asher fell silent. The air grew thick with tension as Scarlett and Brooklyn glared daggers at me.

Vincent’s eyes ping-ponged between me, Carina, and Asher and back again, but he was wise enough to keep his mouth shut.

“He’s right, guys,” Carina said softly. “It wouldn’t be a good idea. Let’s move on to something else.”

I looked at her head-on for the first time since I sat down. She gave me a tiny, reassuring smile, but I didn’t miss the flicker of hurt in her eyes.

Fuck.

My stomach knotted. It probably didn’t feel good to have someone vehemently oppose your hiring to your face, but I couldn’t have her in my house, day in and day out. I didn’t know why. I just…couldn’t.

“I’m going to get a drink.” I stood and walked to the bar, my entire body a mass of tension. Several players greeted me on my way past, but I didn’t stop to chat.

I ordered a pint. I didn’t like drinking during the season, but I allowed myself one or two a month if I really needed it.

The pub owner, Mac, silently slid the drink across the counter. He was a man of few words, but I appreciated that about him. He ran a tight ship—no photos, autographs, or fights allowed on the premises. Those who broke the rules were kicked out and often banned. It was a big reason why the Angry Boar was so popular with footballers.

“One mai tai, please,” a delicate voice said from behind me. I stiffened. “Thanks, Mac.”

Mac’s scowl deepened. He got to work, muttering under his breath the entire time.

“You shouldn’t order those types of drinks here,” I said without looking at Carina. “They’re not good.”

“I know, but I’m in the mood for something tropical. Maybe because the weather’s been so depressing lately.” She came up beside me. The orange and floral smell returned. “Don’t worry. I’m not here to talk about the nanny job, so you can relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“I’ve seen mice look more relaxed in a cage of snakes.”

I snorted.

Mac slammed the mai tai onto the counter. Liquid splashed over the rim and onto the already wet surface.

Carina took it without complaint, and she tested out the cocktail with a wince before she put it right back down. She propped her hip against the counter and looked at me while I tried to ignore her weighted stare.

“Why don’t you like me?”

“I never said I don’t like you.”

“You acted like Asher asked you to throw yourself off a cliff when he suggested you hire me.”

My jaw tightened. “I thought you weren’t here to talk about the nanny job.”

“I’m not. I’m here to talk about why you were so adamant about it. Don’t give me that not-hiring-in-your-friend-circle excuse either.” She drew her bottom lip between her teeth, and fuck me, I couldn’t help noticing how full and lush it was. Or stop myself from imagining how sweet it might taste, if only for a second. “Is it because of what happened in Budapest?”

Every muscle tensed at once. “Nothing happened in Budapest.”

A group of us had flown to Hungary for Vincent’s birthday last year. Everything had been fine until I saw Carina leaving with some guy she’d met at the club. Gut instinct had compelled me to follow them. And then…

I slammed the mental gates down before my memories got away from me.

Don’t think about it. The moment plagued me enough in my dreams. I didn’t need it torturing me when I was awake too.

Carina faltered. “I wouldn’t say it was nothing.”

I set my pint on the counter and turned to fully face her. My gaze bore into hers. “What do you think happened, Carina?” My tone was low. Bland. Deceptively so.

The air drew taut. Space was scarce at the crowded bar, and I was close enough to pick up on the small hitch in her breathing.

Budapest…

We hadn’t danced. We hadn’t kissed.

But despite my cool denial, something had happened. An infinitesimal shift in our relationship, a tiny spark of awareness that set me on edge every time I was near her.

I was aware of it.

I just couldn’t admit it.

Carina stared back at me, her throat working with a swallow. Her earlier confidence had dissipated, and her eyes were huge and uncertain. I felt like I’d kicked a baby doe.

Dammit.

It wasn’t her fault I was such an ass. She hadn’t done anything except exist near me; it was my own unwanted reactions to her that were the problem.

I opened my mouth to apologize, but she stepped away before I got a single word out.

“You’re right. Forget I said anything.” She shook her head and picked up her drink. “Good luck with your nanny search.” She actually sounded sincere about it, which made me feel like even more of a dick.

I watched her walk away, long dark hair swishing across her back. Her jeans hugged her legs in a way no jeans had the right to do, and the appreciative stares she attracted didn’t escape my notice.

I pressed my lips together and swung my gaze back to the bar, only to find Mac frowning at me.

“What?” I was not in the mood for more bullshit tonight.

“Nothing.” He muttered something else under his breath. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I was sure it wasn’t complimentary.

Nevertheless, I parked my ass at the bar and didn’t move until Carina left about an hour later.

Then, and only then, did I allow myself to really breathe.




CHAPTER 4

CARINA
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“WHAT ARE YOUR GOALS FOR THE NEXT FIVE YEARS?”

It seemed like an easy enough question, but Lavinia had never asked me that during an annual performance review. I wasn’t prepared. At all.

“Um…” I scrambled for a suitable response. She probably didn’t want to hear about Antarctica or my desire to move into a flat without constant plumbing issues. “To learn new skills so I can further excel at my job?”

The director of RAB frowned. Clearly, that was the wrong answer.

I should try to think of another response, but I was too distracted. It’d been less than a week since I got fired from Lloyd’s and only five days since Noah “The Asshole” Wilson announced to our friends that I was, in no way, shape, or form, suitable to take care of his daughter.

Okay, he hadn’t said that exactly, but the subtext had been obvious. A nice, normal person would’ve at least entertained the idea before shutting it down, but he’d rejected me immediately.

His instant dismissal bothered me more than I cared to admit. He’d used our mutual friend group as an excuse, but it was more than that. Did he think I wasn’t responsible enough? Experienced enough? Good enough? Did he look at my previous side gigs and think something was wrong with me because I couldn’t hold down a second job? Whatever it was, his instant dismissal stung.

It was ridiculous because I didn’t even want to nanny for Noah. Sure, it would’ve been the perfect solution to my problem, but he went through nannies faster than a kid went through candy. It was a huge red flag.

What do you think happened, Carina?

My cheeks blazed every time I remembered his cool disdain. Maybe he was right. Maybe I’d imagined our moment in Budapest, the same way I’d imagined Danny Lee liking me after he smiled at me in school. (He hadn’t, and I later found out he’d been smiling at his friend behind me).

“That is admirable, but what are your goals beyond your current position?” Lavinia asked, bringing me back to her office. “You’ve been my executive assistant for six years. You’re doing an excellent job, but I want to make sure you don’t feel…stifled.”

“Not at all. I’m very happy here.”

Lavinia looked like she wanted to say something else, but after a heavy pause, she merely nodded.

Annual review over.

I left her office feeling strangely guilty. Why? Because I didn’t have bigger dreams and ambitions? Because I couldn’t think of anything else I’d rather do than clock in and out of a stable, predictable job?

Being an executive assistant wasn’t super exciting, but I really did like working at RAB. Lavinia was a fair boss, and it was just…easy. Life was hard enough without further complicating things for myself.

Sure, there were days when I wished I was as passionate about something as Scarlett was about ballet or Brooklyn was about nutrition, but I couldn’t force it.

I returned to my desk and discreetly pulled up my job search tab. So far, no luck, but maybe today would be my lucky day.

I didn’t have any unfinished work tasks, so I scrolled through the listings until one caught my eye.

Experienced nanny needed in central London.

My heart skipped a beat. Then I read the description and realized this was definitely not Noah. For one, the family had twin boys, and Noah would never put up a public job listing. He was too cautious.

That being said…holy shit. Was that the average pay for a nanny? Maybe I should’ve fought harder for the position after all.

My phone lit up with an incoming call, distracting me from my musings. Mum.

Alarm bells went off in my head. My parents would never call me during work hours unless it was an emergency.

I picked up immediately. “Mum? Is everything okay?”

“Carina.” My normally cool, composed mother sounded frazzled. The alarm bells rang louder. “There’s been an incident.”
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The roof of my parents’ house collapsed. I kid you not.

They lived in an old, rambling Victorian in Liverpool, and apparently, a combination of age, water damage, and timber rot had caused the roof to cave in on a random Thursday in March. Thankfully, my parents had been at work, and no one had been hurt.

However, this meant they had to live in a hotel until repairs were done. That would take at least a week, and it didn’t include all the work required to clean up the aftermath.

Between the roof collapse and my flat’s exploding toilet, I was beginning to think my family was house-cursed.

“Do not drop everything to come home,” my mother said firmly. “We have this handled. There’s nothing you can do anyway.”

“I know, but I have to do something.” I paced back and forth. Lavinia let me leave work early when I told her what happened, and I was currently holed up in RAB’s break room, trying to figure out ways to help. “How much will the repairs and everything cost?”

Silence.

I stopped pacing. “Mum. How much?”

“Fifteen thousand for the roof, plus another fifteen to fix the interior and replace the ruined furniture. So a total of thirty thousand pounds or so.”

My stomach plummeted. “Thirty thousand pounds? Are you sure?”

“We might be able to shave off a couple thousand for the furniture, but your father called multiple contractors about the repairs. They all quoted us similar prices.”

Oh my God. I pinched the bridge of my nose, my pulse a frantic drum.

My mother was trying to sound calm, but I could hear the crack of stress in her voice. The roof collapse was due to wear and tear, which meant insurance wouldn’t cover it. They’d have to pay for repairs out of pocket.

My father ran a small pho shop that he’d inherited from my grandfather, and my mother taught statistics at a local university. They made a decent living, but they couldn’t afford such a huge expense. Not when the restaurant wasn’t doing well—fierce competition had popped up in recent years and siphoned away a lot of its business—and they’d already spent a good chunk of money replacing my mother’s old car last month.

They could handle maybe half the cost themselves. As for the other fifteen thousand…

That’s how much is in your savings account.

The thought floated through my mind and stuck. I’d never provided for my parents financially, which had always been a source of quiet shame. My friends wouldn’t get it because it wasn’t part of their upbringing, but the concept of filial piety was ingrained in Asian culture. Most of my parents’ friends had children who sent them money every month; I was the only one who didn’t. I couldn’t afford it. My parents never made me feel bad about it, but they didn’t need to guilt trip me; I felt guilty enough on my own.

But now, I had a chance to make it up to them. To prove I wasn’t a failure.

I resumed pacing, my heart climbing into my throat. Could I? Should I? I’d spent years saving up that money, but this was my family. They’d worked tirelessly to provide for me my entire life. How could I not help them?

“I’ll pay for the roof repairs,” I said, my mouth moving before my brain fully caught up. “You and Dad focus on everything else.”

I’d have to drain my Antarctica account, but I was young. I had time to replenish my savings while they needed to fix the house immediately. The decision was obvious.

“Where would you—” My mother sucked in a breath as the pieces clicked into place. “No. You are not wiping out your savings for us.”

“Your house is more important than some trip.”

“It’s not ‘some trip,’ Carina. You’ve been saving for years for it.”

I stilled.

I was my parents’ only child, and I’d lived with the certainty that I was a huge disappointment to them since college, where I majored in art history instead of anything “useful.” To make matters worse, I didn’t even use that degree after graduation. I’d worked for a year at an art gallery and realized I hated that world, so I’d floated from job to job until I found the assistant position at RAB.

They never said it, but I caught the concerned looks they gave each other every time I mentioned Antarctica. Their friends’ children wanted to save lives and make a difference, while their daughter’s biggest goal was to see a bunch of penguins. I was sure they secretly wanted to talk me out of wasting my money on something so trivial.

But perhaps I’d been wrong.

This was the first time my mother had acknowledged how important the trip was to me, and it hit me harder than I’d expected.

I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat. “Exactly. I saved up once. I can do it again.” When she didn’t respond, I switched to Vietnamese. I wasn’t fluent, but I knew enough for everyday conversation. “Please, Mum. Let me take care of this for you.”

There was another, longer pause. “Okay,” she finally said, her voice soft. “Thank you.”

I could count the number of times she’d outright thanked me on one hand. That was how I knew I’d done the right thing.

“Are you eating properly?” my mother asked, switching subjects. “You’ve been looking a little too skinny in your recent photos. What are they feeding you over there in London?”

For the next ten minutes, she lectured me about the importance of vitamins and a well-rounded diet. Once she was finished, I promised to visit so she could make a “proper broth” for me. She was correct in guessing I’d never make those broths myself; they had to simmer for hours, and I didn’t have the time or patience.

The entire conversation was our way of expressing a sentiment we’d never say directly to each other. I love you.

After I hung up, I logged into my savings account and transferred the money to her.

One click of a button, one additional confirmation, and it was done.

I stared at my new account balance.

Zero pounds.

My adrenaline crashed, and the reality of my situation sank in.

I had no second job, no savings, and no viable alternatives on the horizon. Antarctica was as far out of my reach now as it had been three years ago.

Tears stung my eyes and nose. I didn’t regret helping my parents. Not one bit. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel sorry for myself at the same time.

Climbing back up the mountain after almost reaching the top was almost worse than having never started. I knew firsthand how long and hard that journey was, and the thought of doing it all over again made my stomach cramp.

But like I said, I was young. I was determined. I could do this.

I allowed myself a few more minutes to wallow before I logged out of the app and wiped my eyes. I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath, making sure to exhale slowly like my old yoga teacher taught me.

Once I’d gathered myself, I turned to my tried-and-true method for cheering myself up: window shopping.
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Spoiler: retail therapy worked. At least, it worked for me.

I spent the next two hours wandering in and out of the shops on Oxford Street. I didn’t buy anything, but just looking at all the pretty dresses and shiny jewelry made me happy. By the time I hit my eighth stop, I’d pulled myself straight out of my earlier funk.

I was admiring a display of bracelets in my favorite boutique when someone bumped into me and nearly knocked me into the display.

I caught myself just in time and glanced down at the culprit. The tiny culprit.

“I’m so sorry.” Her eyes widened with guilt. “My dad always tells me to pay more attention to my surroundings, but I get so excited when I’m shopping and…”

“It’s okay,” I reassured her with a smile. “I totally get it. I’m the same way.”

She smiled back, her expression shy. She looked about eleven or twelve, with long blonde hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose. There was something strangely familiar about her, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

I didn’t see another adult nearby, and I was about to ask where her parents were when she said, “Actually, would you mind, um, helping me? I can’t decide between these two dresses, and my dad is no help. He thinks lavender and lilac are the same color.”

“What? That’s ridiculous! Lavender leans blue, and lilac leans pink.”

“Exactly.” She heaved a deep sigh. “Dads. You know how they are.”

I laughed. She reminded me of myself when I was her age. I’d given up on asking my dad for his fashion opinions too.

“Let’s see the options,” I said.

She held up both dresses. One was pale green tulle with a full skirt; the other was a silvery, sparkly affair with cap sleeves. They were both beautiful but distinctly different.

“Hmm.” I tapped a finger against my chin. “Are they for a special occasion?”

“They’re for a piano recital.” Her voice faltered a bit on the word recital. She was probably nervous about performing, which meant her outfit had to be perfect. A good dress could do wonders for someone’s confidence.

“I see. Well, the green matches your eyes, but the silver sparkles are really unique,” I said. “Have you tried them on already?”

The girl nodded.

“Were you comfortable in both of them?”

Another nod.

“And you liked how both of them looked?”

A third nod.

“Then I guess we’ll have to choose at random. I say go for the silver.”

“Really? But it doesn’t match…” She trailed off when I grinned. Realization dawned on her face. “I see what you did.”

She’d caught on fast. Smart girl.

“I’ve learned that when I can’t choose between two things, I just have to pick one and see how I feel,” I said. “If I’m happy, it’s the right choice. If I’m sad or disappointed, it’s the wrong choice.”

“That makes sense. You’re really smart.” She looked impressed. “What’s your name?”

“Carina. What’s yours?”

“It’s—”

“Evie.” The gruff, familiar voice made my blood run cold. My smile vanished. No. It can’t be him. Please don’t be him. But I’d recognize that commanding tone anywhere. “Who are you talking to?”




CHAPTER 5

NOAH
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“DAD! THIS IS CARINA. SHE HELPED ME PICK A DRESS FOR the recital.” Evie was practically bouncing up and down in excitement.

We’d been searching for the right dress for hours, ever since I finished training and picked her up from school. I would’ve been happier about her finding the right dress had I not been so blindsided by the woman standing next to her.

Of all the stores in all the world, Carina had to walk into this one.

And of all the daughters in all the world, she had to bond with mine.

I’d been cornered by a Blackcastle fan and lost sight of Evie for a few minutes near the fitting rooms. When I found her again, she’d already been talking to Carina.

My knee-jerk instinct had been to interrupt them and get us out of here as soon as possible. Not because Evie had been chatting it up with a stranger, which she should’ve known better than to do, but because the sight of her laughing and so at ease with Carina had hit me like a punch in the gut.

Evie was a chatterbox at home but extremely shy with people she didn’t know. It took her weeks to warm up to someone, if at all. So the fact she’d taken to Carina like a baby duck to water made something inside me twist.

“Actually, sweetie, Carina and I already know each other,” I said, my voice strained. I forced a smile; it might’ve come out more like a grimace. “We have…mutual friends.”

“I can’t believe I finally got to meet the famous Evie,” Carina said, basically ignoring me. She smiled at my daughter. “Your dad talks about you a lot.”

“Really?” Evie perked up. “What does he say?”

“That you’re too nosy for someone your age.” I ruffled her hair, earning myself an indignant protest. “Why don’t you go look for shoes to match your dress? I’ll be right there. I just have some adult things to discuss with Carina first.”

“Okay.” If there was one thing guaranteed to distract Evie, it was shopping. “Nice to meet you, Carina. Thank you again for your help!” She ran off.

The kids’ shoe section wasn’t far, and I could still keep an eye on her while I spoke with Carina.

There was an awkward pause. Carina broke the silence first.

“So.” She crossed her arms and eyed me warily. “This is a coincidence.”

“It appears so.”

“She’s a sweet kid. Are you sure she’s yours?”

I snorted. Carina’s mouth curved into a tiny smile, and my pulse gave an unwelcome kick.

“About Saturday.” I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry if I was being a…”

“Dick? Jerk? Grumpy old fart?”

I scowled, and her little smile widened into a grin. “Something along those lines,” I grumbled. “Though I take exception to the ‘old fart’ part.”

I was thirty. I wasn’t that old.

“I guess that’s a matter of opinion,” Carina said, which didn’t improve my mood one bit. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

She stared at me expectantly. She must’ve come straight from the office. Her hair was up in some sort of bun, and she wore a relatively conservative dress and tights under her coat.

I realized this was my first time seeing her hair up since, well, ever. My eyes lingered on the elegant curve of her neck before I caught myself and dragged my gaze away.

Don’t be a fucking creep, Wilson.

“I…” The words stuck in my throat. I knew what I should say, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. “Thank you for helping Evie with the dress.”

“You’re welcome.” Carina paused, obviously waiting for more. When I remained silent, she glanced around, her expression turning awkward. “Anyway, it was nice running into you, but I should go. Tell Evie good luck with her recital.”

She took a step toward the exit.

The memory of her talking to Evie flashed through my mind, followed by an image of Evie’s happy smile.

I closed my eyes briefly. Goddammit. “Wait.”

Carina stopped.

“Are you still looking for a second job?”

Her eyes turned wary again. “Yes.”

“Would you…” Fuck, trying to get the words out was like pulling teeth. “Would you be interested in nannying for Evie? Only until the end of the season in May.” I was playing in the World Cup this summer. Unlike most UK schools, which operated on a three-term academic year, Evie’s private school followed an unconventional two-term schedule, so she’d be on vacation at the same time I was at the World Cup. I’d arranged for her to stay with my parents then, and I could look for a more permanent nanny replacement after the tournament.

Carina’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought you didn’t want to hire anyone in your friend circle.”

“I don’t.” I specifically didn’t want to hire her. It was too complicated for reasons I couldn’t name. But after seeing how good she was with Evie, it would be selfish to put my own irrational hangups above my daughter’s needs.

Coach let me leave training a little early this week so I could pick Evie up from school, but he’d warned me that was a short-term thing. We had some big matches coming up, and I needed to figure out my nanny situation, stat.

I hated to admit it, but hiring Carina was the best and easiest solution.

“However, Evie seems comfortable with you, and you are pre-vetted, like Asher said.” I tried to gauge Carina’s reaction, but her face was unreadable. “If you’re interested, I can send over more details in writing.”

“That’s not necessary.”

A strange jolt of disappointment coasted through me. “I see,” I said stiffly. “In that case, forget—”

“We’re already here. You can tell me the details in person.” Carina sounded amused. “When’s the start date?”

“As soon as possible. Ideally Monday.” That would give us time to go over the contract and have a trial run first.

“The hours?”

“Mostly early mornings, afternoons, and weekends. If it’s a match day or I’m traveling, you’ll be on the clock too. I pay double for those hours.”

She nodded slowly. “And the base salary?”

I told her.

Carina crossed her arms again. Her brow furrowed, and the seconds ticked by with agonizing slowness.

If she said no, that was fine. That was good. It’d let me off the hook for not hiring her even if Evie liked her.

So why the fuck was I holding my breath like I was waiting for a damn verdict?

“I’ll say yes on one condition,” she said. “No more caveman behavior. You have to actually communicate. With words. Grunts and scowls can only take you so far.”

I frowned. Carina raised her eyebrows, and I forced my features to relax.

“Fine.” That was definitely a word and not a grunt.

“Great!” She broke out into a wide smile. “In that case, I accept. This is going to be fun.”

I had many words to describe how the next two months would probably unfold.

Fun wasn’t one of them.




CHAPTER 6

CARINA
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“YOU’RE EARLY.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.” I handed Noah his coffee. “I even had time to stop for caffeine. I ordered yours black. Just like your heart.”

His scrunched brow told me he did not appreciate my joke. Granted, it wasn’t my best work, but it was eight in the morning. Cut a girl some slack.

“I dropped Evie off at school early so we’ll have time to review the contract,” he said. He didn’t take the coffee. “Come in.”

I followed him into the house, my curiosity overtaking my exasperation at his inability to display basic manners, like accepting a drink his new employee bought him out of the goodness of her heart.

Employee. I was working for Noah Wilson. Or I would be, after I signed the contract.

I couldn’t believe it, and I still hadn’t figured out how I felt about it.

The absurdly high salary would erase months of financial stress by the end of this year’s Premier League season. The downside? I’d have to see Noah almost every day for the next two months and change.

After running into him and Evie yesterday, though, it felt like the universe had handed me a solution on a silver platter. I wasn’t about to turn it down.

So here I was, trailing after Noah in his giant house and trying not to notice how good he looked in his Blackcastle sweatshirt and track pants. It should be illegal for a man to have a butt like that, especially when that man had the charm and temperament of a sleep-deprived grizzly bear.

We stopped in the living room. Noah lived in one of London’s poshest neighborhoods, and I’d expected the interior to resemble an Architectural Digest layout. However, it was surprisingly homey.

The furniture looked expensive, but toys and books cluttered every surface. A half-finished Monopoly game occupied the coffee table, and a stack of children’s books teetered in the corner.

I was unexpectedly charmed by the mental image of Noah and Evie playing board games together. He was so relentlessly grumpy that I sometimes forgot he was an actual human and someone’s dad.

“Here’s your employment contract.” Noah plucked a pen and a piece of paper off the side table and handed them to me. “Should be pretty simple, but let me know if you have any questions.”

I set the coffees down so I could take a proper look. NDA. Payment terms. Scheduling. Nothing surprising. Some of the hours overlapped with my job at RAB, but I could work remotely if I needed to.

I was about to sign the contract when the final clause caught my eye. I had to read it twice to make sure I was interpreting it correctly.

“‘The Employee agrees to maintain a strictly professional relationship with the Employer throughout the term of employment. The Employee shall not pursue, encourage, or knowingly participate in any romantic
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