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Guys’ Night Out... Plus One
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He’d lost.

Bryan Manley stared at the cards on the table in front of him.

Straight flush. Jack high.

It beat his full house. It beat Liam’s four queens and Sean’s nine-high straight flush.

He’d lost.

To his sister.

The one who’d never played poker.

And she’d not only beaten him, but all three of them. Mary-Alice Catherine Manley had beaten the Manley men at their own game.

And now they were going to have to play hers.

Bryan cleared his throat, disgust burning the back of it. He, leading man, paparazzi fodder, starlet heartbreaker, and People magazine’s Next Biggest Thing, was going to be someone’s maid.

“I believe, dear brothers, you all need to be fitted for Manley Maids uniforms,” Mac said as if it weren’t the death knell on his image.

“I’m not wearing an apron.” The words were out of his mouth before he’d even thought that far, but it just proved his instincts were right on. Every director he’d ever worked with had said so and Bryan was damned glad for it right now.

An apron. Christ. The tabloids were going to have a field day with this. His agent? Not so much.

Interestingly, none of the brothers tried to talk Mac out of this ridiculous pay-up. They’d made their bets and lost fair and square.

But, Jesus. A maid.

“When do you want us to start, Mac?” Liam was the first to recover—if that’s what it could be called. 

“Whenever you can. I’ve got the business.”

If Bryan didn’t know Mac any better, he’d swear she was trying not to laugh. But that wouldn’t be like Mac; she’d always idolized the three of them. Called them her knights in shining armor. Or football pads on occasion. But never this. Never an... an apron.

He’d swear it was a joke, but Mac had bet the only thing that could come anywhere close to what he and his brothers had bet: four weeks of cleaning service if she lost, four weeks of indentured servitude if she won. She wouldn’t risk her business for a joke.

“I’ve got the time now. I’ll get started first thing Monday.” Sean stacked the poker chips. Meticulously, which was the only indication of Sean’s emotions. He was pissed. At himself, probably. They’d gone against their instincts, all of them, and had let her play when she couldn’t afford the stakes.

The fact that they were the ones paying was immaterial. They’d been protecting Mac, their baby sister, for pretty much all of her life since their parents had died and Gran had taken them in. They should have stuck to their No Girls rule for this game, but she’d wanted in so bad and they’d all always been pushovers for her that they’d let her.

And now she was going to be their boss.

A maid. God.

The one plus was it looked like Gran’s cleaning lessons were going to pay off. Their grandmother had had her hands full with four young kids, and he and his brothers especially, had been pretty rowdy and messy.

He never would’ve thought he’d be grateful for those lessons. Hell, he even had Monica, his own maid from Mac’s company to keep his condo in shape just so he wouldn’t have to dust off those cleaning lessons.

“Hey, can I do my place?” Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak, though the PETA people would probably take issue with that.

Mac frowned at him. “You’d put Monica out of a job to weasel out of the bet? Really?”

When she put it like that...

“I’m not weaseling out of anything.” That’s all he’d need the tabloids to pick up on. “You can count me in for Monday, too. I’ve got some time between projects and was looking for something to do anyhow.” He’d hoped it would’ve had something to do with a certain actress, a beach, and a couple of Heinekens, but that wasn’t going to happen now. At least he’d be out of the public eye for a while; maybe he could pull this off without anyone getting wind of it.

Yeah, and Gran was going to up and leave her new place for the mansion he’d been wanting to buy her, too.
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Beth Hamilton tripped over a big, yellow, hard-as-all-get-out toy truck, banged her shin on the coffee table, slipped on a page of shiny stickers, and landed butt-first in a basket of dirty laundry.

Again.

It’d be hysterical if it weren’t so common.

She was constantly tripping over things. Constantly swerving one way to avoid an incoming wet dog or the twins chasing each other with lightsabers, only to end up on her butt anyway.

The sad part was, she had enough padding there that the falls didn’t do a lot of damage to her body—not like the extra padding did to her self-esteem.

But then, what widowed mother of five could afford self-esteem? Especially when one of the five had attained teenager status, another was fast approaching, and the twins came up with daily nicknames for her from their favorite sci-fi movies—Princess Leia not being among them. No, she got stuck with names like Frodo, Chewy, and the ever-popular Voldemort. At least they hadn’t gone for Barney. Yet.

Thank God for Maggie. The five-year-old still thought Mom could do anything.

If only she could.

The clock on the mantel chimed ten. Great. The cleaning service was going to be here any second and her house looked like a tornado had hit it. Tornado Hamilton. It came through on a daily basis. Sometimes twice just for kicks.

She needed help

“Jason, did you finish straightening up your room?” She picked his remote-control helicopter off the hardwood floor where he’d crashed-landed it, wincing at the nick the rotor blades made. They’d probably done the same thing to her shin.

“Uh-huh.” Jason muttered from somewhere beneath the mop of hair he called cool, but which she called a bowl cut. If she’d given him that hairstyle as a toddler, she’d never hear the end of it whenever she pulled out baby pictures, yet he’d actually wanted her to pay someone to do that to him. Teenagers.

“Your laundry is put away and the bed made?” Yes, she knew it was silly to clean up before the cleaning service arrived, but if the woman got a look at her house now, she’d either take off or double her fee. Maybe even triple it.

“Uh-huh.”

Odds were Jason’s uh-huh should be nuh-uh, but Beth had too much to do down here to run up the stairs to check out his story.

And Jason knew it, too.

Beth sighed. It’d been two years since Mike’s death and while the kids had seemed to sprout right before her eyes, every day of those two years seemed to last longer than their allotted twenty-four hours.

What she wouldn’t give for Prince Charming to ring her doorbell.

Bryan ran his finger under the collar of the golf shirt and adjusted his hold on the bucket of cleaning products while he seriously contemplated not ringing the doorbell of Mrs. Beth Hamilton’s home.

He was a freaking maid. A maid!

He checked over his shoulder. No one had seen him yet, unless the tabloids had sent out a slew of covert reporters—and the likelihood of that was on par with those alien abduction stories they wrote about. No, those people were like dogs with a bone and they traveled in packs. He’d never miss them.

Still, he tapped the rim of the baseball cap down another half inch. Not technically part of the Manley Maids mint green polyester nightmare of a uniform, but he didn’t care. His face and build were recognizable enough; he needed some protection from prying eyes—

Like the ones staring at him from behind the sheer curtain on the sidelight beside the door.

Snagged.

Taking a deep breath and straightening his shoulders, Bryan bit the bullet and rang the bell.

Instantly a chorus of barks, shrieks, and a couple of “Expelliarmus!” spells erupted, followed by a nasty crash and some muttered cursing.

Then she opened the door.

For a moment, Bryan just stared.

Then his PR training kicked in and he ramped up the Charmer smile that was not only his signature look, but one that came naturally around beautiful women.

And she was stunning. From her artfully messy, wavy brown hair, to the curves just hinted at beneath the open neckline of the misbuttoned blouse, to the yoga pants that hugged shapely legs that went on forever, the woman was almost as tall as he was and built like a woman should be, rounded in all the right places with just enough to hold on to for the ride of a lifetime.

Maybe this wasn’t going to be such a bad gig after all.

Then the kids hit the scene, heads popping out behind her like some dance number in a musical.

And they didn’t stop popping. Three. Four. Five. She had her own basketball team.

Bryan reined in the smile. He didn’t hit on married women, and he didn’t hit on moms.

He especially didn’t hit on married moms.

Of five.

“Who are you?” Kid number two, or maybe three, asked.

“Honestly, Kelsey, that’s no way to greet someone.” The woman rolled her gorgeous coffee-colored eyes as she flicked her finger under the girl’s chin, then she wiped away her annoyed look and smiled at him.

This time his Charmer smile appeared of its own volition. Bryan couldn’t help it. When she smiled, she was beyond stunning, and it made him glad he was a man—but annoyed she was married.

And a mom.

Of five.

“Can I help you?”

Let me count the ways. Bryan caught himself before he started spouting sonnets. “I’m here to clean your toilet.”

Way to go, idiot. Brilliant opening line.

“I beg your pardon?”

She could beg for whatever she wanted, and he’d give her every single thing.

Bryan cleared his throat. “I’m a Manley Maid.”

The shaggy kid snorted before he walked away, the picture of utter teenage disinterest.

Bryan rephrased his intro. “I mean, I’m Bryan. I work for Manley Maids. You hired us to clean for you?”

“You’re the maid?” The little girl tugging on her mom’s shirttails had no idea she was in danger of popping Mom’s button and giving Bry a glimpse of something that, in any other circumstance, he’d be thrilled to see. And Bryan wasn’t about to educate the kid.

But she was married.

And a mom.

Of five.

The other teenager lost interest and the younger two—twins from the look of them—took their crooked wands back into the den, leaving him and Mrs. Beth Hamilton alone with a preschooler.

Where was Mr. Beth Hamilton?

Bryan put his game face on. He’d dated dozens of beautiful women. Had slept with a lot of them. Beautiful women were a dime a dozen in his world.

But he wasn’t in his world anymore. He was in Mac’s and Mrs. Beth Hamilton’s, and he better play the part before she either cited him for sexual harassment or failure to deliver. Either one would do more damage to his public image than being caught in a maid’s outfit would.

He’d like to see her in a maid’s outfit—

“Yes, I am the maid.” He tapped the little girl’s nose. “Do you need something cleaned?”

Big brown eyes blinked up at him. Solemn and serious. “Uh-huh. My castle. Mrs. Beecham made a mess.”

Bryan looked toward Mrs. Beth Hamilton for translation.

“Our cat likes to take naps in Maggie’s dollhouse and tends to leave enough fur to weave a rug, but we haven’t read Rapunzel yet, so that’s not happening.”

Rapunzel. Wasn’t she the one with the hair and the tower—an image Bryan did not need as he looked at Mrs. Beth Hamilton’s shoulder-length, windblown hair.

He liked it like that, not fake, photo-shoot windblown hair. Mrs. Hamilton had come by her messy hair naturally and there was something about that kind of unselfconsciousness and abandon that just screamed sexy to Bryan.

To Mr. Beth Hamilton, too, if the guy had an ounce of red blood in his veins and, considering there were five little Hamiltons running around, apparently he did. And unfortunately for Bryan, that guy had every right to fantasize about everything Bryan did not.

It was going to be a long four weeks.
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Okay, maybe a woman could be Cinderella twice in one lifetime because Prince Charming had definitely walked through her door.

Prince Bryan Manley Charming, local boy turned Hollywood heartthrob. And he’d just walked through her door to clean her toilets?

Beth pinched herself. This was insane. It had to be a gag. Was someone punking him? But shouldn’t she be in on the joke if they were?

She waved him in and looked around outside. No cameras. But they had to be there.

She stuck a hand up to her hair. Figures. The one day she didn’t take the time to do her hair was the day she was going to show up on national television. Again.

She ran a hand down the front of her shirt and found a wet spot that she hoped was just Sherman’s wet snout mark and not a stain. Knowing the dog, however, she wouldn’t be surprised if it was both.

She looked down and groaned. Her shirt wasn’t buttoned properly. God, she was a mess. Looked like her friends were right; she did need help around the house.

Well, of course she did—of the permanent kind—but this splurge the girls had gone in on to hire a housekeeper seemed to be just the thing in the interim.

Especially since they’d somehow finagled Bryan Manley for the job.

“Aren’t maids thupposed to be girls?” Maggie slurped around her thumb. Beth had tried to break her of the habit before Mike’s accident, but afterwards... well, it’d just seemed cruel. The little girl needed whatever comfort she could get.

Brian hunkered down to Maggie’s level. “Boys can be maids, too. Just like girls can be doctors and lawyers and even truck drivers.”

“Or pilots. My daddy was a pilot and he told me I can be one when I grow up.”

Beth winced at the past tense in that sentence. And at the thought of Maggie dying like Mike had. To this day, the thought of getting on a plane gave her an anxiety attack.

“You definitely can be a pilot when you grow up. Or how about an astronaut?” Bryan stood up and Beth caught his quick glance to her left hand.

She knew what he’d see: nothing. Her ring mark was finally gone. She’d taken it off on the two-year anniversary of the crash, finally facing the fact that Mike wasn’t coming back and nothing would be the same again. None of the kids had commented on it, though she’d caught Kelsey looking at her empty finger more than once.

She sighed, preparing herself for the questions. Divorced? was usually their first question, accompanied by a commiserating smile that wavered when she answered Widowed, and completely disappeared when she added in the bit about five kids. No surprise there wasn’t a new ring on her finger.

“I guess,” Maggie said, her thumb migrating to her belt loop. That was the quickest Beth had ever seen her daughter lose the comfort mechanism around someone new. “But the moon’s kinda boring. All gray and rocky and stuff. I wanna be a teacher. Like my mommy.”

A wet hand slid into Beth’s. The trust that small gesture implied never failed to humble her.

“What do you teach?” Bryan asked as he stood up, and there was no doubt in her mind what had made this guy a movie star. Wavy black hair just begging for her fingers to run through it and gorgeous green eyes that made her forget her hair was a mess, or that she had a stain and a cockeyed shirt, or that there were five children, a dog, and two hamsters running around the place—oh, crap. The hamsters were still in their rolling balls somewhere around here. If Sherman got wind of them...

Beth lost her smile really fast. “I’m sorry. Will you excuse me?” She knelt down to whisper to Maggie about the hamsters.

Her daughter shrieked then ran away, which sent Sherman howling after her.

Those hamsters would be lucky to make it until dinner—and not be dinner.

She brushed a hank of hair back off her forehead. So much for having a movie star in her house. He was probably wondering what he’d gotten himself into. “I’m sorry. Trying to ward off a catastrophe.” Number seven for the day. A new low. But the day wasn’t over yet. “I’m Beth Hamilton.”

She held out her hand and had to keep from swooning when he shook it. Charisma radiated off this guy like smoke from a campfire on a cool crisp night. Though there was nothing cool about his touch. It lit a fire under Beth’s skin that she’d almost forgotten existed.

She yanked her hand away. She might have removed her wedding band, but she wasn’t ready for that yet. Of course, could she really be blamed? He was, after all, Bryan Manley. The next Sexiest Man Alive if the magazine covers bearing his photo in the supermarket checkout lines were any indication.

“I’m Bryan, uh, Man—”

“I know who you are.” Who didn’t? “My question is, what are you doing here?”

He held up a bucket of cleaning supplies. “You hired a maid, right? I’m here to do your bidding.”

Oh the smile that accompanied that statement. The man was a natural flirt.

“Are you sure you’re up for this?”

He arched an eyebrow. She’d seen that look in his last movie right before the love interest had fallen for him. Beth had understood why the moment it’d happened on screen, but here, in the flesh...

Zero to full-out fantasy mode in under two seconds.

“Hey, it’s like I told your daughter. Guys can clean just as good as women.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant, are you sure you’re up for this?” She swept a hand toward the family room.

Sherman had run through the clothesline again and dragged it in from outside. It was a favorite trick of his to jump up, grab hold of the lowest hanging article, twist midair, and bring the whole thing floating down around him, then drag it all around the yard. Of course today would be the day he decided to drag it through the house for the first time. 

Mike had wanted a Jack Russell terrier. She’d wanted a basset hound. But the dog had been his idea to give the kids for Christmas, and with all the energy the kids had, it’d seemed fitting at the time to give them a high-energy dog. Now? Notsomuch.

“Uh... Did you guys have a flood or something? Tornado?” Bryan Manley’s sexy, flirty look turned perplexed real quick.

Beth smiled and walked over to the sofa to shove her panties behind a pillow. From now on, they were going in the dryer or hanging in her bathroom to dry. “Tornado Hamilton. It happens at least once a day here.”

“Mom!” Mark came barreling into the room his lightsaber leading the charge. “Tommy’s cheating!”

“I am not!”

“Are too!”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“D2!” Bryan dodged the swinging blades and somehow managed to pluck them from their hands.

“Huh?” the twins asked in tandem as they often did.

“R2-D2.” Brian set the plastic swords on the bookshelf behind him. “Don’t tell me you guys are fighting with lightsabers and don’t know who R2-D2 is.”

“Of course we do,” said Tommy. “He’s Luke’s servant.”

“He is?” Bryan put a hand behind the boys’ shoulders and led them away from the shelf. “I thought he was his friend.”

“Well,” said Mark, “he started out his servant but ended up as his friend.”

“And why is that do you suppose?”

“’Cause Luke needed him lots of times and R2 came through for him,” answered Tommy.

They weren’t finishing each other’s sentences yet, but the consecutive answers were a sign they were back on the same side and the bickering was over.

“Ah.” Bryan kicked a pillow out of the way and one of the hamster balls rolled with it. Beth scooped it up and set it in the planter before Sherman got a whiff. “I bet you guys have that happen with you, huh? One of you gets in trouble and the other helps him out?”

“Tommy’s always getting in trouble.” Mark crossed his arms and nodded smugly.

So much for the end of the bickering.

“Am not.”

“Are too.”

“Am—”

“Guys. Hang on.” Bryan took off his hat, cleared three T-shirts off the sofa, then steered the boys onto it. Then he handed Beth the semi-frozen, half-empty ice cream tub from the coffee table and sat on the edge across from them. Good thing the table was made of sturdy oak; she didn’t want to have Bryan Manley sprawled all over her family room.

Her bedroom on the other hand—

Beth’s mouth almost fell open. What was she thinking?

Well, okay, she knew what she was thinking, but the question was why was she thinking it? With all the dates her friends had set her up with over the last few months, she hadn’t wanted to even think about kissing one of the men, much less have them sprawled across her—

Yes, there it was. That image. The one from the first movie she’d ever seen Bryan in, all slick and wet, coming out of the ocean with his camo shorts hanging below a killer set of abs.

She forced herself to pay attention to what he was telling her boys. What kind of mother was she to let an essential stranger work out her sons’ daily midmorning argument while she drooled over him as he did it?

“It’s much easier to look in front of you than behind you, so if you stay loyal to each other, you’ll never have to watch your back because your brother will be doing it for you while you’re doing it for him.”

“Just like you and your brothers do,” the boys said in tandem.

“Exactly.” He ruffled their hair and Beth could see their shoulders straighten. Their posture get a little taller. The smiles spread across their faces.

It’d been a while since anyone—any man—had talked with them like this. Mike’s father hadn’t dealt well with his son’s death, electing to almost pretend it’d never happened, and her family... well, her stepfather wasn’t exactly the role model she wanted her sons to emulate. Bryan’s five minutes in her house showed her just how much the boys needed a man in their life.

Bryan met her gaze and winked. “So, guys, now that you’re watching out for each other, you know who else you have to watch out for?”

“Our teacher?”

“Sherman?”

“Johnny Tyler,” said Tommy. “He’s a bully.”

“No, Janey Weston. She’s gross.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Janey’s gross.”

Bryan stood up, put his hands on the boys’ heads, and swiveled them her way. “No, boys. You have to watch out for your sisters and your mom. It’s a guy’s job to take care of the women he loves.”

Thank God Beth had something cold in her hand or she just might have melted on the spot.

She wasn’t saying anything.

Bryan hoped that was a good thing, but in his experience, when a woman said nothing, it spoke louder than if she yelled at him. Or said Fine’d. He’d come to dread that word from a woman. Yet here he was, giving her boys life advice as if he had every right.

Where the hell was Mr. Beth Hamilton and why wasn’t Mrs. Beth Hamilton wearing a ring?

“Yo, Beth, I—whoa.” The shaggy-haired kid did a double take and skidded to a stop, his sneakers leaving skid marks on the hardwood floor.

God, now Bryan was even sounding like a maid.

“Hey, wait a minute. Aren’t you—”

“Yeah, I am, and she’s your mom, not Beth.” Kid ought to be grateful he had someone around to call Mom.

“Bryan, it’s okay—”

“No, it’s not.” Bryan ran a hand through his hair. Shit. He should have stayed out of this. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s none of my business, but I was raised to treat a woman—especially one’s mom—with respect. I get teenage rebellion with the...” He waved at the kid’s hair and three-sizes-too-big jeans that were barely staying on with the no-belt-or-hip thing happening. “It was an automatic response. Your kid, your rules.”

Beth had the best smile. Soft and sweet, it wasn’t all toothy, flashy, look-at-me, but held genuine happiness that reached her eyes—and reached out to him, landing somewhere in the middle of his stomach with a big ol’ thud.

Holy hell. When’s the last time that’d happened?

“Thank you, Bryan. Those are my rules as well.” She looked at her son. “Was there something you wanted, Jason?”

“I uh...” Jason glanced at him through a gap in his shag. “Kev’s gonna take me to the mall.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Aw, Mom—”

“Jason, you’re fourteen. You are not going to be parading around the mall with a bunch of guys. Security looks for kids your age. I don’t need to get a phone call.”

“You won’t.”

“That’s right. I won’t. Because you’re not going. You’re staying here to do your room.”

“Aw, Mom!” Proving he was only fourteen, Jason stomped his foot. “Isn’t that what he’s here for?” The hair swung Bryan’s way.

Bryan arched an eyebrow at the kid. “Sorry, but I didn’t pull hazmat duty.” He’d been a teenage boy once; he knew what was in the kid’s room. He hadn’t liked cleaning his own disgusting mess, no way was he doing this one’s.

“Aren’t you, like, a big movie star or something?” The kid swept the hair off his forehead. It fell right back. “What are you doing here?”

Bryan called on all the acting ability he’d developed over the years because he wasn’t about to admit how he’d gotten here. His publicist would be so proud of him. “I’m helping out my sister. She owns Manley Maids and my brothers and I are lending a hand.” An indentured one, but still...

“Just write her a check, dude. That outfit is lame.”

Dude? Who said dude anymore? Last Bryan had heard, no one was remaking Fast Times at Ridgemont High. Pity because that sleeper had a huge cult following and he wouldn’t mind loyal fans like that.

“It’s a uniform. I’m required to wear it on the job.” But he got what the kid was talking about. This thing was a disaster. Pants that looked as if they’d come from the seventies—the color of a pistachio and just as nutty. He couldn’t believe Mac had found golf shirts in the same color. And the black utility shoes... Hell, he could tell Mac that a better way to improve her profile in this town than having the three of them cleaning for her was to lose the stupid uniform.

He smiled. Well, yeah, naked male house cleaners would go over pretty well.

“And some people don’t want handouts. My sister, for one. She’s building a business and I’m giving her a hand. Speaking of... any chance you want to give your mom one and get to work on your room? That way, I can actually clean it.”

Bryan glanced at Beth out of the corner of his eye to make sure he wasn’t overstepping his bounds.

She was looking at her son expectantly.

Jason sighed. Seriously, the kid ought to go into acting. “Fine.”

Bryan liked that word even less from teenagers than from women.

“Mom, can Maddy come over? We want to, um, look over our schedules for next year.” The older daughter swung her head out of what Bryan presumed was the kitchen, her words directed at her mom, but her gaze directed at him.

Oh hell. He’d seen that look before. At every event he did. Teenage puppy lust. That could be a problem.

“Class schedules, huh? That’s definitely important to go over during summer vacation.” Beth glanced at him with a twinkle in her eye. “Are you up for that?” she asked. “You had to know this would happen when you ventured out among your adoring public.”

For the first time, Bryan didn’t like that term. It was what he’d always wanted, what he’d aspired to—adoring fans could make a career—but coming from Beth... No. Definitely didn’t like it.

Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about it. There were certain necessities that went along with fame and being accessible to the people who paid good, hard-earned money to see his work was one of them.

“It’s no bother. Your house, your rules.”

She cocked her head, losing a hint of the smile, that twinkle being replaced by something... Thoughtfulness? Admiration?

He wouldn’t mind it being the latter.

Seriously. Where the hell was Mr. Beth Hamilton?

“Mom?” Her daughter switched her focus to Beth. Finally.

“Just Maddy,” Beth answered. “I don’t need a house full of teenagers today, Kels.”

Kels—Kelsey—smiled and, whoa, Mr. Beth Hamilton was going to have issues when that one got older. She had the beginnings of the same sort of beauty her mother had.

And still he envied the guy.

“But Alyson’s in our classes, too. She should be here.”

Bryan coughed and turned away. Teenage girls... Maybe he didn’t envy Mr. Beth Hamilton.

But then Kelsey was off with a dazzling smile and Beth turned a more reined-in one his direction. It had the same wattage and lit a slow burn inside him.

He ran a finger under the collar of the stupid shirt. Besides the fact that she was married—and a mom of five—he didn’t do suburbia. The only reason he’d gotten roped into this gig was because of the monthly poker game with his brothers, the one that he made a hell of an effort to get to no matter where on the planet he was. If he could get off the set for a few days, he made it back for the game. With his star power rising, his agent said that time off might now be a negotiable item. But if future games ended up with him pulling maid duty, he was going to have to rethink that clause.

The poker game was the only reason he came back to town. It gave him a chance to see Gran, Mac, and his brothers, but he’d take the glitz and glamour of the South of France or LA or, hell, any location that didn’t remind him of the hand-me-downs and the small run-down house where their grandmother raised them and that his sister still lived in. No, if it weren’t for his family, he’d never come back to this town again.

Unless I had someone like Mrs. Beth Hamilton waiting for me.

Where the hell had that thought come from? She was married. And a mom. Of five. Married. He’d never hit on a married woman in his life and, gorgeous as she was, he wasn’t going to start now.

And even if she wasn’t married, beauty wasn’t enough to get him to chuck the high life and his hard-earned success to wallow in the drudgery of mowing lawns and little league games with the occasional block party tossed in. God save him from suburbia.

“Are you sure you’re all right with this?” Beth asked. “I could tell her no.”

“Don’t. Like I said, your house, your rules. I’m used to it. I’ll sign a few autographs and that’ll be it.”

Beth arched an eyebrow at him. “You obviously don’t know teenage girls.”

“I do have a sister.”

“Was she ever around a movie star before?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Exactly. I’ll try to run interference, but you might want to consider a not-so-form-fitting outfit next time.”

Damn if that slow burn didn’t flare into a full-on raging inferno. She’d noticed his body.

He was damn proud of that body. Cost him five hours every freaking day of the last movie and a diet that left a lot to be desired. He’d lost some of the muscle and added some fat in the three weeks since it’d wrapped, so it was nice to know the body was still notice-worthy.

“This is kind of, you know, the uniform.”

“Yeah, I know.” She ran her eyes over him.

Where the hell was Mr. Beth Hamilton? Seriously, the guy needed to put in an appearance like pronto or Bryan couldn’t be held accountable for jumping his wife. She was that hot.

“You do know boys, though, I have to say. Thank you for handling Mark and Tommy. Ever since...” She glanced toward the wall on the other side of the room. “Well, I appreciate you talking to them.”

He followed that glance.

There, above the fireplace, was a picture. Of a man. In uniform. With a triangular wood-and-glass case on the shelf below it. An American flag was folded up inside.

All feeling left Bryan’s body, draining out through his feet into a puddle, taking his stomach with him.

He knew what that was. What it meant.

It was Mr. Beth Hamilton’s memorial.

Mrs. Beth Hamilton was a widow.

And Bryan was in a heap of trouble.
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Bryan had never thought he’d be so happy for five kids as he was at this very moment.

Then five morphed to seven. And a crazy dog. Two hamsters. Some cat that the crazy dog was chasing through the house, one harried mom, and a neighbor asking for the proverbial cup of sugar amid a slew of phone calls where Beth kept saying she’d have to call them back.

Word had gotten out.

He was betting it was the daughter or her friends. One tweet and his anonymity had disappeared.

Bryan smiled at the measuring-cup-bearing neighbor while he hightailed it—with his bucket of cleaning supplies and an official Manley Maids broom (seriously? Mac had spent money to have broom handles imprinted with the Manley Maids logo?)—into the kitchen.

More chaos.

Maggie had decided to have a tea party.

Six dolls and stuffed animals were seated around the kitchen table, each with a place setting in front of it, with every snack she could drag off the bottom three shelves in the pantry set out before them—all of which the manic cat had charged through, sending most of it flying onto the floor in the most impressive arc of junk food he’d ever seen.

And guess who has to clean it up?

Bryan rolled his eyes, set down the bucket, and put the logo-ed broom to good use.

“Sherman’s a bad dog.” Maggie slid from her chair and stood next to him, a very thoughtful expression on her face as she looked at the pile of snacks he was amassing.

“Not bad. Just easily excited.”

“Everything okay in here—oh no.” Beth’s gorgeous face made an appearance at the kitchen door.

And Bryan’s stomach flipped right along with it.

Oh no was right. Talk about easily excitable... Bryan had come into this room to get away from the pull Beth had on him, so of course she’d followed him in. Ever since he’d sat down at that damn poker table with Mac his luck had evaporated.

“Maggie, what did I say about the snacks in the pantry?”

“That they’re for guest-es. Those are my guest-es.” The little girl’s thumb went into her mouth and she took a step closer to Bryan, her tiny shoulder brushing up against his thigh.

Bryan’s heart cracked just a bit.

He put his hand on that shoulder. “I think your mom means you need to ask her before you open them, Maggie. She has to plan what she’s going to buy when she goes food shopping or she won’t have enough when she needs it.”

“Oh.” The thumb-sucking got a little more manic. “Sorry, Mommy.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart, but Bryan’s right. Ask me next time, okay?”

“I will.” She pulled her thumb out and turned that sweet face his way. “Can I ask you? Do you go food shopping?”

Knowing that her father was gone, Bryan had a feeling he’d do whatever Maggie asked him to. “Sure. I can do that.”

“’Kay. We’re gonna need more snacks if Jason’s buddies come over.”

“Jason’s buddies aren’t coming over.” Beth took the broom from him and squatted down to scoop the pile into the dustpan.

Bryan dropped to his knees beside her. “Here, let me.”

“It’s okay, I can do—”

Their hands met. Then their eyes. Bryan was seriously considering putting their lips in touch with each other as well until Maggie poked her face between them.

“Yes they are. I heard him telling Kevin that a big movie star was here. They’re all coming.”

Beth slicked her tongue over her bottom lip. Quickly. But not so quickly that Bryan missed it.

She also glanced away. But not before he saw the flare of interest in her eyes.

How long had Mr. Beth Hamilton been gone?

And was he a dog for even wondering?

Speaking of which, the damn speckled bullet of a canine darted in from the hallway, made a beeline for the pantry that Beth managed to shut with the broom handle, then zipped over to the pile of scooped up snacks and started chowing down before Bryan had registered the thing was that close to him.

Of course he missed the dog when he lunged for it. The terrier managed to escape with a mouthful of treats and dragged the box of Goldfish Maggie had dropped.

Bryan slammed a foot onto the box with a thousand tiny crunches, but at least the dog let go. Right before it took off again.

Beth sighed and stood up, brushing her hands off on her thighs—which left her orange fingerprints right where he wouldn’t mind his being.

He seriously needed to get laid. And not by Mrs. Beth Hamilton, no matter how much he wanted it.

“Are you a movie star, Bryan?” Maggie tugged on his ridiculous pants.

A curl had fallen onto her forehead. He brushed it back. “I’m an actor, Maggie. I work in films.”

“Do you know Nemo? I like his movie.”

“Nemo’s a cartoon, runt.” Jason schlumped into the kitchen. “Bryan here, he’s bigger than that. He knows all the important people, don’t you? Like Bradley Cooper and Spielberg, right? You get lots of hot chicks, too, I bet.”

“Jason!” Beth’s mouth dropped open as if she couldn’t believe her little boy could know such things.

Bryan didn’t have the heart to tell her all a fourteen-year-old boy did know. Or what he wanted to know. That’s what dads were for.

And, like him, Jason didn’t have one, either. Bryan knew exactly how Jason was feeling.

“Haven’t met Spielberg.” Cooper was another story, but not one he could leak to the media yet. And given how quickly word had gotten around about him being here, he figured the Twitterverse was alive and thriving in the Hamilton household, so he wasn’t about to breathe a word to the teenagers. And as for the “hot chicks”—what was with this kid’s vocabulary?—his grandmother had raised him to be a gentleman. He didn’t kiss and tell. Besides, he hadn’t gone out with all the women who were claiming he had. He let them say so though because it generated buzz. Helped both of their careers.

“So do you mind if, you know, I have some buddies over? They want to meet you.”

Bryan nodded toward Beth. “That’s a question you need to ask your mom. It’s her house and I’m here on her dime. Not up to me.”

Jason straightened and swung the roof of hair off his forehead. “Mom, any chance Kev and the guys could come over?”

Amazing how the kid’s attitude changed when he wanted something from Beth.

But Beth wanted something from him if that desperate look in her eyes was anything to go by—and it wasn’t what he wanted from her.

Bryan shrugged. “Up to you. Like I said, I’m used to it. Better to get it over with anyway.”

“Is your room finished?”

“Aw, Mom—”

“You want something from Bryan and me, you need to give back. And it’s in your best interests, Jase. You can’t live in a mess like that.”

Actually, yes, he could. Bryan remembered it well—well, for about half a day before Gran had put her foot down. The reverberation of his grandmother’s will had been felt through the entire tiny house without her even raising her voice.

“Fine.” Jason blew out an exasperated breath, dropped his head so the hair was covering his eyes and shuffled back out the way he came. “They’ll be here in a half hour.”

“Then you better get moving.” Beth swished the back of her son’s hair as he walked out of the room.

“Can I invite some friends over? Kelsey’s having some and now Kevin. And Mark has Tommy and I don’t have anyone. Even Mrs. Beecham’s gone because of Sherman.”

Ah, the cat of the fabled dollhouse decorating; that’s who Sherman had been chasing.

“Maggie, we don’t need any more people in this house. And we’d have to invite their moms and I don’t think Bryan’s up for meeting more people. Can we hold off for another day? I can come to your tea party.”

“No you can’t. You’re too busy. You’re always too busy.”

Guilt sliced through Beth faster than a hot knife through butter—but just as painful. It was true; she was always busy. Ever since Mike had died, she’d had to be both mother and father, and those were full-time jobs. Then there was her actual full-time job, and, hell, how was she supposed to do three full-time jobs and keep up with the house and the laundry and the yard and the animals and the food shopping and the bills and—

“Your mom’s busy taking care of you and your brothers and sister, Maggie.” Bryan took Maggie’s hand and led her back to the kitchen table. He hiked her into her chair and righted the half-dozen tea cups Mrs. Beecham had run through. Then he poured out a small helping of the remaining Chex Mix onto each plate, and even plunked a tiara on his head just to distract Maggie from her loneliness.

Yes, Bryan was quite good at that.

Beth shook her head. She really had to get her thoughts back to reality. She didn’t know why he was in this job, but she couldn’t let it distract her. Life had to go on and the time having a maid freed up could be put to so much better use than drooling over said maid.

But he was quite drool-worthy.

Had Kara known who she and the girls would be hiring when they’d contracted with the cleaning company? Everyone knew, of course, that Mary-Alice’s brother was the Bryan Manley. There’d been a few sightings of him over the years since he’d made it big. She hadn’t known him back when he’d been in high school since she hadn’t lived here then. Mike had moved them here after he’d left the Air Force to fly commercial planes, but she’d heard the stories. Star football player, Most Popular, good student, even the lead in the high school musical... The guy was golden.

And he was. From his bronzed muscles to his sun-kissed chestnut hair to the twinkle in his sparkling green eyes and the gleam of his gorgeous smile, the guy was the epitome of heartthrob. She’d have to be dead not to realize it.

She definitely wasn’t. No, but Mike was—and for the first time since his death, she’d noticed a man.

It figured it’d have to be this man. Mr. Unattainable.

Who was here to clean her toilets.

There was some poetic justice in this world, apparently. Or at the very least, the universe had a sense of humor.

It’d be interesting to see if Bryan was still laughing when these four weeks were up.
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Twelve teenagers, their parents, and a few “drop-by” neighbors weren’t too much of an intrusion as it turned out. Plus, Beth got to see a few people she hadn’t seen since the funeral.

Had she really been busy for that long? Come to think about it, other than the monthly get-together her friends dragged her to at one of their homes, and the few disastrous dates they’d insisted she go on, the only times Beth had been out of the house were for school functions. Really, it was amazing she even knew who Bryan was, because she’d probably only seen one of his movies in the entire last two years.

But that one could get her through many lonely nights...

She shook off the image of him rising from that water like a god, sluicing his hair back off his forehead as the water rippled down his chest and abs. How his biceps had flexed and the shorts had hung low on his hips, the weight of the water dragging them down even further.

Bombs had been going off behind him, gunfire erupting all around him, but Beth’s heart had tripled in speed solely because he’d been on that screen.

And now he was standing in front of her asking what more she wanted from him.

Let me count the ways...

“You’re sure none of the bathrooms need cleaning? It is my job, you know. I actually came here to work.”

“I know you did, and I thank you. But, really, I just did the bathrooms.” Three days ago. But she didn’t want anyone, least of all the Bryan Manley, seeing the havoc five kids and a menagerie could wreak on a bathroom. She’d clean those after the kids went to bed tonight. “You can get to them tomorrow. I can only imagine this isn’t a normal day for you and you’re bound to be tired.”

He arched that one eyebrow that had the power to make masses of women swoon at once.

Geared toward just one woman, however, its effect was magnified. Beth had to poke her fingernail into her hamstring to remind herself where she was. And what her name was. But not what his was.

“But I barely got through anything today,” he said, hiking the bucket of cleaning tools in his hand. Which caused his biceps to do that nice flexing thing she was so fond of. “And you do know that I can do other things besides clean, right? If there’s something you need fixed... Handyman stuff.”

Don’t get her started on what he could be handy with...

“Trust me. It’ll all be here tomorrow. Pretty much just as you found it today.”

“Like Groundhog Day?” His smile was as potent as his flexing muscles.

“Yes, just like Groundhog Day.” It figured his reference point would be a movie. Thankfully, that one hadn’t been released in the past two years so she actually knew what he was talking about. The only reason she even knew any of the current singing stars was because of Kelsey and Jason’s love of their iPods and the portable speakers Mike’s parents had bought them for Christmas.

Mike’s parents. Oh, crud. The kids were supposed to spend one of the upcoming weekends with them at their shore house. They’d wanted a week, but Beth wasn’t ready to give the kids up for that long. Sure, the kids were a lot of work and, yes, she wouldn’t mind the break from the responsibility, but the truth was, she needed them just as much as they needed her. A weekend apart was all any of them could manage right now. She’d been both dreading it and looking forward to it since Donna had asked. She’d invited Beth, but they both knew Donna and John wanted and needed the time alone with their grandkids without their daughter-in-law around. Celebrate Mike’s life instead of the constant reminder that he was gone with his widow hanging around. Beth got it and, really, she was fine with it, but no matter how much she tried to convince herself that she was looking forward to the peace and solitude of that weekend, it was a lie. It’d just give her more time to think about Mike being gone.

“Bryan!” Maggie came running out of the laundry room dragging a sock on her sneakers’ Velcro closures, and threw herself into his legs. “You’re coming back, aren’t you? Tomorrow, right? You promised!”

Bryan, God love him, didn’t hesitate, prying Maggie’s little arms off and hunkering down to look her in the eye. “Of course I’m coming back. I told you I would. I’m just going to my house now. Work is done for the day.”

“But we’re not done. We live here. We can’t go anywhere. Why can’t you stay here? You could be my daddy now.”

Silence.

Even the grandfather clock seemed to stop ticking.

Or maybe that was just because everything in Beth’s body had gone numb.

Numb was good. Numb meant she couldn’t feel pain.

Wrong.

It seared through her like a bolt of lightning. Her daughter wanted a father. God knew, Beth wanted her to have one. It wasn’t fair that Maggie didn’t have one. Wasn’t goddamned fair.

She’d said that a lot in the past two years. But no one had promised her fair. Mike had often said that; that life wasn’t fair. It’d been her mantra during the months after his death. And now...

“You’ll always have your dad, Maggie.” Bryan ran a hand over her hair. “I lost my dad when I was little, too, you know. You miss him being able to give you hugs and talk to you, but he’ll always be with you right here.” He touched Maggie’s heart and Beth’s throat closed up.

She had to look away, blinking like mad to keep from crying. She’d done so much crying. Too much.

“You’ll never forget him and he’ll love you forever. You just have to remember that when you get lonely, okay?”

Maggie scrunched her little face that was so much like Mike’s it always took Beth’s breath away. “That’s what Grandma said, too. But he used to toss me in the air and now no one does. Mommy’s not strong enough since I growed.”

“Ah, well, that’s easily fixed.”

Bryan stood up, hiked Maggie up under her arms, and tossed her above his head.

Beth had never heard a sound so sweet as Maggie’s laughing shriek.

“Do it again!”

Well, maybe that was just as sweet.

Bryan did it again. And again. And again.

He did it so much that tears of laughter were running down Maggie’s little cheeks.

Tears of a whole different kind were running down hers.

“Aw, don’t cry, Mommy. Bryan won’t hurt me.”

Beth knew that. She also knew he just might break her heart if she let him.

He glanced over with a worried expression. “Beth?”

She bit her lip and shook her head, clearing her throat to get the words out. “I’m fine. It’s fine. Go right on—” She waved her hands and ran into the kitchen, mumbling something about dinner.

There was no dinner to see to. She hated cooking. Hated the planning and the preparing and the cleanup and who liked what and who had what practice and, oh God, she was going to fall apart again.

Beth gripped the edges of the countertop by her sink and sucked in a couple of ragged breaths. She should be over this by now. Or, at the very least, have a better handle on it, but the word daddy had the power to set her back eight hundred and eighty three days in one fell swoop.

It wasn’t fair.

“It’s not fair. I know.” Bryan echoed her thoughts as he walked into her kitchen.

Beth glanced over her shoulder at him. It also wasn’t fair how composed and put together and perfect he looked as she stood here, hunched over with bloodshot eyes she was sure, trying to catch her breath and still her racing heart while putting on a brave front for the kids.

“You don’t have to be so brave.” He was behind her now. “The kids will be okay. I know. I’ve been there.”

That’s right. She remembered something about him being raised by his grandmother. But he’d only carried his loneliness. She was carrying the kids’ and hers. It was too much to bear. Too big of a burden. These past two years... She’d gotten through them; she hadn’t lived them.

“Beth.” Bryan’s hands skimmed up her arms. He squeezed her shoulders gently. “It’s okay to break down once in a while.”

“No it’s not. I can’t.” Her voice came out a hoarse whisper, but at least it came out.

He put some pressure on her shoulders and the next thing she knew, she was in his arms. Surrounded by him, his arms wrapping around her, safe and tight and blocking out the crushing pain in her soul. And when he pressed her face into his shoulder, when he gave her the permission to lean against him, it was almost her undoing.

She hadn’t been held like this... since Mike. And she’d been carrying the burden ever since. The lone parent. The lone source of income. The only thing standing between her children and destitution or not having a family. Instability. She had to hang on. Every single day. There’d never been a respite and, oh God, it was hard. So hard to bear all the responsibility.

“Maggie’s okay, Beth. She’s going to be okay. All of you are.” His words were soothing and so were the soft strokes against her hair.

Beth drew in a ragged breath and clamped her eyes shut, allowing herself to feel the warmth. To accept his comfort. If only for a few short moments, she needed this. Simple human contact and compassion. So easily taken for granted and so very much missed when it was ripped away by the fickle nasty whim of fate. Or sheer winds on an icy runway.

“It’s okay, Beth. It’s okay.”

No it wasn’t, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. For this moment, now, here, she was going to take this from him.

She clutched the sides of his shirt, not quite willing to wrap her own arms around him, but she hung on. She buried her face into his shoulder, inhaling the warmth and scent of him. It’d been too long since she’d smelled that masculine scent. Too long since she’d felt strong arms around her, the tickle of his arm hair on her skin, the taut hardness of his abs against hers, the breadth of his shoulders harboring her from all the pain.

God, he felt good. So good. Too good.

Beth inhaled. One last time. That was all she needed. Just a moment more. A moment to compose herself. To settle her world back into its rightful order. Bryan didn’t belong in that order and she couldn’t forget it. He was being kind. Compassionate. Anything else she turned it into would just be foolish. But she’d always be grateful to him for this moment.

Another deep breath and she pulled back. “Thank you.”

She cleared her throat and sniffed, thankful she hadn’t gone all blubbery on him. It was one thing to allow a guy to comfort you, another to turn into a dishrag while he was doing so. Especially since the guy—for all she’d seen of him on screen and heard about him around town—was essentially a stranger.

But this stranger slid a hand beneath her hair and cupped her cheek, tilting her face to look into his. “It’s okay, Beth. I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I do understand what Maggie is. She needs her mom to be there for her and you’re doing a great job. She’s always going to miss him, but as long as she knows you love her and are here for her, she’ll be okay. But don’t forget to allow yourself to grieve, too. To feel the pain. You don’t have to be a rock all the time.”

He was right, she knew that, but the reality was that she could only be so strong and if she let her guard down, it might not come back up.

She licked her lips and swallowed, trying to rein in her careening emotions. “Thank you. For this. For... that. Tossing her. I didn’t know she missed it so much.”

“And you’re not supposed to. You do other things for her. Don’t forget that.”

She worked a smile onto her face. Probably not her best, but then she wasn’t exactly at her best right now. Probably had blotchy red cheeks and eyes brimming with tears and, hell, her nose was probably running. “I won’t. Thank you.”

He looked at her
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