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MARK HAD EVERYTHING: a beautiful wife about to have their first child, a country club the rich and the famous flock to, the kind of life that anyone would dream of living. 

And then Erica walked out on him, and everything fell apart. 

Now, he’s struggling to juggle caring for a newborn with running the country club. Between the sleep deprivation and the long days, he’s struggling to even keep himself going, let alone handle the rest of it. His brother and sister-in-law are there to help, of course, but they have their own lives to live, and there’s only so much they can do. 

In the midst of everything else, Mark finds his attention captured by a beautiful, dark-eyed woman. She’s intelligent, wealthy, and looking for more than membership at the club. And Mark is inclined to give her what she wants. But he can’t stop thinking about the woman who left him. Can’t stop hoping to get back the family he thought he was building with her. 

Who will he choose when he’s forced to decide between the woman he married and the one he thinks he might be falling for in her absence?
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MARK WOKE IN THE MIDDLE of the night, sitting up in the darkness, straining his ears. He couldn’t figure out what had woken him. The night was silent all around them, the quiet house asleep like the rest of the world. 

Emily wasn’t even crying. 

Mark climbed out of bed and walked to the nursery to check on her. He ran his hand along the walls as he navigated his way through the new apartment in the dark. He didn’t want to switch on lights and somehow break the spell, the silence of the night. 

When he reached the nursery, he stood over Emily’s crib and looked down at her little sleeping form. Her breathing was even when he leaned toward her to listen. She made small sounds sometimes like she was dreaming about what her future could hold. In the dark, he could barely make out her features, but he knew what she looked like. He knew the curve of her cheek and the shape of her chin by heart. 

The world was so big and vast, and she was so small. It was hard to think that everyone started out so small. It was hard to imagine that one day, Emily was going to be strong and ambitious, just like Erica. Emily’s mother was so apparent in the baby already, in the fine blond hair that dusted her head like spun gold and in the shape of her nose.

Mark pushed the thought of his wife away when she slipped into his mind. Since she had left, he had tried not to think about her. He didn’t want to give her space in his mind, waste time thinking about her when she had walked out on their family as if it had meant nothing. 

And what about Emily? Erica had left her daughter behind as if she hadn’t meant a thing. Mark knew that Erica had become unsure about having children. It had been a shock the first time she’d run. But she’d come back, and he’d thought that she was at least accepting of it, if not okay with it, yet. 

He’d been wrong, hadn’t he? As soon as Erica could, she had left. And she had left Mark to fend for baby Emily in this harsh world, to protect her when Mark wasn’t sure he even knew how to protect himself anymore. 

Emily squealed, and Mark focused on her, worried that something might be wrong. But she was still fast asleep. Mark scrubbed his face with his hand and sat down on the nursing chair he and Erica had chosen together. As if it was ever going to be used.

Even though Mark had moved away from the Country Club now that he had Emily, it was impossible to find an apartment that wasn’t filled with Erica and the pain of her leaving. She was still everywhere. And even though he had told himself he wouldn’t give her as much as a thought, he missed her. 

His chest ached as if a part of it was missing. 

Mark shook his head as if a physical action could get rid of the thoughts of her.. 

He stood and opened the curtains a crack, looking out into the quiet night. The moon was almost full, and everything was tinted with silver. It was beautiful. But beauty was irrelevant when so much in life was so uncertain. 

Was Erica ever going to come back? What if she decided that this life wasn’t for her anymore? When he’d met Erica, created a life with her, married her, Mark had been sure that he’d finally found his happily ever after. The one he’d never had with Paula, his ex. 

But now? He was right back where he’d started. Alone. 

All he had now was a hole in his soul that someone should have filled, and a baby girl he was terrified he wouldn’t know how to raise. 

Mark closed the curtains properly, checked on Emily one more time and finally left the nursery. He walked through the dark apartment, back to his own room. 

The place was nice enough. He had found the best money could buy. All of it for Emily. It had three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a large entertainment area. The kitchen was fitted with state of the art appliances, and everything was modern and spacious. 

But it wasn’t home. Not yet. Maybe, one day, it would be. Even without Erica. 

Mark climbed into bed again, checked the baby monitor and finally closed his eyes. 

But sleep didn’t come. Lately, he barely slept. It just wasn’t the same in a cold bed with no one by his side. And there was so much to worry about now that he was a new dad. He didn’t know if he could do this alone. 

How could he keep Emily safe? She was still so small. She had been born so early, and even though she was out of the hospital and he’d had her home for a while now, he was still struck by how helpless and vulnerable she was. She was so fragile. 

His ability as a parent had already been questioned. Since the moment Emily had been born, Mark had pushed everything aside for his daughter, putting her first above all else. And after Erica had left, he had done what he could to take care of the new baby, giving her a safe home, making sure she was bathed and changed and clothed and fed. It had been a hell of a lot harder than he’d thought it would be, too. 

But he’d managed. He’d done what he could. And he’d been alone, ridden by the fear of failure. 

And still, someone had called Social Services on him. Having that woman waltz into the Country Club and tell him that he was being investigated had been one of the most terrifying things Mark had ever been through. He’d been terrified that Emily would be taken away from him. 

Had he already done something wrong? 

The investigation had concluded that Mark was a fit father, but he’d already been so insecure about his abilities, and the investigation had only made it worse. Mark strived to be the best father he could be, but it was a hit or miss, and he was so worried that all he would ever do was miss. 

Christine and Jamie had both been there the day the social worker had arrived, and it was the only reason why Mark hadn’t fallen apart. He didn’t know what he would have done if he’d had no reason to save face. 

Maybe he would have given the social worker a piece of his mind, shouting at her – even more than he had – until she’d gone away. Maybe he would have fallen apart, breaking out in hysterics because at that point it had felt like the last straw after everything that had happened. 

Maybe he would have proven himself to be a terrible father if he’d done all of that. 

But he hadn’t. He’d kept his composure for the most part, and somehow, by some miracle, they had deemed him to be a worthy father after all. 

The State might have believed that Mark was a worthy father, but there were times – like now, lying in the dark – where he didn’t think he would be good enough to be Emily’s father.

But he didn’t have a choice. He had to do this. Emily was here, now, and he had always wanted this. 

He had thought he would have Erica had his side to help him with everything that needed to be done, to support him and encourage him as he would have supported and encouraged her. 

But that had changed, hadn’t it? And he had to deal with it. He had to suck it up and do what needed to be done to get through this. Emily needed a father, and he wouldn’t check out the way Erica had. 

Not even mentally. 

Mark tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable spot in bed. He had early meetings at the club, and he couldn’t afford to run on so little sleep for so long. 

But that was what being a parent was about, wasn’t it? They always said that once you had a child, you could kiss sleep goodbye until the kids were old enough to take care of themselves. 

Which seemed like a long time from now.

Mark’s mind traveled back to the visit from Social Services. 

It had scared him that someone had made a call about his parenting, suggesting that he was wrong for the job, that he would mess it up somehow. Not a lot of people had seen him with Emily, and he knew that his family would never have done something like that. 

Had he done something carnally wrong with Emily while he’d been at the club and one of the members had seen him? Had he messed up without even knowing he had? 

Mark groaned. He had so much pent-up pressure. He had no idea what he was doing. At least he was aware that he was so lost, and not pretending that everything was fine. He wasn’t trying to fool himself. He was still trying for everyone else. 

But that was how you did it, right? Fake until you make it. 

Mark was starting to doubt that he would be able to do this. How was he going to run the Country Club and raise his daughter without Erica? He could still handle the club, he knew that. He knew what he was doing, and he could easily hire more managers if it came down to it. If the club needed more attention, Mark had the money and resources to make that happen. 

But it wasn’t that simple with Emily, was it? He couldn’t just hire a manager to make the parenting thing easier. 

Suddenly, he thought about Jamie and how she relied on Brianna, their nanny. And Jamie had Alex. The two of them were in this together, and they still needed extra help.

Granted, they had a set of twins and another child. Three children were a handful, compared to one baby. 

But still, having a nanny wasn’t the worst thing in the world, was it? Mark didn’t have Erica at his side to help him, but that didn’t mean that Emily shouldn’t have the best. 

And a nanny was exactly what Mark needed, he decided. If he had someone to help take care of Emily, someone who was actually qualified to look after her, he would be able to focus on the club without his attention being divided. 

And maybe he would be less stressed. Mark was terrified he wasn’t giving his daughter what she needed, purely because he didn’t know what she needed.

He looked up things on the Internet when he wasn’t sure, but there wasn’t much time for Mark to do all the research, especially when it was an emergency. 

Thank goodness, that hadn’t happened yet. 

Yes, hiring a nanny would be great. The temporary one he’d had before hadn’t worked out. He would start looking for someone suited to look after his daughter as soon as possible, someone that would help him with Emily’s needs, take care of her when he had to work, help Mark when he’d been in this alone all this time. 

Why hadn’t he thought about it earlier? It had just been so hard. Mark had put his head down and gotten through Erica’s departure and Emily’s birth one day at a time, dealing with everything as and when it popped up. He hadn’t thought ahead, planning the future. 

But that was changing. Mark had to get help and finding a nanny was the best place to start. 

Of course, he had no idea how to go about finding a nanny or how to know if they were qualified. But he could learn how to do that. He could find someone that was great. 

For the first time in days, the tension in Mark’s shoulders relaxed, and the knot of nerves in his stomach finally released. He had been so tense, so worried about getting it right. 

But no one had to get it perfect just like that, right? He was a new dad, and he needed help. And if Erica weren’t going to be around to give him the help he needed, the help his daughter deserved from her mother, then Mark would make a plan to get her the next best thing. 

There was so still so much that needed to be done. Mark had to start the process, find a nanny, interview a few of them to see who would be best suited to look after his daughter. The difficulty was far from over. But just taking that first step and deciding to get a nanny, accepting that it wasn’t wrong to ask for help, already made a world of difference. 

Mark glanced at the baby monitor one more time, subconsciously checking on his daughter yet again, and then finally he fell into a deep sleep. 
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