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      Zeke Wolfe, the man who’s written off his entire family, rescues a young woman and three children on a stormy Seattle night. Before he knows it, he has an instant family and a fake fiancé he’s certain he doesn’t want.

      Paisley Madison dreams of having a real home for herself and her sister's children. When a handsome baseball player drops into her life, she knows a gift when she sees one and hires herself as his assistant.

      As their business arrangement turns into something much more personal, Paisley and Zeke's pasts threaten to destroy their precarious hold on love. Can they conquer their demons and embrace a forever love, or will they run from their pasts and abandon their future together?
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      Seattle.

      He’d been traded to fucking Seattle.

      Zeke Wolfe still couldn’t believe it, even though he’d made a few trips to the rainy city since the deed had been done, and he’d been wearing the Seattle blue and green during spring training.

      Hell, he hadn’t come to terms with his new reality even as the Boeing 737 banked a steep turn to land at Sea-Tac Airport. He caught glimpses of Puget Sound and the Space Needle through the dark, oppressive clouds hanging over everything, including his life as of late.

      Why did God hate him so much that he’d done this to him?

      Truthfully, he probably didn’t hate Zeke. More likely, God didn’t know he existed. The big guy hadn’t been there for Zeke any more than his brothers had. At least he’d had his sister—until he didn’t have her anymore, either.

      Zeke disembarked, hating the place that was his new home. It was bad enough he’d been yanked from sunny California to this dark, dreary place where the sun never shone and mold grew in every crack and crevice, but even worse, his brothers both lived here and played for Seattle’s professional hockey and football teams. Maybe God did hate him after all and was laughing his ass off at this latest cruel twist of fate.

      Turning on his phone, he frowned as message notifications blipped across the screen. Them again. Why couldn’t they just leave him the hell alone? He’d changed his number a month ago. Now he’d have to change it again.

      Despite being irritated, Zeke put on his happy face in case anyone with a trigger finger on their cell camera happened to recognize him. Grabbing his bag from the baggage carousel, he found his recently purchased silver Jaguar F-PACE SUV, parked exactly where Al, his agent, promised it would be. The bastard was thorough. He’d give him that.

      Relaxing into the plush leather seat, Zeke allowed himself a moment of forced calmness, then he pulled onto the wet streets. He listened to the GPS as he navigated to the house his agent had also bought for him in a quiet Seattle neighborhood of older but upscale homes. Al promised the house boasted views, views, and more views. Zeke didn’t give a shit about views right now, but he’d kill for something more substantial than airplane food, along with a blissful night’s sleep.

      He stopped at a takeout place and grabbed a couple pizzas, before continuing his journey. The aroma of pepperoni and melted cheese merged with the new-car smell. His stomach growled, and he pressed harder on the accelerator.

      Cutting the corner as he turned onto a side street, Zeke hit a deep mud puddle, hydroplaning and throwing water in all directions, including his windshield.

      Shit. He couldn’t see a damn thing.

      Slowing, he noticed a bedraggled woman standing on the sidewalk completely drenched—thanks to him. The hood of her ancient car was up, and she held the hands of two equally bedraggled and drenched little kids while a third stood nearby.

      Well, crap.

      Judging by their piece-of-shit car piled high with crap, they were probably homeless. He fully intended to drive on by. They weren’t his problem. At the last minute, he made the mistake of glancing in their direction. His gaze connected with the pleading, soulful brown eyes of the woman. She was young, but not too young; probably his age, yet way too young to have children this old unless she’d had them when she was just a kid herself.

      Despite her miserable state, she was beautiful, with long blond hair and a cute figure. She looked like the girl next door, sweet and kind and needy.

      Zeke so did not do needy.

      Well, not too much. At least, not to the point he couldn’t extricate himself without some messy drama to go along with the neediness.

      With a sigh, Zeke glanced at the time and pulled over. Pizza and sleep would have to wait a little longer because of his damn pesky conscience.
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      Paisley Madison gripped the cold, wet hands of her nieces while her nephew, Brayden, stood off to the side looking as angry as she felt. His little hands were clenched, and his face was red and blotchy. He looked ready to kick some major ass. They were drenched; all four of them, and the kids were shivering, teeth chattering.

      Wonderful, just wonderful.

      Welcome to Seattle, kids.

      And the dick who’d cut the corner and drenched them drove right by. If she hadn’t been holding the kids’ hands, she’d have flipped him off and set a great example.

      She was so not cut out for the role of substitute mom and dad, but no one else had stepped up, and foster care for her sister’s kids wasn’t an option she could live with. The court had granted her temporary custody because their worthless father was in jail, not that she’d ever leave them with him if she could help it.

      She was all they had, and she’d do right by her sister and them. After all, her older sister had been there for her—as best she could.

      She bit back the tears of frustration at the futility of their situation, but the kids couldn’t see her lose hope. They’d been real troupers, not once complaining or whining over their circumstances, overall keeping their mouths shut, except for Sophie, who didn’t believe in silence and chattered nonstop about anything and everything. Only right now, even upbeat, positive Sophie was at a loss for words. Sadie, Sophie’s quiet, stoic twin, stood still as her lower lip quivered. Tears filled her eyes. Not a good sign.

      Just before the asshole’s taillights faded in the distance, he hit his brakes. He’d stopped in the middle of the empty street. His backup lights lit up the rain-slicked pavement. Paisley tensed, fearing the worst but putting on a brave front for the kids. She had bear spray in her purse, and she knew how to use it.

      His car stopped in front of hers, and he emerged inch by delectable inch. Long legs came first, followed by strong thighs, a lean but muscular chest, broad shoulders, and a face made by angels. Paisley’s mouth dropped open. For a brief moment, she forgot about their crappy situation and allowed herself the luxury of appreciating the sheer male beauty of this man. She almost fanned herself despite her frigid body. He walked tentatively toward her, as if he expected her to switch into crazy-ass-bitch mode at any moment—a good and savvy assumption on his part.

      He was tall—really, really tall—with short dark hair and a golden tan, both signs he’d spent a lot of time in the sun, and surely not in this city. He couldn’t be much older than her—early to mid-twenties. His eyes were an intense blue, almost turquoise. She’d never seen eyes like that, mesmerizing and almost scary in their intensity. He wore a hooded sweatshirt with “Seattle Skookums” emblazoned on the front. She knew her baseball, and the Skookums were Seattle’s beleaguered pro baseball team.

      The man moved with the athletic grace of a lean panther. She briefly wondered if he was associated with the team in some way. She cast a quick glance at his luxury SUV and noted its temporary license plate and Jaguar emblem. She hadn’t realized Jaguar made SUVs. Whoever he was, he had money. Firmly believing all things happened for a reason, she decided to go with the situation and see where it led her.

      Armed with a new resolve, she refocused on their predicament rather than his physical attributes. Hugging the girls close to her, she wished for an extra arm to pull Brayden close also. He believed he was the protector of the family, but he was just an eight-year-old little boy forced into an adult role way too early in his young life.

      “Bray,” she said and jerked her head to indicate he needed to step closer to her. He ignored her, instead perching his hands on hips and glaring at the tall man.

      The man stopped a few feet from them, glancing down at Brayden before leveling his penetrating gaze at her. She read the recrimination in his eyes. He wondered what the hell she was doing alone at midnight on a dark street with three little kids, other than the obvious broken-down car issue.

      “Hey, I’m really sorry.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if he were out of his element. He kept glancing over his shoulder at his SUV as if wishing he were in it and away from them. Paisley couldn’t see anyone else inside, though the windows were pretty heavily tinted.

      When she didn’t respond, he spoke again. “Can I help you with something? Is someone coming to pick up you up?”

      “No.” Paisley bit back tears as the weight of her situation bore down on her.

      “Uh, do you know what’s wrong with it?” His gaze slipped to the car and back again.

      She shook her head, fearing she might break into tears at any moment. Brayden sensed her distress and moved closer, standing in front of her.

      The gesture wasn’t lost on the stranger, and his lips twitched as he suppressed a smile, but he quickly sobered. “Is there somewhere I can take you?”

      “No,” she croaked, her voice rising to a desperate pitch.

      “You need to get out of those wet clothes.” She saw his gaze flick to the car packed with boxes.

      “I’m cold,” Sophie wailed, silent no longer. Sadie sniffed, and tears ran down her face as she hiccupped. Her little shoulders shook with silent sobs.

      “Jesus.” He ran his hands over his face.

      “We’re fine.” Paisley lifted her chin, but they weren’t fine. She was down to her last five dollars. The cousin who’d invited them to Seattle was in jail, and his girlfriend had booted them out on their asses before they’d stepped one foot in the door. She was in a strange city, with no job, no money, no running car, and three hungry kids. If that wasn’t beyond desperate, she didn’t know what was. So, no, actually, they weren’t fine. He peeked under the hood and squinted at the motor, shaking his head. “There’s so much oil everywhere, it’s hard to tell.”

      “Are you a mechanic?” she asked hopefully.

      He snorted and grinned. He had a really nice smile and gorgeous white teeth, the kind only money could buy.

      “Look, I’m new to town, and I really don’t know where stuff is. I could try to find you a hotel.”

      “We can’t afford a hotel, or even a stick of gum.” She met his gaze and made a brave attempt to hold hers steady. Only she couldn’t. She saw a mixture of panic and concern in those blue eyes. Oddly, she sensed he didn’t want to care but couldn’t quite suppress the good guy underneath. He managed a lopsided smile, and she lost it, literally lost it. Tears streaked down her face, and sobs overwhelmed her to the point she couldn’t talk. The three kids had never seen her break down. They gaped at her with huge, shocked eyes, but she couldn’t stop. Her usual positive, sunny attitude caved into a blubbering, defeated mess.

      Her shoulders shook. She couldn’t stop the hiccupping sobs pummeling her body. Tears flowed down her cheeks in rivulets of abject surrender. Paisley wasn’t cut out for this. She had no clue how to take care of herself, let alone three little kids. Sniffling, she tried to get a handle on her emotions. Wiping the tears with the wet sleeve of her sweatshirt, she met the man’s gaze.

      He looked horrified.
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      Well, fuck.

      Zeke wrung his hands, not sure what to do. The little boy, who couldn’t be much more than seven or eight, stepped forward, ready to take him on.

      “You made Paisley cry.” The kid’s combative tone would’ve been amusing if it weren’t for their obviously dire situation.

      Paisley? That was a new one. He turned to regard Paisley. Her blond hair hung in wet strands, falling across a very nice rack that he couldn’t help but notice considering the drenched state of her sweatshirt. He forced his wayward gaze back to the straight and narrow. She wasn’t looking at him, but was sobbing into her hands. She glanced up and met his gaze with eyes so full of wretched despair his unclenchable heart clenched. It’d been a long time since anyone had affected him like this.

      Despite her eyes being red and puffy and her face being blotchy, she sucked him in so completely, he couldn’t resist the draw between them. Normally, he had no problem resisting a woman unless he physically wanted her. He certainly didn’t want a waif with three children. But she was cute as hell and those breasts.… He was a guy; of course he noticed such things. She reminded him of Carrie Underwood, and he’d always had the hots for the cute little country singer. Too bad that hockey player had snagged her before Zeke had a chance.

      He wondered if Paisley could sing.

      She blinked her big brown eyes a few times, and he realized he’d been lost in them. He didn’t lose himself in anyone’s eyes. He dragged his gaze from hers and shook his head, feeling strangely off-balance.

      The little boy still glared belligerently at him while the two girls regarded him with frozen fear, as if he’d just announced he’d be throwing them in a pot of boiling water and having them for dinner.

      Zeke did as he often did in weird-ass situations like this. He asked himself what Karen would do. Karen had been the conscience of the family, the good one of the bunch, kind and compassionate. She’d been the glue who’d held them together until their big brother had killed her, not directly, but through his drunken actions.

      Zeke shook his head, banishing those memories back to that deep, dark place inside him where they’d taken up residence for three years.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to splash you,” he told the little boy, holding out his hands palms-up to show he meant no harm. The child glared at him, his old-man gaze full of mistrust and disillusionment. Zeke knew that look. He’d seen it in countless pictures of his own face taken throughout his childhood. He recognized a kindred spirit when he saw one.

      “You need to fix it. Paisley never cries.”

      Zeke raised a brow as Paisley sniffled and hiccupped behind the boy. He made a split-second decision that he’d most likely regret, but he did it anyway.

      He did what Karen would’ve done, though he rationalized his decision by telling himself that his carefully spun and crafted good-guy image would be severely tarnished if he left this woman and her bedraggled children to the mercy of the elements, including the city’s unsavory human elements.

      “You can come home with me. We’ll deal with this stuff in the daylight.” He was dragging butt, starving, and he couldn’t think straight right now.

      Paisley found her tongue. “I don’t know you.”

      “Do you have a better option?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “I have a huge old house up on this hill somewhere. There’s plenty of room, if you don’t mind sleeping on the floor. I haven’t unpacked.”

      “We don’t mind,” the boy answered for her.

      “It’s settled then.” Zeke motioned for them to follow him to the SUV. The kids didn’t hesitate. They ran for the warmth of the car. Paisley fidgeted and stared after them.

      “We still don’t know you.” She challenged him with a lift of her chin and drew herself up tall, as tall as a woman no more than five foot four could.

      “I’m perfectly harmless, I assure you, and if I’m not, you can use that pepper spray you’ve been gripping as if it’s your lifeline.”

      “Bear spray,” she corrected as she stared down at her white knuckles wrapped around the small canister. “I don’t know your name.” She was stuck on this knowing-him stuff. He’d gotten a woman naked many times knowing less than he knew about this woman.

      He held out a hand. “Zeke.”

      She refused his hand. “Paisley Madison.” She turned to the children. “That’s Sophie and Sadie, they’re five, and Brayden, he’s eight.”

      “Well, then, now we know one another.” He managed a smile. “Are they yours?”

      “They’re my sister’s.” She didn’t volunteer any more information. “This is so not a good idea.”

      He didn’t respond but turned to the car, leaving her no choice but to follow. He should’ve taken them to a hotel and paid for one night, then walked away. After all, he excelled at walking away from tough situations. He just couldn’t do it this time, and he didn’t have a damn clue why. Maybe it was Paisley’s tears of absolute resignation, or the little boy’s bravery, or maybe his give-a-damn wasn’t actually dead, but dormant.

      But most of all, he knew why he’d done it.

      Karen would be proud.
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      Paisley watched Zeke in a battle to the death with the rusty lock on the ancient door of his new home. Finally, after one particularly vicious twist, it screeched in protest and gave way. The door swung open on creaky hinges. The kids gathered behind Paisley, peering around her to peer into the gloomy darkness of what resembled a haunted mansion worthy of a slasher film.

      Even Zeke hesitated momentarily. Using his flashlight on his cell phone, he found a light switch and turned it on. Paisley half expected nothing to happen. No power, just like in the horror movies. Thankfully, an overhead chandelier covered in cobwebs lit up. Paisley suppressed a shudder and silently prayed a spider wouldn’t fall from the rafters to stake a homestead claim in her hair.

      Releasing a held breath, she calmed her drumming heart enough to look around. The entry hall had been grand once, an imposing two stories with that huge chandelier now dulled with dust and age. A grand staircase wound its way to a railed landing. The place had to be haunted.

      She felt like she was playing the part of a too-stupid-to-live heroine walking obliviously into the villain’s lair.

      “It’s been vacant awhile. Bank repo.” Zeke shrugged apologetically, swatting at a spider web.

      “A long while, but it’s beautiful.” Paisley forced herself to look beyond the obvious to the good bones underneath. She loved old houses, and she’d never been in one this grand, despite its need of TLC.

      “Yeah. I wasn’t expecting this. My agent got it for a steal.”

      Paisley nodded, wondering why he’d taken on a house in such a state of disrepair. “Do you buy old houses and fix them up?”

      “I’ve done that a few times.” His crooked smile made her feel light-headed and weak-kneed. She grasped the once-elegant banister, pretending to admire it.

      “My agent saved it from demolition. A tech millionaire wanted to bulldoze it and put up some ultramodern monstrosity with no character.”

      “Not much for contemporary design, are you?”

      “Nope.” His smile softened his features and made him look younger and boyish, but still drop-dead scalding hot.

      Zeke didn’t know where anything was, including the bedrooms and bathrooms. They stumbled upon the kitchen, and he opened the two boxes of pizza. The kids dug in, hunger tamping out their manners. Paisley didn’t have the heart to lecture them on proper etiquette.

      Zeke watched with an unreadable expression as he munched on a piece of pizza and leaned casually against the counter.

      “I think there should be bedrooms upstairs. You can take your pick. There might be a bed or two in them.”

      “Are you sure this is your house?”

      “I told my agent what I wanted, and he bought it.”

      “Agent? Are you an actor?”

      He snorted. “Hardly. A baseball player.”

      Then it hit her like a bolt of lightning from a stormy Seattle sky. “You’re that Zeke? Zeke Wolfe? The Mr. Clean of baseball?” She should’ve recognized him. Every female baseball fan lusted after Zeke Wolfe with his squeaky-clean reputation and easygoing personality. Bad boys might be fun for a while, but Zeke was a keeper, or so most women thought.

      “Yeah.”

      “You were just traded to the Skookums, right?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t sound happy about his change of team.

      “That bad?”

      “They suck. I went from a World Series contender to a perpetual basement dweller. I had very little choice in the matter.” He sounded bitter. “So, yeah, I’m hardly thrilled.”

      “Oh.” She knew her sports, and she knew about the Skookums’ reputation. She also knew the kind of obscene salaries these guys earned. Zeke had money, and lots of it. She recalled reading something about an eight-figure-a-year salary.

      Hmmmm. She rubbed her chin in thought as she glanced around. He could use some help, and she was a great helper.

      “The season starts in two days, and I just finished training camp. I haven’t had time to breathe, much less worry about buying a house or unpacking.”

      She nodded, and a plan formulated in her mind. Paisley had always been resourceful and made the best of any situation when it presented itself. Such a situation had just fallen in her lap. This man needed her. He needed someone to take care of the day-to-day things in his life. She was organized, industrious, and motivated. Even better, she loved old houses.

      She was just the woman for him—not personally, of course.

      As a child, Paisley had dreamed of a real house, one of those big old houses with a front porch and a backyard garden like so many other kids in school had. She’d taken her passion for old homes a step further and spent hours in the library poring over books on architecture and drawing up her own plans for a dream home. Her ideal job had been in a furniture store, but each time she’d managed to finagle an interview, they had looked down their noses at her cheap clothes and hadn’t given her a chance. Now she had a chance. Zeke needed her, and she’d convince him of that.

      Zeke stood and stretched, rubbing his eyes. “I’m heading to bed. Like I said, take any of the vacant bedrooms. I have some meetings in the morning; then we’ll deal with your car.”

      She nodded and raised her head to look at him. Their eyes met and sparks—seriously, sparks—arced between them, shocking her stupid.

      “Are you okay?” He stared down at her. He was so very, very tall.

      “I’m fine,” she said quickly. She had never in her life experienced sparks when it came to any man, not even with the guy she’d lost her virginity to at fourteen years old. The twenty-eight-year-old construction worker hadn’t exactly been gentle and patient with an inexperienced girl claiming to be a worldly eighteen years old. She’d thought she was in love, but he sure as hell hadn’t been.

      Despite the lack of physical sparks, she’d fallen in insta-love with every guy she’d slept with since, which explained her recent bout of celibacy after the last love of her life used her and dumped her for the next best thing. She had crappy taste in men, and she fell too hard and too fast with blinders on when it came to their faults. Paisley was like her mother in that respect, and she so did not want to be like her mother. She didn’t have time for a man, anyway. She had kids to take care of.

      “Good night, Zeke. Thank you so much for your generosity.” She shot him a huge smile. He nodded but didn’t say much in return. In fact, he was staring at her a little strangely.

      Paisley gathered the kids together and climbed the grand, sweeping staircase, opening doors as they walked down the long wide hallway. They found a huge bedroom with a bed. The boxes stacked in one corner had been meticulously labeled by the moving company. She dug in the one with “Bedding” written on the side. She retrieved several blankets and a few pillows and helped the kids into their PJs. They were out in a flash, leaving her nowhere to sleep but the dusty, most likely spider-riddled hardwood floor. She opted for the rocking chair. Using her coat as a pillow, Paisley propped her feet on a box and closed her eyes. Tomorrow she’d pay for sleeping like this, but tonight being here safe and sound felt better than the best mattress money could buy.

      She was asleep before she knew it.
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      Paisley startled awake early. She bolted upright and winced when her back protested. Ignoring her whiny body parts, she blinked several times and squinted, attempting to get her bearings. The morning sun cast beams of light across the room and over the sleeping children. Last night flooded back to her in a rush of confusion and hope.

      Being drenched. The hot baseball player. The old, creepy house. The pizza.

      Checking each child to make sure they were all still asleep, Paisley rose, stretched, and padded out of the bedroom in her bare feet. The place didn’t look so creepy in the daylight. In fact, despite the obvious neglect, it was beautiful. She took her time exploring each room, except the closed door to Zeke’s room.

      Zeke. Holy mother of all creation, he was hot. And he was wealthy. She wasn’t a gold digger by any means, but he had the money to pay her for a job well done, which had her wheels turning. She believed in making wine out of any beer that life threw her way. She’d keep her hands off and prove her value to Zeke. He needed someone to manage his life and battle the dust and spiders staking their claim on this grand old house.

      He needed her.

      Zeke’s house wasn’t just a house; it was a mansion by her standards. Much to her delight, it was perched on a hill among older homes overlooking Seattle and the water. She couldn’t wait to explore the stately old neighborhood. What she could see from the windows indicated the other homes were well kept, unlike Zeke’s. His yard needed as much work as the inside. She’d tackle that project, too.

      Yeah, the poor man really needed her, and she’d make sure he knew it.

      The house had seen better days and was in need of updating and TLC, but the potential shone through like an unpolished diamond among common rocks, and the view was priceless.

      Last night’s deluge gave way to a partially cloudy morning with patches of blue sky. Rays of sun bounced off drops of rain on the leaves of nearby trees. The sun lit up the large expanse of water below. She hadn’t a clue whether it was part of the ocean or something else.

      A few rooms in the house were stacked with boxes. Stray pieces of furniture were placed here and there. Zeke didn’t appear to have much in the way of personal belongings. She added shopping for furniture to her assistant to-do list. She’d create a design for each room with an overarching theme among them. Judging from the age of the house and the style, she’d opt for mission style, one of her favorites.

      Paisley rubbed her hands together in glee, excited and ready to get started with her day. The kids could help. On Monday, she’d need to enroll them in a local school despite their lack of an actual home. During her nosy explorations she’d found a temporary option. The daylight basement level of this house had been converted into an apartment. It had big windows looking into the backyard and down the hill.

      Perfect for her and the kids, and perfect for keeping them out of Zeke’s hair.

      Now to work on selling her worth to Zeke. Her strict adherence to maintaining a positive outlook in all situations—last night being an exception—would serve her well. Zeke was a busy athlete just starting the season. Baseball players played over one hundred and fifty games a year, not counting playoffs. He’d be gone a lot to away games.

      He absolutely needed her. Oh, yes, he did. She skipped up the stairs, singing a nonsensical happy song the kids loved. Cracking the door, she checked on them again. They were dead to the world. She couldn’t resist a glance into the room Zeke slept in. His suitcase was open on top of a rumpled comforter, but true to his word, he’d left early this morning. She’d heard his SUV as it backed out of the garage.

      With a big grin on her face and a bounce in her step, she started her chores in the kitchen, giving it a thorough scrubbing after finding cleaning supplies under the sink. Later, she’d unpack dishes and put them in the cupboards.

      The kitchen was beautiful under all the grime and dust. It’d been remodeled recently and had gorgeous wood cabinets, granite countertops, and stainless steel appliances with a professional stove and oven. The previous owners must have run out of money during the kitchen remodel. The backsplashes were missing and the walls were unpainted, as if someone had stripped off layers of wallpaper, then left.

      She stood back, hands on hips, and surveyed her work. The kitchen was gleaming. Everything was in its place.

      Zeke would be pleasantly surprised.
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      Zeke came home about 10:00 a.m. after a couple of interviews with local radio stations and a short talk with Skookums management. He’d met them before and wasn’t overly impressed. The entire organization wallowed in mediocrity and was perfectly satisfied with it.

      Zeke hated losing, hated failure, hated the thought that he’d been exiled to one of the perpetually worst teams in all of baseball. He couldn’t blame his former team. He’d been in a slump for a year, and they were paying him too much money. They passed his ridiculously huge contract off to the first team desperate enough to take a chance on him.

      Seattle.

      He pushed those negative thoughts from his mind. He tried hard to think positive, which he found difficult, but he gave it his best shot. Most of the time he succeeded, but lately, positivity had eluded him.

      He parked in front of the old house and sat in the SUV for a moment, hoping like hell his unwelcome houseguests would be nothing but an odd, somewhat disturbing, memory. Running late, he’d left this a.m. in a hurry and hadn’t seen any sign of them.

      Paisley was a cute little thing, but he recognized danger when it took a hunk out of his ass. He didn’t need Paisley & Co. mucking up his life with whatever drama dogged their heels. Obviously, there was a story there, or she wouldn’t be penniless and standing on a street corner with three little kids. If that scenario didn’t reek of drama, nothing did.

      There’d been something about her, something that stirred up long-dead feelings inside him, feelings that left him vulnerable and open to hurt. Feelings he’d banned from his life.

      Paisley was a risk, and he didn’t need risks. Being in Seattle and playing for this team was a big enough risk, especially considering two of the three people he avoided most in this world lived here.

      Steeling himself for the worst and hoping for the best, he unlocked the big front door, going another round with the rusty lock. The door stubbornly refused to budge. Zeke stepped back a few steps and rushed at the door, slamming his shoulder into the solid wood. The thing gave way and sent him sprawling with the athletic grace of his father on one of his many benders. Muttering obscenities to himself, he struggled to his feet and rubbed his throbbing butt.

      Fucking damn door.

      He was going to strangle his asshole agent for picking this piece-of-shit house. He’d asked for an older home with charm, one that would impress people with its sheer size and elegance. This thing should be rented out to a movie company for the remaking of Frankenstein. He’d be spending a shit-ton of money before it was presentable.

      He walked through the house, really looking at it for the first time. He had to admit, the old girl had good bones. In fact, the woodwork and craftsmanship most likely couldn’t be duplicated. He felt a little thrill of excitement at the prospect of bringing it back to its glory days. Hell, maybe he’d even allow the transformation to be featured on one of those home improvement shows once it was done. As much as he valued his privacy, he couldn’t resist an opportunity to rub his success in the faces of those who’d always said he’d fail.

      Starving, he found his way into the kitchen, even though he knew he didn’t have any groceries. A drink of water would have to suffice. With his luck, the pipes were so old, the water would taste like that rusty coffee can he used to drink from as a kid when his father locked him out of the house.

      He paused in the kitchen doorway and took in the scene. His heart should’ve sunk, yet a rebellious part of him rejoiced.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      They were still in his house. Even worse, they’d made themselves at home.

      Shit.

      The place was a bustle of activity. Paisley flitted from one cupboard to another, putting away his dishes, an efficient whirlwind capped by blond hair in a sassy ponytail that swung back and forth as she zipped around the room.

      The twin girls, whose names he couldn’t recall, sat at the kitchen counter coloring in tattered coloring books. One of them kept up a steady chatter while the other concentrated on getting her picture just right. The quiet one met his gaze briefly. He almost staggered backward at the sorrow in her young eyes, feeling as if he were looking in a decade-old mirror. She ducked her head and concentrated on her coloring.

      The boy glared at him suspiciously, then went back to stacking pots and pans in the bottom cabinet of the large kitchen island. The kitchen itself was gleaming and immaculate, as if a herd of housecleaners had swept through it with their magic brooms.

      Not magic. Just Paisley and her incredible stamina.

      “Dang,” he said, at a loss for words.

      “We thought we’d earn our keep.” Her radiant smile melted one sharp edge of his frozen heart.

      “Okaaay.” He didn’t like the idea of them getting too comfortable here. The last thing he needed was a roommate with children. God, he didn’t even like kids, despite having a rep of being a nice guy who generously donated his time to various children’s charities. That was his public face. The real Zeke didn’t like much of anything.

      Hell, he didn’t like himself.

      “I can take you back to your car so you can get it fixed and be on your way.”

      She smiled sweetly at him. “Oh, I can’t leave you with the place like this and the season starting and all.”

      “Uh, I…” He what? Wanted them to get the hell out of his life and leave him alone. He liked his privacy. A lot. He was a loner. He didn’t need anyone. He had himself and his few trusted friends, like Fernando, who also played for the Skookums and was one of the few bright spots in his trade to Seattle.

      Having Paisley’s cute little ass here was bad enough, but three kids? He couldn’t even remember their names and didn’t care. They wouldn’t be around long enough to learn them.

      “I have references. I’ve done this type of work before.”

      “This type of work?”

      “Yes.” Her sunny smile both irritated and enticed him.

      Why did he get the distinct impression she was padding her experience?

      “Even better. I can start today. No charge for what I’ve done so far. Consider it a free trial.” She beamed with the enthusiasm of an eight-figure lottery winner. Her perky personality got under his skin. She smiled wider.

      Sally Sunshine was so not the type he chose. He liked his women tall, elegant, not clingy, and with a little attitude. Attitude gave him a guilt-free reason to break it off after a few dates. Nobody blamed a guy for ditching a bitch; they applauded it.

      Like a hummingbird on crack, Paisley flitted around with boundless energy and a positive outlook on life that he’d been robbed of at an early age, except when it came to his career. He had a handle on that. And his good-guy public image, yeah, he had a handle on that one, too. But his personal life careened around corners on two wheels, barely escaping a series of rollover accidents.

      “I don’t think I need to employ someone in your line of—of work.” Whatever the hell that was.

      She swept a hand expansively around the space. “Look at these boxes. Are you going to unpack them?”

      “Someday.” He shrugged.

      “No need to wait. I’m on it. You concentrate on baseball. I’ll handle the household. Once we tackle the unpacking, we’ll work on the yard, and of course the remodel. You’ll need to give me an idea of budget and your style, and I’ll be off and running.”

      Yeah, he bet she would. Getting Sally Sunshine and her three munchkins out of his house was proving harder than he’d imagined.

      He met her gaze. The twinkle left her eyes, revealing a bone-crushing fear so deep it struck a chord inside him. As if she realized she’d slipped up, she plastered that radiant smile back on her face.

      He pursed his lips, trying to find a way out of this while struggling with whether or not he wanted a way out. He needed his stuff unpacked and the house organized. He sure as hell didn’t have the time to do it, and he didn’t know anyone in Seattle.

      “If you would have my car towed and repaired, you could take it out of my salary.” Her hopeful expression burrowed past his usually strong resistance.

      “Okay.” He heard himself say against his better judgment. “But I don’t need anyone⁠—”

      “Would you like to run a background check on me?” she volunteered.

      “Uh, I don’t—” He stopped in midsentence and attempted to force his errant thoughts into neat little rows of good soldiers. Only they weren’t obeying orders.

      He made the fatal error of looking into her eyes. Her gaze reminded him of his childhood neighbor’s beagle. That dog had conned him out of more sandwiches than he could recall just by sucking him in with those big, soulful brown eyes. Once the sandwich was devoured, the little bastard would bite him every time. Zeke never learned. He kept going back for more.

      “Thank you so much, Zeke. You won’t be sorry.” She turned to the kids. “We’re staying. Isn’t that great?”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He didn’t remember hiring her.

      One of the girls squealed with delight while the other sneaked peeks at him through lowered lashes. The boy narrowed his eyes and regarded him skeptically.

      “My agent will be talking to you.” Zeke didn’t like being the bad guy. In fact, he avoided it like he avoided Brussels sprouts. Al would handle this. Al reveled in playing the bad guy. He’d get rid of her. Zeke relaxed a little as she swept him along in the tsunami that he was coming to learn was Paisley.

      She grinned widely and did a dance around the room. The one girl joined her, displaying the boundless energy and joy all children should be allowed to have.

      Zeke liked making Paisley smile, even though he hated it at the same time.

      When their little dance stopped and the girl returned to her coloring, he spoke. “Your, uh, children, what are their names again?” Her face was flushed from the exertion, and he pictured her underneath him with that same flushed face. Shit. Double shit.

      “My nieces and nephew,” she corrected. “The chatterbox is Sophie. Sadie is the quiet one. They’re twins and five years old. Brayden is eight. He’s the self-appointed guardian of the group.”

      “I…I, uh, see.” The kids ignored him. All the better. He briefly wondered why the kids would need a guardian. That was the parents’ job, if they were good parents. Something sour settled in his gut. His oldest brother Isaac had assumed that role—until he’d left and never looked back.

      “This is only temporary,” he said, fighting for some semblance of control, while suspecting she had most of it. “A week at the most.”

      “Of course. How do you like your eggs?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your eggs?” She opened the refrigerator and took out some eggs.

      Obviously his agent had thought to have someone stock the refrigerator, knowing what an idiot Zeke was about that type of stuff. He should’ve known. His old team had complained countless times that he lost too much weight during the season, so Al had made it his mission to force Zeke to eat properly.

      “Eggs?” she asked again, still cheerful.

      “Over easy.”

      “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      She had no fucking idea. His phone rang, and he looked at it, frowning.

      “Aren’t you going to answer that?” She watched him as if she were figuring out all of his weaknesses.

      “No, I’m not,” he said. “About your kids, I’m a private person. I can’t have all of you underfoot.”

      “Oh, we won’t be any trouble at all. You won’t even know we’re here. It’s a big house. The bottom floor is a daylight basement and has a couple bedrooms and a bathroom.”

      “No pets, and that’s not negotiable,” Tanner insisted.

      “You don’t like pets?”

      “No, I do not. They’re messy and noisy, and I just don’t like them. I mean it. No animals.”

      “Not even a fish or a turtle?”

      He nodded, one hundred percent serious.

      “I promise. No pets.” She saluted him and clicked her heels together, ignoring his scowl. “If you could help us move the mattress, we’ll stay downstairs.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He wanted to smack himself. He’d just agreed to let them stay in his house. He liked his privacy. Loved it, actually. “But only temporarily.”

      “Certainly.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      She nodded. Her smile wavered slightly, and wariness filled her eyes.

      “What are you doing in Seattle with no money, nowhere to go, and three kids who aren’t yours?”

      “It’s quite simple really. I’m their guardian. We came to Seattle from Idaho to get a fresh start. We were going to stay with my cousin, but when we arrived late last night, he wasn’t there, and his girlfriend told us to leave.”

      “You didn’t know that ahead of time?”

      “No.”

      “When will he be back?”

      “I don’t know. He’s in jail for petty theft, I guess.”

      “Oh.” What the hell had he gotten himself into? He’d better call Al and get him on this situation before this woman took him to the cleaners.

      Paisley pushed a few
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