
  
  
      
        
          The Gentlemen Series Volume 1

          
		      Accidental Neighbor
Bossy Mr. Ward
White Empire 

          Sharon Woods

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2024 by Sharon Woods 
All rights reserved. 
Cover Design: Wildlove Designs
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronically or mechanically, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without written permission from the author, except for use of brief quotations in a book review. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 







  
  
      
        
          Accidental Neighbor

          
		      
          Sharon Woods

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Chapter 1

Jennifer


This has to be the world’s slowest moving line. The shivers running up my arms into my bones have me rethinking my outfit tonight. Cold wind whips around my bare thighs. My teeth chatter, and I shuffle forward. My friends are waiting inside Three Dots Bar and I’m late for my best friend’s twenty-first birthday celebration. 
It was a struggle to make it here on time, and that was before I had to stay over at work filling in paperwork for a child that had an allergic reaction and vomited on me just before the mom arrived. Loving my job makes these times bearable. I’m scheduled on the late shift at work this week and getting ready for a big night out takes time. The line moves—thank God—and I reach inside my bag for my ID card. 
Shit. The contents of my purse spill onto the pavement, and I quickly squat down to gather my belongings when I hear a rip. I suck in a breath and freeze. My tight tartan yellow skirt has a new thigh slit. 
“Great,” I mutter as I scramble to pick up my lip gloss, phone, and wallet.
“That’s what happens when you stuff too much into a small bag,” a deep male voice comments. I see his black shiny dress shoes and I know he is standing above, watching me. 
Wanting to see his face, I rise, careful not to make the situation worse, and tug at the end, trying to add the illusion of more length. 
My gaze focuses on the voice’s face, and I feel dizzy staring back into a set of dark, brooding eyes. I watch his eyes squint from a smile, causing creases to form near them. His teeth are straight, white, and perfect. And his brown hair is tousled neatly on top of his head. My hand is twitching to see what it would feel like. What is wrong with me? 
 He slowly and seductively slides his gaze downwards over my black bodysuit and over-the-knee boots. And I feel stripped but intrigued by this handsome man. I need to know his name. Before I have a chance to speak, he is turning and walking off inside the bar.
Finally, I make it to the front of the line, but my relief quickly turns sour. The bald bouncer eyes me with heated desire, his stare lingering on me, and I quickly avert my gaze and fight the urge to roll my eyes because I cannot afford to piss him off. I need to get into the bar. My phone vibrates in my hand. ‘Olivia’ flashes across the screen. I hit decline but type out a quick text.

Me: I’m about to get inside. In line now. See you soon, birthday girl.



Olivia and I have been friends since kindergarten; she is the most supportive friend you could have in your life. 
“ID, sugar?” The bouncer asks.
“I’m twenty-two.”
“I see.” He drools and my skin crawls at his unwanted flirting.
Once inside, I’m surrounded by tall wood tables and long booth seats. Sconces with glass globes on the walls create a cozy yellow hue. The stench of hard liquor is evident, but the soft music playing through the speakers in the ceilings keeps me from running outside and into a taxi back home. I’m trying to spot my group when a screech comes from my left. 
“Jen! Jennifer, over here!”
Olivia waves her arms above her head, the biggest smile lighting up her whole face. She looks radiant in her emerald-green dress and if it was sparkly and had wings, I would think she was Tinkerbell with her blond hair curled to perfection.
My mood instantly lifts, along with the tension I was carrying on my shoulders. Olivia, my little pocket rocket, is everything. I wave back, stepping across the worn wooden floors to join the group. Olivia, cheeks flushed from already having a few, or more, drinks, jumps up from her chair and throws her arms around my neck. 
A laugh slips out of me, and I hug her back. “Happy birthday. I can’t believe it’s finally here.”
She bounces on her gold heels, green eyes wide and glassy. “I know! I am so fucking happy you’re here. Let’s get a drink.”
She stumbles, and I grab her arm to steady her as a giggle slips from her mouth. “Are you sure you don’t want some water first?”
She tips her head back, shaking her head vigorously from side to side. “No way, Mom. I’m fine.”
I smile, but don’t believe a word she says. “Okay, but if you vomit, do it near someone else,” I say. “I’ve already had vomit in my hair once today.” 
 A few minutes later, we squeeze up to the bar where suited bartenders dash back and forth in front of the bottles of alcohol lining the rows of wooden shelves behind them. 
A blond bartender rocking a black vest strides over to us. “What can I get for you, ladies?” he says in a deep voice.
Before I can order our drinks, Olivia cuts me off. “Oh my God, I love your accent. Is it Australian?”
“Correct.” His eyes roam her face, and a corner of his lip rises. 
She twirls a lock of hair around her finger and flutters her eyelashes at him. Olivia is extremely flirty. It’s part of her charm. Men fall for her at the drop of a hat, and women are jealous or want to be friends with her. Personally, I envy her carefree, speaks-whatever-is-on-her-mind attitude. I don’t have an ounce of it, keeping how I feel locked tightly away.
He finally takes our order, and they chit-chat while he prepares our trademark turquoise drinks. I take the opportunity while she is distracted, to search for those dark eyes from outside. But with a good peer around and no luck, I sigh and return to listen to Olivia invite the bartender to join us when he’s finished, and then we wander through the crowd, back to join the others.
When we arrive at the end of the table a few minutes later, I finally get to see who turned up tonight. Olivia’s brother, Jackson, is on at the end of the round booth, already standing up to pull his little sister into a side hug.
I spot and wave to our good friend Katie, who’s sitting next to the space Jackson just vacated. A few of Jackson’s friends are seated in the booth as well. Tyler, Cody, and ah… shit, Nathan. We hooked up once when I had too many drinks at Olivia’s. 
The guys shuffle further in around the booth to make room and I slip onto the seat next to Tyler, Olivia slides in after me. They throw a few hellos my way before they’re back to their beers and banter.
“I thought you weren’t going to make it!” Katie says from across the oval-shaped table. Her hair is up in a bun with two pieces out, framing her face, the green headband in her hair making her blue eyes pop.
“Ugh, don’t even get me started.” The last thing I want to do right now is think about being covered in vomit. “I love my job, but today was just not my day.”
“Oh, hon. Well then, a good drink is exactly what you need,” Katie says soothingly. 
“Darn right it is!” Olivia smacks her lips on my cheek and laughs before declaring we all need to do shots. 
Oh God, what have I got myself into tonight?
Jackson returns a few minutes later with a large tray of clear shots, placing it on the table before handing each of us two shots. 
Oh, not good. 
We all raise our first shot. “Happy twenty-first birthday, Olivia!” we shout and clink our glasses together. 
I’ll definitely regret this later. 
I throw the shot back before I have time to psych myself out, the liquid burning a path down the back of my throat. Screwing my face up, I grab my cocktail and take a long sip, chasing it down.
The second shot isn’t any easier than the first, and I can already feel the alcohol working its way through my system. This is why I don’t do shots. Give me a nice glass of wine or cocktail and I’m good to go. Although, I must admit, I’m definitely feeling relaxed. 
I’m on my third trademark turquoise, the buzz of alcohol well and truly in my veins. The bar’s vibe has hit a new level. The music is louder, and they have moved some of the tall bar tables to make a bigger dance floor. 
“Hey, I’m going up to the bar to see if I can get some food,” I shout, but nobody pays me any attention. 
Jackson leans in close and whispers something in Katie’s ear, a lazy grin on his face. Katie giggles, a blush spreading over her cheeks. 
Well, this is new.
My stomach growls, and I need to get to the bar for some food because my head feels light from the buzz of alcohol. Olivia joins me and we set off through the crowd that is now doubled. We squeeze our way to the bar, then wait behind patrons ordering.
“Just grab me a drink,” Olivia yells.
“Are you sure?” 
She pops a brow at me. I lift my hands in surrender. 
I watch as she heads farther down the bar, already distracted, as the people in front of me move away with their drinks. I step forward and lean on the bar, reading the menu once more.
I flip it over and scan through the drink menu, wanting to try something new. 
“Oh, honey or say my name,” a deep sultry voice says beside me, close enough I can feel his breath on my cheek, and I suck in a sharp breath at the familiar voice. It’s him.
My head whips in that direction but connects with a hard jaw. Ouch. I peer up into the most magnificent set of deep-brown eyes.
My mouth moves, but no words come out as I rub my head to soothe the ache. The slight buzz from the alcohol is helping dampen the pain, but isn’t helping the flush creeping across my skin. 
 I watch his mouth move and realize he is talking to me. Shit!
“Sorry?” I whisper, my eyes still locked on his stunning face. 
How can a man be this hot? I don’t think I have ever met a man on this level. I still can’t form any words. His beauty takes my breath and words away. I just continue my stare until he chuckles.
 “I was saying Oh, Honey or Say My Name are excellent drinks.” 
He moves forward to lean across me, pointing at the menu. The alcohol thrumming through my veins makes my movements slower than usual as his spicy vanilla scent fills my nostrils, causing them to flare and take a deeper inhale. Shit, he smells good.
My skin prickles with goosebumps and I blink, snapping my thoughts back to the here and now. Get a grip, Jen!
“Ah, I see. I understand now.” My voice comes out husky, so I clear my throat, moving to the side so I can face him better. I lean my arm on the bar for support. “Which one would you say is better?” 
Am I flirting? 
I cringe inwardly, but it’s not enough to stop myself in this tipsy state. He is evoking a behavior that is foreign but also refreshing. I didn’t think I had desires for an older guy, but this man is stirring me up inside. 
“Hm, tough call. It depends.” He tips his head back and taps his chin, his handsome face etched in concentration. “Let me ask you some questions.” 
I nod back, unable to say anything. My focus catches on the movement of his finger, which is all too close to his full lips. I want to feel them crushed against mine. I bet they are soft and taste amazing. But I’m not bold enough to make the first move. 
“Light and fresh or citrus with hints of sweet?”
Oh, right. He was asking me questions. Focus, Jen.
“Definitely citrus with a hint of sweet.” My voice is still husky, but at least I’m forming sentences.
“Vanilla and honey or honey with spices?”
 Thinking of his sexy scent, I respond without a second thought. “Honey and spices.” His lips tip up. And maybe I’m being too transparent. I glance down at the bar before meeting his gaze again.
“And your last drink question.” He rubs the five o’clock shadow on his jaw. “Sherry with dried fruit or peaches and lemonade?”
“Easy—peaches and lemonade.” 
“Good choice.” He nods and waves down a bartender. “I’ll grab a Redbreast Lustau, and one Say My Name.” He winks at me. 
“What is it with the names of these drinks? Redbreast?” I blurt.
I roll my lips inward so no other embarrassing words slip out.
He shrugs and throws me a lopsided grin. “I don’t know, but clearly they were drunk or horny… or both.” 
With the mention of the word, my eyes lower to his lips and his tongue comes out to skim across his lower lip. I’m so transfixed with the movement I don’t realize I’ve caught my lip between my teeth until his thumb reaches out and tugs it free. 
“Please don’t tease,” he murmurs.
I freeze and close my eyes at the heat burning beneath my skin.
What is happening to me? 
Normally, I only attract playboys who want to have fun for the night, not the older, successful, sexy man.
“Here you go.” The bartender places our drinks on the counter. 
My mystery man drops his hand and pays, before leaning on the bar, his attention solely on me, which doesn’t bother me at all. I want it.
 I want more.
I reach for what I assume is my drink, given its colorful appearance compared to the amber whiskey-like liquid in the other, and take a gulp. 
A deep laugh leaves his chest. I don’t care because I need to cool myself down. I’ve never reacted to a man like this and feel like I am about to combust. 
“Could I order a bowl of fries—delivered to my table?” I ask the bartender, trying to remember the table number, and desperate to get control of myself. “Table four.”
The bartender nods, and I take another sip of my drink. “Mm, this is so yummy. Thanks. Even though it would mortify my mom I accepted a drink from a stranger.”
I could kick myself for my childlike statement. I must be turning him off now.
“Well, I would have to agree with her there. You shouldn’t. But we aren’t strangers.” He picks up his glass and takes a drink. “I’m Thomas, but most people call me Tom.” 
“Hi, Tom.” I like the way his name rolls off my tongue. “Jennifer… but people call me Jen.” 
“Beautiful,” he says in a way that I’m not sure if he’s referring to just my name.
My cheeks flush hotter and I glance away from his prolonged eye contact, needing a distraction. On the dance floor, a few couples dance seductively, kissing. Totally not helping to distract my mind.
“Have you been to Three Dots before?” he asks.
Being this close to him, I can tell he is older than me—probably mid-thirties, judging by the eye creases, the confidence, and the conversation. Older guys have never attracted me to them, but there is a spark between us I can’t deny. 
“Actually, no. I rarely go out. I work a lot and I prefer to stay home or have dinner with a glass of wine with my friends.” I glance around the bar, fiddling with my hair. “You?” 
 “This is my first time here too. I can’t normally go out, but tonight I’m with friends celebrating a work promotion.”
My brows frown at his comment. “Can’t?” 
He rakes his teeth across his bottom lip. “Would you like to dance with me?” He doesn’t answer my question, but I figure it’s rude to push a stranger to talk. 
“Yes, I would love to.” 
I finish my cocktail in a few guzzles while he downs the rest of his drink in one pull. The alcohol buzz gives me confidence when he grabs my hand, pulling me to the dance floor behind him, leading me through the crowd as bodies press all around us, dancing to the music. The last few songs have changed from upbeat to slow, and a dim light over the floor highlights the sweaty bodies all around us. 
He pauses in a section of the crowd, spinning me around to face him, stopping me in my tracks. “Are you okay?” he asks, staring down at me.
I nod.
My palms sweat and my heart races inside my chest. This pull toward him is a new feeling for me, but I want to explore it. Explore him. 
He skims his fingertips over my forearm, setting the skin on fire. I move my hips to the music. I am not a dancer, but being around Thomas is making me brazen. 
I check him out from head to toe, taking in his muscular frame covered in a tight black long-sleeve top and dark low-hung jeans, finishing at his black shoes. 
The song changes to “Positions” by Ariana Grande, and Thomas closes the distance, so we have only an inch between us. His hands snake around my stomach to my lower back, causing my insides to flood with heat. Reaching up, I caress his muscled shoulders, skimming my way until my hands link behind his neck. 
We move to the beat, our bodies flush. He is taller than me, yet cocoons me perfectly, and I crave more—more closeness, more touch, more of everything he can offer.
I gaze into his heated dark eyes while my heart flutters and beats wildly in my chest. He leans forward, his hand moves to the back of my head, and his full lips take control of mine. When I part my lips, his tongue plunges into my mouth, tangling with mine. He tastes of mixed spice and dried fruit. I groan at the flavor.
My hand thrusts into his hair, pulling him closer, meeting his intensity with hunger. He moans and slides his hand down a little further, settling on my lower back. 
I break the kiss and take deep, shaky breaths. His eyes are heated and heavy-lidded. And an idea pops into my brain. I contemplate it for a minute, but the way he is looking at me mixed with the way my body is reacting, I give in to the desire. Grabbing his hand, I find a dark hallway and he must sense what I want because as soon as we are out of eyesight he pushes me up against the wall, and captures my mouth in a savage attack swallowing my gasp into his mouth. His large body covers mine, his hands buried deep in my hair, and our tongues twirl together in a frenzy. I feel his erection hitting me through his jeans, and I move my hips to rub myself on him, chasing friction on my clit. After a few strokes, he lets out a growl and it causes him to snap. Yes. His hands move out of my hair and advance to grip my legs, lifting them to his hips, and I lock my ankles over each other behind his back, spreading my pussy over his cock. Our lips are still sealed and our tongues still exploring. 
Without warning, he grinds himself hard against me. Breaking our kiss, I tip my head back on the wall with my eyes shut and whimper. The friction on my clit is like a lightning bolt to my body, waking every part of me. He does it again and I moan. 
This feels amazing.
He leans forward and trails soft kisses and small nips up my neck, and when his skilled mouth reaches my ear, I feel his breath tickle. “Shhh princess. I need you to be quiet. Unless you want to be heard?”
My eyes pop open.
Holy Shit.
My mouth opens and closes repeatedly, but my brain is misfiring. I squeeze my eyes shut again and shake my head.
“That’s what I thought. I will make you feel good. Just relax,” he whispers.
 One of his hands leaves my hip to dust across my ass, down to squeeze it and then move over to my quivering pussy. Where I’m already wet and ready. I hold my breath with anticipation. He drags his finger under my panties, gently grazing it along my opening, and I hear a hiss leave his mouth. 
“You’re already wet.”
My breath releases, and I pant. “Yes.” 
My pussy is aching, begging for more touching. His thick finger finds my swollen clit. He circles firmly, and I arch my back off the wall, trying to get more pressure. My body is climbing quickly and when he inserts his finger, my body shudders, welcoming the intrusion. He thrusts his finger in and out, rubbing along my wall. My body convulses and I grab his shoulders, digging my fingers in and grind down, chasing the orgasm that I know is building. 
He enters a second finger, and a pinch of tightness is felt for a second before my body welcomes the intrusion. With two fingers he moves faster, and it isn’t long until my walls tighten around him and my orgasm ripples through my body, causing me to feel faint. I’m shocked by what I just did but also by how much I enjoyed it… and him. 
He pulls his fingers out of me tenderly. Which surprises me after what we just did. I open my eyes and lift my head off the wall to see him studying me with a starved look. My throat squeezes and I watch him bring his fingers to his mouth. They glisten with my slickness and he licks them clean, groaning. 
“You taste sweeter than I imagined.”
I gape at him, transfixed by how sensual this image is. But also shocked by his words. 
I move the leg that he is still holding up back to the ground. His hands move to my waist, and I smooth my hands down my skirt, making sure I’m all covered again. 
This should feel wrong, but with him, it didn’t. 
It felt good.
The only doubt entering my mind, is the fact he’s older and more experienced. 
“I think I need some water. Uh, it’s boiling in here,” I whisper.
“Let’s head back to the bar, shall we?” He unexpectedly leans down and pecks my lips softly before he leans back, smirking at my mouth hanging open. 
Thomas grabs my hand to make our way back to the bar. When we approach, I realize I haven’t seen Olivia in a while. I look down the bar to the last place I saw her, but she’s not there. Maybe she went dancing or back to the table. I decide I really want to check and make sure she is okay, considering she consumed a lot of alcohol tonight for a small person.
I glance back at Thomas. “Do you mind grabbing me some water? I need to find my friend. It’s her birthday tonight and I should really check in on her.”
He nods with a smile. “Of course.”
I glance down at our joined hands and watch as I slowly remove mine, feeling cool air on my palm. I really wish I didn’t have to go right now. I clench my hands. 
“I’ll be right back,” I whisper.
But when I go back to the bar after finding Olivia, I drop my head and murmur,
 “He’s gone.” 






  
   Chapter 2

Thomas 


Three months later

Starting over is hard. I tossed and turned all night, barely sleeping. In the night, Lily must have crawled into my bed, because I woke up feeling her little warm arms wrapped around my neck. She has been waking up with nightmares the last week and seeking comfort from me being nearby. Rose calls out to me. “Da-da, da-da.” 
Tossing my sheets back, I climb out of bed and stroll toward her room. I open the door and find her standing in her crib with the biggest smile, making me believe at least someone in this house got sleep last night. Lifting her out of her crib, I balance her on my hip and walk to the highchair to clip her in before beginning the breakfast routine. While I mix her oats, my phone rings from my bedroom where I left it on the charger. I run to my room, but as I enter, the covers are moving. Lily’s arms are stretching above her head. The ringtone has woken her up. Shit.
Snatching the phone off the charger, I move to her side of the bed. “Good morning, sweetheart. Sorry Daddy’s phone woke you.” I sit next to her on the edge of the bed and stroke her hair. I watch as she rubs her eyes and yawns. “Would you like some breakfast? I’m making some oats for Rose.”
Nodding at me, she says, “Yes, Daddy.”
I stroke her hair one last time before pushing up off the bed and gazing down at her. 
“Okay, I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” My eyes turn to my phone to check who called, and it’s my friend James. Wandering back to the kitchen, I offer Rose a drink and then hit call. I tuck my phone between my cheek and my shoulder so I can continue making Rose’s breakfast.
“Morning.”
“Hey, sorry I missed your call.”
“It’s all good. I’m just driving over now. Did you want a coffee?”
My coffee machine is stacked in a box and if I don’t take his offer, I won’t be getting one today. “Yes, please. A latte, no sugar.”
“All good. See you soon.”
I’m washing the dishes as a heavy knock hits the front door.
Without leaving the sink I yell out, “Come in, James; the door is open. I’m down in the kitchen.”
The heavy door creaks open and then slams shut before heavy footsteps hit the floors.
After I finish the last dish, I dry my hands as James enters the kitchen. Lowering my coffee to the counter, I hold my hand out while James shakes it and brings my chest to his so he can hit my back. I mimic the action. “Thanks for helping this weekend.”
“Anytime. Happy to help you. You know that.” He surveys the kitchen and the house. “Tell me, what have you started?” 
His gaze returns to mine, his arms draped across his chest. 
“I have packed the little pieces in almost every room.”
He offers a small tilt in his chin. “What are you thinking? Where did you want to start today?”
I hadn’t even thought about that. I need to think, to snap out of it. We have little time and I don’t want everyone waiting on me all day. I shake my head.
James pops a brow, clearly reading my thoughts. “How did you want to pack the truck?”
I take a deep inhale and scan the boxes in each room. I scratch at my temple. “I think the big items, like the beds and couches. I need to set the girls’ rooms up in the new house for Rose’s nap today. Let me check on the girls and then let’s dismantle their beds.” 
I set off toward Lily’s room with James hot on my heels. I pause at the door, watching them play with their dolls. 
“Girls, James is here,” I say. Both girls lift their chins in the direction of my voice. Their mouths part into wide smiles. He walks past me into the room and squats down next to the girls in his navy shorts and white t-shirt.
“Uncle Jay,” Lily shouts, throwing down the Barbie and jumping into his arms for a cuddle. Rose mimics Lily and cuddles his other side, nestling into his chest.
“Hi, girls. I see you got your Barbies to play with—fun. Maybe after I help your daddy, I can play Barbies? I’m great with Barbies.” He turns his face up, catching my gaze, and winks at me. I let out a soft laugh, shaking my head.
Since the first day of high school, we’ve been stuck together. James is my oldest friend—best man at my wedding, the best uncle to my daughters, even if he spoils them too much. Twenty years later, and we’re as close as ever. He’s been there for all the highs and the lows of my life, and even though opening up isn’t something I do often, besides Victoria, James is one of the few people I’d go to. 
I’m excited for the scenery change. I won’t lie, juggling my career as a single parent to two kids five and under presents its challenges, but I love my job, and in the end, I couldn’t pass up this opportunity that our other friend Joshua offered. I want to be an example for my girls, show them to go after what you want and work hard. 
I want to make them proud.
The girls detangle themselves and resume playing again.
“Let’s start in Rose’s room, shall we?” I take a few steps to the opposite room, with James following behind. We separate Rose’s furniture and then carry the pieces and boxes to the truck while we work in silence, which I welcome. 
I need the space to think and not talk. I feel numb; packing my family’s life up is gut-wrenching.
We need this. It will be worth it. I repeat this in my head, like a mantra.
Once completing Rose’s room, I waste no more time. I jog up to my room and walk straight into the bathroom and pack up the toiletries because I want to leave Victoria’s stuff until the very end. Finishing up my room, I move on to her belongings, pulling the top drawer open. I stare at it. 
What do I do?
I decide at that moment that I can’t bring this to the new house. We need a fresh start, to leave the memories of us in this house. I only want to keep stuff I can gift the girls—the wedding dress, rings, and photos. 
I head back to the kitchen and grab a garbage bag and jog back to my room before the guys notice me. Opening the lingerie drawer, I hold my breath as I yank the drawer completely out of the frame and tip the entire contents in the bag. I’m not thinking; I am just working on an autopilot to get this done. When I finish sorting out her belongings, I tie up the bag and stalk out to the bin where I put it while letting out a shaky breath. My eyes are glassy and tears are threatening, but I hold them in. Rolling my shoulders back and walking back into the wardrobe, I hear James call out.
“Tom, are you here?”
“Yeah, in the walk-in wardrobe,” I shout.
Heavy footsteps hit the tiles, and I glance up as the sound gets louder and I watch as he leans his body against the wall. James is not a short guy, his over six-foot body taking up most of the entry. If he wasn’t in real estate, I could picture him in GQ or as a bodyguard.
“You want a hand here? I finished Lily’s room and the family room.”
That was quick; how long have I been here? I gaze around at the now bare room. “No, I just finished here.”
“I gotta fly out tonight. Will you be okay the rest of the week or do you need me to cancel?” he asks.
“Go. The girls and I will be fine. I got it. I haven’t got too much to do, and I have plenty of time to sort it out.”
“Make sure you call me if you need me to fly back.”
I laugh. “I’m a big boy; I’ll be fine.”
“I don’t know about that,” he says, his tone light with humor.
I roll my eyes at his comment, and we both laugh.
“You ready?”
James walks to the car while I do a last sweep of the house by myself.
I had this pull to come in and say goodbye. 
Say goodbye to my former life. A life I will never get back. 
I feel like I need to find myself again. Last year I was a shell of a man. Leaving this house means putting behind some of the best memories. It’s soul crushing, but I know there are two girls out there that need their dad. A better version than the empty zombie I have given them. I know grief can’t turn off like a light switch and I will never forget Victoria, but I need to live. Really living.
Wandering through the house one more time, I could almost picture Victoria and me curled up on the couch watching Netflix while the girls slept, cuddling beside us. I miss the simplicity of that life before it all fell apart—in an instant.
Closing the front door behind me, I spin and turn the keys to lock it. Walking over, I rip open the door of the car, then slide in silently. Slamming the door shut behind me, I thrust the keys at James. He wants to deal with the sale of the property. I know it will be handed over to a family who will love it as much as I once did.
“You okay?” he softly asks.
I nod, but don’t turn to him as I speak. “Yeah.” It comes out barely above a whisper as I look down at my ringless finger sitting on my jean-covered thigh. 
My heart beats frantically inside my chest and I keep taking slow breaths to calm my body down before I lean toward the radio and turn up the volume, letting James know I’m not in the mood to talk. Sitting back into the leather beneath me, I close my eyes briefly before driving away, and gaze out my window for the final time and watch as the house disappears in front of my eyes and into the faded distance.






  
  Chapter 3

Jennifer


I’m running my usual loop around the block, not paying any attention to what’s in front of me, watching a truck reverse up the driveway next door. There are a few cars parked out front, and standing by the cars is a circle of five men, with an older couple and a young girl. A few of the men have their backs to me, so I can’t make them out from here. One has sandy-blond hair, tanned skin, and is wearing black shorts and a t-shirt. The other has brown hair, but he bends down to play with the girl. 
My heart leaps and I come to an abrupt stop, not seeing the toy under me until it’s too late. I fall flat on my hands and knees. 
“Ouch!” I yell.
“Jennifer, are you alright?”  
I hear footsteps getting closer and slowly peel myself off the pavement. God, my hands and knees burn. I sit back on my heels and peer up to a group of unknown faces etched with concern. I blush and avert my eyes to my dad, who has kneeled in front of me. 
“I think I just grazed my hands and knees. What are you doing?”
“I’m helping the new neighbor move in.”
He reaches a hand out to help me up. I snail one leg up at a time, the air stinging my knee. I suck in a harsh breath and stand, mortified I fell in front of an audience.  
“Thanks, Dad.” I turn my hands over and inspect the damage to my palms. Just the top layer is grazed. I’ll need to clean it up inside. 
The group wanders off back to unpacking and I glance down at the colorful blocks that caused my fall. I should have been paying better attention, but all I was staring at was the truck. 
“I’m so sorry about that. My daughter shouldn’t leave her toys laying around.” 
All the hairs on my body rise. The familiar tone sends my gaze darting to seek the owner. Staring back at me are the deep-brown eyes from Olivia’s birthday. My stomach hardens by the knowledge he is my new neighbor.
The hot older guy. 
Thomas. 
He wasn’t a part of the group of faces I fell over in front of, was he? 
Oh God. How embarrassing.
His gaze flicks over my oversized t-shirt and black running shorts before he squats to collect the little blocks scattered on the pavement. My face burns hot, and I stare with wide eyes, totally mute. Does he recognize me? Part of me hopes he doesn’t, because pieces of hair are stuck to my forehead, and sweat beads run down my back. I’m standing in front of him looking like a hot mess with my sweat-soaked shirt glued to my back while he’s sexy-cool in a gray t-shirt that fits like a glove showing off his rippled muscles and black running shorts showing off his toned, tanned legs. 
I squat down and help him collect the remaining blocks and will myself to find my words. “It’s okay. They are only kids.” My voice sounds higher pitched than I wanted.
When his gaze meets mine, a spark of electricity hits me full force in the gut. 
The magnetic pull I feel toward Thomas has me averting my gaze back to the safety of my dad. The sun is hot, but Thomas is making it feel scorching, setting my skin on fire. I bite down hard on my lip as the flash of a memory from the pub slams into me. The feeling of his body pressed against me, his spicy scent, and how his tongue massaged mine. The way he touched my body bringing me to orgasm right there in the bar. 
Dad moves closer, all concern removed from his face, oblivious to my flustered state. “This is our new neighbor, Thomas. He just moved in today,” he states. “I’ve been helping them move some things while you were on your run.”
Dad interrupts my internal freak-out. “Thomas, this is my oldest daughter, Jennifer.” 
I glance briefly at my dad and then avert my gaze slowly back to Thomas.
I can’t tell my dad we’ve already met. I’m sure he wouldn’t be so polite if he knew how well I know him. 
“Nice to meet you, Thomas,” I choke out.
He rubs the back of his neck. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer. And I’m really sorry about the toys left on the sidewalk.” 
My dad steps out of ear shot, moving back to the truck. He stands and I follow, both holding blocks. 
I take the chance to speak. “I can’t believe it’s you.”
His offers a sexy lopsided smile and I feel my skin tingle in response. My body remembers him and as I get a whiff of his vanilla cologne, my pussy becomes heavy. 
“And I can’t believe it’s you. And you’re my neighbor.” He inches forward to take the blocks from my hands. Skimming my skin with his, it reminds me what his hand felt like in mine as he held my hand that night. When they empty, I curl and tuck them under my arms.
“Same. What a small world. I must look like a mess.” I roll my lips, pinching them together.
His eyes glow under the sun light, “No way. Just as ravishing as that night.”
I swallow past the lump that’s formed in my throat from his words. 
Is he kidding? I’m a bloody mess.
I cast my eyes over my old clothes, not understanding how he thinks that right now, but I don’t argue, “Than—”
He glances away when a high-pitched squeal emanates from inside the house. 
A little girl with blond braids, wearing a gorgeous frilly pink dress, runs out of the house. “Daddy. Daddy, guess what! Nana said if I go to college, I can be anything I want. I said I want to be a mermaid.”
A giggle leaves my lips. She’s adorable. Her hazel eyes shimmer as she pauses in front of Thomas. My breath hitches. Does this mean what I think it means? 
My flaming desires extinguish and an icy shiver runs through me. A feeling of disappointment and disgust hits my stomach.
“That sounds wonderful, sweetheart, but I need to talk to you.” He squats and gently speaks. “You know how Daddy tells you to pack up your toys?” 
She nods vigorously at him. “Yes.”
“Well, because you left some outside, Jennifer here,” he points to me and the little girl’s gaze meets mine, “she tripped on some of your toys and hurt herself. You need to pack your toys up from now on, please. Could you apologize to her? For leaving your blocks out.”
She looks back toward her dad and then back at me with a frown forming on her tiny face. “Sorry for leaving my toys out. My daddy always says fuck when he trips on our toys.” The audible intake of breath has my eyes flicking to Thomas. His face and her innocence have me rolling my lips, biting back a laugh that’s desperately trying to escape. The best part of kids is honesty. I peer down at the ground to prevent a big shit-eating grin. When I compose myself, I glance up at her again.
The little girl stares at me, waiting for my response. I squat down and wince when the scrape on my knee pulls with the movement. “Thanks for the apology. My scratches feel much better already.” I smile.
Her face drops with relief. “Daddy says shit when he cuts himself.” She points in the direction of my chin.
Touching my chin, I feel the cuts of rough skin and warm liquid. I cringe inwardly at the thought of my appearance. I’m sure I must be a real shock to Thomas. He is seeing me at my worst, literally, and compared to the done-up version I was on the night we met, it’s like night and day. I need to get away from here. The back of my head is hurting, and I feel a headache coming on.
“Lily, please.” Thomas cuts her off, eyebrows drawn together.
“I think I should wash it off and make it better. What do you think?” I ask, trying to calm the situation.
“Do you have princess Band-Aids to put on? My daddy buys them for me. I can give you one.” 
“No, I don’t, but it’s okay. You keep them in case you need them. They sound special.” I rise. “Well, um, I should head inside and clean up. It was nice to meet you, Thomas and Lily.”
I briefly peek at Thomas before darting my gaze back to Lily, then to my dad.
“Bye,” they say in unison. 
I wave at everyone before dropping my head, unable to glance in Thomas’s direction again. I pick up my pace, speed walking to the path that leads to our house. Once I’m in the safety of my home, I take a deep breath. What the hell was that?
“Meg.” 
I sigh, wishing I had enough money for my own place for times I need space but my wage would only cover rent. 
“It’s me mom, not Meg.” Walking further into the house, I find her cleaning the table.
She peers at me with concern. “Oh, I thought you were Meg, sorry love. What happened to your face?”
“I fell on the path running.” I explain.
“Let me see.” 
She walks over, but I wave her off. “Mom I’m fine thanks but I want to shower anyway. I’m all sweaty.” 
And not just from the run. But a certain handsome man I have a fever for. My body hasn’t reacted to a guy like that in over two years and that was with my last boyfriend. We dated for a year, but he wanted to live a single life and go out and party, whereas I want to live a quiet life. We separated on good terms and since then, I have had a few dates who said they wanted to settle down, but then their actions said something clearly different. I’m so over playboys.
“Is your father still next door helping the new neighbor?” 
My throat constricts.”Yeah, he is.”
Her face lightens, “Of course he is.”
My dad is the most helpful and polite man. It’s probably why my standards with guys are so high. I expect them to treat me the way my dad treats Mom. His love and support toward her are endearing. I would love to find that type of connection. They have been blissfully married since they were fourteen. To have a caring and loving man in my life is a dream. Guys my age are definitely not like that.
I walk to the bathroom and my mind is jumbled with questions.
Thomas has a child? 
Where is his wife? 
Is he married? 
I kissed someone’s husband?






  
  Chapter 4

Thomas


The moment we locked eyes on the pavement, I recognized her. My heart started beating faster in my chest, my stomach dropping like a rollercoaster dip. Surely it couldn’t be her, could it?
There was no mistaking those beautiful brown eyes staring back at me, her face free of makeup and a pink flush over her cheeks. She looked radiant and youthful, stealing my breath away. I worry she hurt herself, but she assured us it’s only a few grazes, so I don’t have any other choice than to believe her.
I wanted the ground to swallow me up right there and then. Trust Lily, my sassy girl, to throw some awkward phrases out without even realizing it. As I watch Jennifer rush back into the house next door, it reminds me of the night at the bar. I thought our connection was electric and I know she felt the same, but as I waited in that exact spot at the bar with her glass of water, I realized she is far too young for me and I didn’t deserve to move on. I have to be more responsible for the girls, so I got up and left. Thinking she deserved better and that I would never see her again.
Now, seeing her again, I can’t seem to shake the memory of how it felt to be with Jennifer. It was an out-of-body experience that night. It was as if we were wrapped in our own world, our bodies vibrating with the strongest of sexual tension. I have never been so daring, but the friction of her body and her intense kiss on the dancefloor had me in a spin. So, when she pushed me through the crowd, my body took over and I caved. Watching her eyes closed, mouth open, succumbing to the orgasm I gave her in the dark with my fingers… blew my damn mind. But the best part was tasting her cum on my fingers. Just thinking about it now makes my balls heavy and my cock hard, wanting it all over again. I stare at her lips, wanting to reclaim them and devour their softness.
I’ve pleasured women, but this was different. She left me wanting more. She is dangerous; her body fits so well with mine. Even in her baggy workout gear, I know the fit body hiding under it. My hands twitch with the reminder of how she felt underneath them. 
And now she knows I have children. I’m a dad, but the hardest part is she doesn’t know about Rose. It feels like a bomb dropped and I couldn’t have a private conversation with her. My girls are not something I would have wanted to mention straightaway anyway, and Victoria isn’t something I find easy to speak about, but with her living next door and knowing I have children, that means I may not have a choice. It makes me wonder how she feels, even though I shouldn’t have feelings for someone younger, just starting their life. I’m thirty-four; I need to find stability and I don’t want to introduce someone new to the girls since they might leave. They have had enough people leaving from their lives.
“Thomas, where did you want this?” My head snaps in the direction of her dad’s voice. 
I glance at the large cardboard box he’s carrying as he stalks over. “Let me take that. You’ve helped enough today.”
He squeezes the box against his chest. “No, I got this. I have no plans, and the truck is almost empty.” 
“Okay, just in the garage, please.”
He strides off, and I glance over to Jennifer’s house before getting back to work. 
Thirty minutes later, everything is inside. The big furniture is in place, but the boxes are in each room half-unpacked. Mom watched the girls and put Rose down for her nap, which allowed me to help a lot, meaning I can do less tomorrow.
 “Thanks for cooking, Mom.” I kiss her cheek as she stirs stew in a pot on the stove. “How can I help?”
“Call everyone to come and eat.”
I call everyone in the room and help Mom pass the dishes around. I hand Paul one and stand beside him as I eat mine. 
“I can come over and give you a hand tomorrow. What time?”
I swallow the stew that’s in my mouth before tuning to face him in surprise. “I appreciate the offer, Paul, but I don’t have too much to unpack, and I have all week off.”
“A new job?” he asks.
“Yeah, a project manager for my friend’s company.” I point to Joshua, standing on the other side of the kitchen, talking to James and my other buddy, Benjamin. 
“Nice. Smart man.” He seems to like my answer.
“What about you?” I ask.
“I have been an accountant all my life.”
“Smart too.” 
He snorts. And that makes me laugh.
“I hope I’m not overstepping here. I don’t want to be rude, but are you a single dad?”
My appetite vanishes, and I put my spoon in the bowl and lower it. I can’t glance at Paul. I stare down at the stew as I confess.
“Yes.” 






  
  Chapter 5

Jennifer


I shouldn’t have stayed up until the early morning binge-watching Grey’s Anatomy on Netflix. Walking through the doors at work with heaviness in my eyelids and lack of energy in my body has made me regret staying up late the last two nights. This is not a good look, since I recently applied to be manager of one room. 
A colleague is going on maternity leave soon, and I’m waiting to hear back on my application result for her position. I’ve been going a little harder, trying to go above my usual role and help, because I want to prove myself to them, hoping it will pay off. 
I amble down the hall yawning, struggling to stay awake. I wish I drank coffee. I’m sure the caffeine kick would help me right now. The lights are on in the staff room, and I peek in and spot Emma sitting at the table, hugging a cup between her hands.
“Hi, Jen.” 
“Morning, Emma,” I grumble back as I walk to the cupboard for a cup. 
My eyes are still half-closed as I reach for a mug, my mind still distracted with what happened this weekend, or rather who happened. Of all the houses, it had to be next to mine. It’s going to be hard to ignore the hot neighbor. Shaking thoughts of Thomas from my head, I grab a mug from the cupboard, but as I’m pulling it from the shelf, it knocks into the one beside it. Everything happens in slow motion. The mug hits the edge of the counter, smashing on impact before falling to the floor and shattering into even more pieces.
I wince at the sound and the mess now covering the floor of the break room. Oh, come on, really?
A chair scratches against the floor and small footsteps squeak closer.
“Are you okay, Jen? Did the cup cut you?” Emma squats and helps me pick up the pieces from the floor.
 “No, it didn’t.” I place the larger pieces in the bin and step over to the sink, opening the cupboard doors to reach for the dustpan. Once the mug splinters are swept up, I try again to make a cup of tea.
“What happened?”
“Sorry?”
She points to my chin. “What happened to your chin?”
“Oh, that.” I blush at the memory. “I fell while running Saturday.”
“Trust you to fall.” She laughs with a light shake of her head before putting her cup away and heading out of the room. “Take your time. I’ll be out here.”
“Okay,” I mumble back. 
If I had more time, and hadn’t stayed up so late, I could have dabbed some makeup on it, but I just washed my face and brushed my teeth before driving myself to work.
Emma arrived at the center one year ago, and we bonded straightaway over our love of movies and Netflix shows. She is funny yet kind, always offering to help other staff members. This childcare center is special to me. After my studies and my student time here three years ago, I went to the boss and asked for a job. 
I love the way Helen runs the center so efficiently. It’s a clean, fun, and happy environment to work. I knew not all centers were like this, so it relieved me to be accepted full time. We have the same set of staff that have been around for many years. It’s like a second family to me.
After I’ve drained my cup, I wash the cup in the sink I head in the direction of the reception desk where I see Emma hunched over, scanning the pages of the assignment book.
“Where am I today, Emma?” I call out as I approach.
She looks over at me. “We’re both in the toddler room today.”
I smile. The toddler room is my favorite. A lot of girls enjoy babies or the older children. Personally, I love the personalities each toddler presents. Their imagination and the way they grow so quickly at this age are utterly fascinating.
“Okay, great. I’ll start preparing the room.” 
I dash around the center, turning on lights, setting up play stations in each room, and turning on the computer. 
At exactly half-past six on the dot, parents arrive for the morning drop-offs.
Emma moves to the room as I welcome them. The next few hours pass quickly, and Helen is due to arrive soon.
The work phone rings, and I lift the receiver and say, “Welcome to the Spring Side Childcare Center, how may I help you?” 
“Hi, Jen, it’s Helen. I have a flat tire, so I’m waiting for help to come and change it. Do you mind doing the tours until I arrive? I don’t know how long they will take to arrive and then fix it,” she huffs. 
“Oh no, are you okay? Of course, I can do that. Is there anything else?” I offer.
“I’m fine. It’s just a big nuisance, really. Just the tours would be great. I’ll check the work emails from my laptop and do some work while I wait. I will see you as soon as I get in. Call me if there are any problems.”
“Yes, of course. Stay safe. If there is anything else, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you soon.”
We disconnect and I pop my head back into the room. “Emma, Helen has a flat tire, so she needs me to do the tours until she gets here. Will you be okay with that?” I ask.
Concern etches her face. “Yes, that’s fine. What time are they booked for today?”
“Nine.” 
“That’s now.” She giggles.
“I better get myself organized. I’ll catch you soon.” 
I close the door and power walk to Helen’s office. I grab the information packs for the parents today and return to the main desk to fill in the sections required. I’m about to get started when the bell above the door rings and I peer up into the dark eyes of Thomas. No way!
I duck my head down to avert my gaze, buying myself time to collect my thoughts and hide the heat rising to my cheeks. I hear the click of fancy work shoes as I pretend I’m absorbed in paperwork. The click stops right in front of me. My heart beats erratically.
He clears his throat. “Good morning… Jen.” 
He’s holding a younger child—one I didn’t see the other day. 
I’m trying to absorb the new information as a quiet reply leaves my lips. “Morning. I work here.”
Duh, I think he knows you work here, idiot.
His brows go from pinched to lifted. My gaze treks over his navy suit and crisp white shirt until I reach his eyes. The outfit isn’t what makes me melt—it’s the little girl wrapped tightly around his neck, hanging onto his matching tie, wearing a purple tutu dress with the most beautiful blond curls. 
Lily is in a school uniform, hugging his leg, but her shy face changes as soon as she registers who I am.
“Daddy.” She tugs at his navy pants and repeats it until he lowers his eyes to her. “Yes, sweetheart?” His soft voice causes my mouth to rise in the corner.
“That lady is the one that fell over my blocks.” 
I inwardly cringe. 
“Yes, she is.” He doesn’t indulge in her further, which I appreciate. “Sorry, Jen. I’m here for a tour for my little Rose.” At the mention of her name, she squeezes his throat and clings to him. 
I walk around the desk and over to the little girl clutching his side. “Morning, Rose. Would you like to come see all the toys we have here? We have so many. I’m sure you’ll find one you love.” Unfortunately, she doesn’t move an inch. 
The smell of Thomas’s spicy vanilla scent wafts in my nose, causing my nostrils to flare. I ignore it to focus on Rose.
“Why are your cheeks turning red?” Lily questions me. “Did you hurt them too?” 
Shit. Really, Lily?
Why does this keep happening to me? 
“Ah, well… no, Lily. It’s just a little warm here.” When the words leave my lips, I want to kick myself. How awkward. 
Rose lifts her head out of the crook of Thomas’ neck and takes a glance at me before diving back, burying her face back into the safety of her dad. 
“Rose.” He chuckles at her response. 
 “How about we walk around and I’ll give you the tour of our center? When we get to the toys, she may want to hop down and play,” I suggest.
“Good idea.” 
Spinning on my heel, I grab my folder and pen and show him around. Lily walks next to me. She seems extra confident for her age, and I wonder about her mom. I bet she’s confident, intelligent, and beautiful. A pang of envy hits, and I want to slap myself for being jealous of the mother of these girls.
I lead them into the toddler room where Emma is shaping playdough with the kids. 
“Emma, this is Thomas and his girls, Lily and Rose. Rose is going to be in the toddler room.”
She smiles. “Hi and welcome.” 
He barely glances back in her direction, his eyes finding mine again, just as quick as he left them. “Thanks.”
 Emma is a beautiful redhead with crystal-blue eyes; most guys are instantly drooling over her. Thomas, though, doesn’t give her a second glance, which I won’t lie, makes me feel good. I hide a grin and watch as Thomas rubs Rose’s back, crouching in front of a barbie house. She still clutches on to him, not wanting to let go. 
“Rose, darling. There are some fun toys here. Turn around and just have a look. I won’t put you down. I just want you to see the toys they have here,” he says gently.
She peels her head out of his neck and peers around. Her eyes light up and she smiles at the fluffy teddies on the table—clearly her weakness. 
“Teddies,” she says in the sweetest honey voice. 
I walk over, pick a cream-colored teddy up, and bring it over to her. Her head leans back into Thomas, so I pause and stretch my hand out so she can grab it. She studies it and then reaches out to snatches it. A small win. 
“What time does she nap?” I ask. “We like to stick to home schedules.”
“Around eleven but can be up to one.”
I nod and write it down.
“Any food allergies?”
“No.” 
I scribble that down too.
“Okay, it’s almost the end of the tour. I just need to finish the rest of the questions at the desk.”
He dips his chin, and I lead the way, with Thomas and the girls trailing behind me. I sit at the desk, and he stands with Rose still in his arms and Lily beside him.
“Are you wanting to enroll her in the centre?”
“Yes. Definitely. Can I do that now?”
I nod, “Of course.”
I open the directory for families and with my pen ready, I ask, “In an emergency, if we can’t contact you, who can we write down for permission to pick up Rose? And there are times other people may pick up Rose. We need to write down those contacts too.” I grip my pen to the point my knuckles turn white and hold my breath, afraid to meet his brown eyes, waiting for his wife’s name. 
“It would be my mom and dad, Margaret and Geoff.”
My brow furrows, but I quickly scribble down the details he calls out. I’m so curious why he makes no mention of their mother. I wish I hadn’t kissed him. I would never kiss a married man. The thought makes me want to vomit. Even though I want to know about her, it would be rude and unprofessional to ask now, so I push the thought from my mind and lean forward, sliding my chair closer to the desk.
Lifting my gaze to meet his, I say in my most professional voice, “Thank you for the information. We are all set for Rose. When you are ready, we can book her in for a few hours for a trial. Let me know a date and I’ll put her name down.”
He rubs his clean-shaven jaw. “I’m due to start work next week, so could I do one later this week?”
I scan the intake book. “What day works best for you? We normally suggest an hour or two for the first day and gradually build her time up. That’s if you can?”
“Makes sense and I’ll work around it. How about Thursday for a trial?”
I check the book before confirming. “Yes, Thursday will work. Bring Rose in at nine, and we can see how she settles in and go from there.” I glance back to look at his face.
He nods. “Okay, thanks, Jen. We better get Lily to school, but thanks for your patience. Girls, say bye to Jen, please.”
“Bye, Jen.” Lily waves so fast at me. 
I wave back at her with the same excitement, which makes her beam.
“Bye, Lily,” I call out before gazing at Rose, who has turned to stare at me but hasn’t said a word. “Bye, Rose.” She studies me, but never utters a word as she assesses me.
“Sorry. She’s shy with new people,” Thomas mumbles from behind her head.
I wave it off. “It’s fine, really. I’m sure she will warm up to us in no time,” I say, trying to appease the guilt etched on his face. “It’s normal for her age, when they go to a new place,” 
“Bye, Jen.” His lip rises in a sensual smile, instantly sending tingles down my spine.
“Bye,” I croak out, watching him leave. 
Taking a deep breath, I get up out of the office chair and trek back to the room to give Emma a hand with the toddlers. 
“My God, Jen, who was that delicious man? He was watching you like a hawk. You two know each other? I need all the details. Spill the tea right now,” Emma insists.






  
  Chapter 6

Jennifer


Emma stands in front of me, hands on hips, eyebrows raised, waiting for an answer. She’s been a sweet friend and a great co-worker for the last year, but I don’t feel comfortable going into too much detail. And there isn’t much to tell. I kissed him on a drunken night out and now I find out he has a family. Not something I want to shout from the rooftop. The interaction with Thomas will be kept for Olivia and Katie only. I know Emma saw little of the interaction between Thomas and me because we were not in the room with her long enough. 
“He was not, and I don’t know him personally.” I preoccupy myself with packing toys away, avoiding eye contact with her. 
“Are you sure about that? He looked like a love-struck puppy.” 
I turn toward her at that comment, my mouth hanging open, as she mimics a sad puppy dog face. I roll my eyes at her actions and return to packing more toys away, but the corner of my lip rises.
“You, Emma, are seeing things,” I say.
“If you say so…” 
The door swings open and we turn our heads at the movement.
“Jen, Emma, I’m so sorry. What a nightmare,” Helen puffs, saving me from further questions. 
Helen’s short brunette hair is ruffled and unkempt, as if she’s ran her hands through it a lot. It’s so carefree and unlike Helen. Her lipstick is completely worn off, which is rare. It’s a testament to how bad her morning has been, I guess.
 “It’s fine. Helen. We have it handled here. I’ll turn the kettle on and make you some tea,” I say.
Helen’s shoulders slump and she exhales a large breath. “That would be amazing, Jen. I’ll be in my office. Could you please bring it to me there? Would you mind?”
I smile. “Not at all.” 
“You’re a star.”
Ten minutes later, I knock on Helen’s door.
“Come in, Jen. You don’t need to knock.”
I step in and move some papers on her desk to lower the cup of tea, then take a seat across from Helen. 
“Did I miss much when I was out? Give me a quick rundown.” She picks up the tea and takes a sip. 
I draw in a breath before talking. “Only one tour so far. A two-year-old girl named Rose. I booked her for a trial this Thursday, and she officially starts next week. I wrote it in the appointment book. And there is another tour this afternoon. Did you want me to do it for you?” I glance at the mess scattered over her desk.
She takes another sip. “No, thanks. I’ll welcome the distraction after this morning. I got all the emails sorted while I waited for help.”
I nod and stand. “I better get back and help Emma with the lunch and nap round.” 
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