
        
            
                
            
        

    
Gillian Archer

Fighting for King

Star Studded #2


First published by Gillian Archer 2022

Copyright © 2022 by Gillian Archer

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Excerpt from Reluctantly Royal by Gillian Archer copyright © 2018 by Gillian Archer

This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the edition.

Cover design: oh so Novel

Cover photograph: LightField Studios via Shutterstock

Edited by Dayna Hart

Proofread by Crystal Blanton, Indie Authors Book Services

And Dawn Mangum

gillianarcher.com

First edition

ISBN: 9798215030950

This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy
Find out more at reedsy.com


Contents

Fighting for King Blurb
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Breaking news from The Babbler
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Breaking news from Celebrity Skin
Breaking news from Rub&Tug
Breaking news from The Babbler
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Breaking news from The Babbler
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Breaking news from The Babbler
Epilogue
Acknowledgments
Also By Gillian Archer
Bio
In case you missed it, read on for an excerpt of
Reluctantly Royal Chapter 1



Fighting for King Blurb

The Nanny Factor! Is there something more going on between Actor Kingston Grier and his new nanny? Stay tuned…

Kingston: Who knew it would be such a challenge finding a nanny who could focus on my daughter without getting sidetracked by trying to get into my bed? I can’t even make eye contact without them thinking I’m flirting. I’m not.

Until Briar arrives, and finally we have a nanny who’s there for Zoe. But why does this Mary Poppins have to be so damn hot?

Briar: My divorce left me with more than my share of trust issues. Not that I’m looking at my new boss that way. Kingston might be a Hollywood hunk, but the guy has the personality of a potato. His daughter couldn’t be more different. One look into her doe eyes, and I am in love.

Somehow Kingston and I go from barely speaking to talking all night long. And our attraction becomes impossible to deny. Just when everything’s finally going right, intimate pictures of us are leaked and the fallout is insane. When I signed up for this job, I knew I’d do anything to protect Zoe—I just never expected how much I’d want to fight for King.


Chapter One

Briar St Clair

Los Angeles, CA

I stared listlessly at the television. A perky cheerleader type waved her arm around a dump of a kitchen, painting a picture of possibility for the potential buyers. My mom was addicted to these home improvement shows. As if my dad had time to redo the home I’d grown up in, but I couldn’t make myself care. I couldn’t bring myself to care about much anymore. I was thirty years old, divorced, back living with my mom and dad, listening to my mom plan renovations that would never happen.

I’d officially hit rock bottom.

My cell rang on the coffee table in front of me—my bestie’s name, Lyla, lit up on the display. I didn’t have the energy to answer, but I knew how tenacious she was, so I gave in and answered.

“Hey Lyla.”

“Wow, you answered on the first ring. I’m shocked.”

“I’ve learned it’s just easier to give in with you.”

“I’ve trained you well.” Lyla snort laughed.

And I couldn’t help to smile in response. My heart might feel like lead, but I could never be a hundred percent sad around Lyla. She was awesome. “So, what’s going on?”

“Right.” Lyla cleared her throat. “I know you were thinking about giving up your classroom and going a different, more lucrative route, and I think I’ve found the perfect placement for you.”

“Lyla,” I whined, and then sighed. “You know that was just talk. I could never leave my classroom.”

“There’s no way you’re going to be able to afford IVF working for the school district. You still have to pay off your student loans from your master’s degree.”

I felt a pang at the thought of my fictitious baby and the arduous fertility treatments I’d need to ever hold her. “You know that was just a pipe dream. I’ll never be able to afford it regardless of where I work.”

“Au contraire, mon ami. I’ve got the perfect placement for you. Between the lucrative wage and retention bonuses every month, you’ll have more than enough money to pay off your loans and start saving for your future IVF treatments.”

“Whose billionaire spawn would I theoretically be watching?”

Lyla hummed. “Not billionaire. Definitely millionaire.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Even if it were for a Hollywood hunk?”

I had to admit my curiosity was piqued. Still, I persevered. “No.”

“Even if it were for a certain superhero?”

I groaned. “You have to be kidding me? Kingston Grier?” I’d seen all of his movies. But that didn’t matter. I wasn’t interested. “No, Lyla. You know why I can’t.”

“Listen. You are perfect for the position. You are the only person I can guarantee won’t try to crawl into his bed. Apparently, that’s been a little bit of a problem in the past.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“I know you’re not even thinking about men after what the asshat did to you. And you have every right to feel that way. I still think we should string him up by his balls. You just say the word, and I’ll be there with mace, a winch, and some rope.”

“And that’s why I love you.” Not that I’d ever take her up on her offer. I was better off not thinking about Danny ever again. It hurt my heart too much.

“This is a live-in position, so it’ll get you out of your parents’ house. You’ll have your own bedroom and bathroom in a gorgeous house in the Hollywood Hills. And I just know you’d be perfect for the position. He wants someone educated, experienced, and stable. I can’t think of three words that describe you more.”

And it was exactly the reason Danny left me. I wasn’t sexy or exciting. I paid my bills on time. I meal planned and prepped every Sunday. I flossed. Old, reliable Briar.

“I can hear you spiraling, Bri. And you shouldn’t. He was an ass who didn’t know what an amazing, wonderful woman he had. And I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but you are better off without him.”

I loved my bestie. Her and my family were the only things that had kept me going through this truly sucky time. And I’d sworn I was done crying. So why were my cheeks wet? I swiped at them while I tried and failed to muffle the hitch in my breath.

A dead giveaway that I was crying.

It probably killed Lyla, but she let it go. “No, I just want you to give this position a chance. It’s summer, so you don’t even have to technically give up your job yet. Just take the interview. Meet Zoe. She’s ridiculously cute. I guarantee you’ll be in love before the meeting is over. And I know you said it doesn’t matter, but you need to hear the salary.”

And then she said a number that was less than impressive.

“What are you even talking about? That’s less than I make now, and definitely not worth giving up my retirement contributions and health benefits for. I’d be better off staying where I’m at.”

“Briar, that’s per month. It’s five times what you make now. And it includes benefits,” she added.

My eyes widened. “Arrange the interview.”

And for the first time in a long time, I felt a flicker of excitement. Maybe my IVF dreams weren’t so crazy after all.

* * *

I pulled up to the gates just as my GPS dinged.

“You’ve arrived at your destination.”

I couldn’t see much from my vantage point, but judging by the other houses I’d passed, I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Technically I’d grown up in the Valley, but it might as well have been the Midwest given the differences. These mansions were nothing like my childhood home. Mine was a three-bed, two-bath ranch house. These were all concrete towers of glass and steel and just…so huge.

“Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” I muttered to myself as I rolled down my window and pressed the call button on the security panel like Lyla had told me.

“Yes?”

“Hi. Um, Briar St. Clair. I mean, I’m Briar St. Clair here for my interview.”

“Pull through the gates and park on the right side of the driveway. Do not block the garage doors. I’ll meet you at the door. Don’t ring the bell.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank—”

A buzzer cut me off.

Right.

I rolled up my window and watched the gates slowly open. The whole time, the list of instructions ran through my mind. Right side. Don’t block the garage. Don’t ring the bell. Was this a test?

Still, I couldn’t not obey the disembodied voice’s instructions. I’d always been a rule follower. I parked on the right side of the driveway—well away from the garage doors—and then stood on the front doorstep and waited for whoever to open the door. I didn’t recognize the voice, but somehow I doubted it was Kingston himself who’d answered the buzzer.

And I was proven right when the door opened and revealed a twenty-something guy, shorter than me who had at least five days’ worth of facial scruff on his chin. “Briar?”

“Yes, hi.” I stepped forward and offered my hand.

He shook it and offered me a smile. “I’m Adam. Nice to meet you. Please come in. Oh, but first, I need your phone.”

“My phone?” I frowned as I dug through my purse for it.

“Yeah, it’s just a security measure. Need to be sure no photos or videos are taken without King’s permission. You’ll get it back when the interview is over.”

“Um, okay.” It sounded paranoid, but I wasn’t a famous actor, so what did I know? I handed over my phone.

“Thanks for understanding. If you’re hired, you’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement and can have your phone whenever you want. But until you sign one, we confiscate at the door. Follow me.”

I tried not to gape as we walked through the gorgeous tiled entryway and past the huge floating staircase with suspended glass balls cascading around it. But when I spotted the huge, floor to ceiling windows—or folding doors maybe? I’d never been inside a house like this—and saw the view of the city beyond, I couldn’t hide my gasp. It was all right there and picture perfect. If I squinted, I could see the hazy shimmer of the Pacific Ocean. Insane.

Adam cleared his throat from the far side of the room and got my feet moving again. I smiled apologetically and hurried to his side. This time, I stayed close as he led me to a pair of sofas in the corner of the overlarge living room. That city view was still visible, since it was the entire far wall. It was mesmerizing.

But I determinedly looked away, pointing my attention at the man standing in front of the other sofa.

“Would you like something to drink? Water? Or tea?” Adam asked as he gestured for me to take a seat.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” I set my purse on the plush yet sleek sofa and quickly sat. No way was I drinking anything in this immaculate house. Especially not anything that could stain, like tea. I was so nervous I just knew my hands were shaking. No need to attract attention to my anxiety.

I didn’t know why I was so anxious. With my lack of nannying experience, I really doubted I’d be hired. And at least this way I wouldn’t have Lyla nagging me endlessly to do it.

“…your experience?”

I blinked back into the present and the man I’d spaced out on. “I’m sorry? I missed what you said.”

Yeah, no way was I getting this job. Pull it together, Briar!

Adam cleared his throat. “I was just asking about your experience.”

“Right. I don’t have any.”

Adam made a choking sound before coughing roughly. “What? Maybe I should’ve checked your ID. You are Briar St. Clair, correct?”

“Yes, I am.”

He grabbed a stack of papers on the side table next him. “You have a bachelor’s in early childhood education and a master’s in teaching?”

“Yes, but I’ve only had the master’s for a few months. I’ve been working while doing some night and online classes for it.”

“And you’ve been working as a preschool teacher for how long?”

“Seven years. Well technically, five years at my current school.”

“And you don’t consider any of that experience?” Adam stared at me incredulously.

“I was talking about nanny experience. I’m so sorry. I’m nervous, and I was just thinking about how you’re never going to hire me because I don’t have any nanny experience, and now I’m rambling, so I think I should shut up.”

Adam laughed. “I think that’s a first for me. No one is ever nervous around me. King on the other hand…” He hitched a shoulder.

I let out a shuddering sigh. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about that. No way was I making it past the gatekeeper with the way this interview was going. “Again, I’m sorry. I haven’t been in an interview situation for over five years. I guess I’m a little rusty.”

“Let’s talk about that. Why are you thinking about leaving your current job? Sounds like you’ve been there for a while.”

“I have. I love my job. Working with kids is so incredibly rewarding. They’re so open with their emotions. You never have to wonder what they’re thinking or feeling. They’ll tell you if they’re able. It always breaks my heart at the end of the school year when they go on to kindergarten.”

“Is that why you’re looking at a change in career? More permanency with your charge?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it like that, but it would be nice. I think it would be pretty special to be able to stay with one child long enough to really see them change and grow for longer than a year or two. But um, no. That’s not the reason.”

I stopped and cleared my throat. I suddenly felt parched, but I’d be damned if I was going to ask for a water now.

I smiled nervously before continuing. “I um, teaching, especially preschool, isn’t exactly the most lucrative field. As much as I love working with children, I need to be able to pay my bills, and unfortunately the master’s degree didn’t give my salary the boost I’d been hoping for. And now I have student loans on top of my other debts.”

A prick of heat burned my eyes that I was determined to blink away. This interview was already off the rails. I wasn’t going to add crying in front of him to the list of my many sins.

“Okay.” Adam filtered through the stack of papers in front of him, pulling several of them free. “I’m going to put you through to the next round. If you’re agreeable, I’ll need you to sign our NDA.”

I accepted the papers in shock. Really? After how I’d been answering so far, he wanted to talk more? Who the heck were the other applicants?

Adam laughed at my shocked expression. “You haven’t once mentioned movies, sets, or wanting to meet Kingston Grier.”

“To be honest, I’m more curious about Zoe.” I couldn’t help but smile thinking about how cute the little toddler had to be.

“And that’s exactly the reason I think you need to meet Zoe.”

“Who are you introducing to my daughter?”

I’d know that voice anywhere.


Chapter Two

Kingston Grier

I walked into the living room and froze at the sight of the blonde bombshell sitting on my sofa. What the hell was wrong with Adam? I’d been so clear about who I did and did not want to interview. Why was she sitting on my couch?

Adam stood up with a pained expression. “King, this is Briar St. Clair. I have a copy of her resume and background check if you’d—”

“Can we speak in private? Adam?” I gritted my teeth and crossed my arms over my chest, blatantly not reaching for the papers Adam held out to me.

“Yeah. Sure. Excuse us, Briar. We’ll be back in a few.”

The blonde on the sofa nodded tightly as her shoulders hunched into her body. The smiling, confident woman I’d glimpsed earlier was gone. Now she was as still as a statue, her eyes wide.

I didn’t have time to smooth over my bad manners. Adam could apologize for me later. While showing the gorgeous woman the door.

I stomped over to the stairs and climbed them to my office without looking to see if Adam was following. His Chucks squeaked on the steps behind me. Reaching my office, I waited for him to enter, then smoothly closed the door. I wanted—needed—to slam it, but I didn’t take out my anger on inanimate objects. Or employees. That was what my workout time was for. Not to mention the fact that my daughter was sleeping in her room down the hall.

“What the hell were you thinking?” I bit out.

“I know it looks bad, but if you’d just listen—”

“’Looks bad?’ It looks like you’re busy flirting and not interviewing the kind of nanny candidate I asked for.”

“I wasn’t flirting. We were actually talking about you.”

“I’m sure.” I raised my eyebrows. I knew how much cachet Adam could pull by name dropping me. The fact that he’d do it, while interviewing a potential employee, in my own home, had me questioning our three-year employment history.

“Not like that.” Adam’s lips twisted in disgust. “I’m insulted you think I would do that. What we were talking about was how she never brought up you. She was only curious about Zoe. She didn’t seem to care you were in the picture.”

I rolled my eyes. Right. “And I told you I wanted to interview more mature candidates. Nannies who have experience. What’s-her-name looks like she’s barely out of college.”

“Briar just got her master’s in teaching. She has a bachelor’s in early childhood education and has been a preschool teacher for the past seven years. Five at her current school. She loves children and has a history of sticking around.”

“What she doesn’t have is a history of being a nanny. What the hell, Adam? She’s not who I asked for.”

“She’s the best candidate out of all the resumes the service sent over. Most of the others seem to be frustrated actors still looking for their break. At least Briar likes kids, and has made a career out of teaching and caring for them. She’s the one, I’m telling you. Briar is the one for Zoe. Just read through her resume and background check. Please.”

I groaned.

“If you don’t believe me, I still have the stack of headshots and ‘resumes’ from the other candidates for you to look through. It’ll take you less than five minutes to see I’m right.”

“Fine. I’ll look at her paperwork.” I grabbed the stack of papers from Adam.

A smug grin curved Adam’s lips. “I get that you don’t want someone attractive who’s trying to get into your bed.” Adam frowned. “Wait, that came out wrong.”

“No, it sounds about right to me,” I muttered as I glanced over Briar St. Clair’s experience. Dammit if Adam wasn’t right. She sounded perfect.

On paper.

In person, she looked like I’d always pictured the sirens in Homer’s Iliad. All blonde and curvy in the right places. And that face. Somehow, she’d looked both innocent and experienced. I could easily picture a seductive pout on her gorgeous lips.

But if I hired her, I couldn’t think of her like that.

And she definitely couldn’t think of me. Period.

“I just meant you don’t want to hire a nanny who’s all about you. I don’t think Briar will be like that. She just got divorced a few months ago, and from what the security firm said, she’s not looking for another guy to replace her ex.”

Divorced? I thumbed through the report.

Ex-husband Danny Jansen filed for divorce, citing irreconcilable differences, and St. Clair resumed use of her maiden name. St. Clair did not contest the divorce and moved out of the marital home. Danny Jansen married Shana Jones one month ago, and they are expecting their first child in three months.

St. Clair currently resides with her parents in Los Angeles.

Wow. That was a lot to unpack.

“See what I mean?” Adam asked from my elbow where he was clearly reading over my shoulder.

“I do. Have her sign the NDA. I’ll bring Zoe down for the introduction when she wakes up.” I pulled my cell phone out and checked the baby monitor app. The tiny screen showed Zoe moving in that restless way that meant she’d be awake soon.

Adam paused on his way to the door. “You don’t want to talk to Briar first?”

“I’m not the one she’ll be working with. Zoe’s opinion is the most important. Maybe if I’d paid closer attention to it, we wouldn’t be in this mess right now.”

“Zoe has liked all the nannies.”

“Yeah, but she’s never bonded to them. She would always whine for me and cry when I left. She needs a woman in her life who’s fun and plays with her and puts her needs first.”

“You do know that Mary Poppins is a fictional character, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “Get the NDA signed. I’ll be down with Zoe in a minute.”

Adam chuckled as he left the room.

A squawk from my phone had me checking the baby monitor app again. No doubt Zoe was awake and plotting her escape. The video feed showed me Zoe sitting up in her bed and patting her favorite stuffed bunny while quietly babbling to herself. She told Bunny all her secrets.

My heart melted.

I thumbed the volume button and listened to her toddler talk. Half the time I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but I loved every single syllable out of her mouth.

Tucking my phone back into my pocket, I headed for her room. And when she saw me standing in her doorway, she squealed.

“Dada!” Her little body shimmied out of her floor-level toddler bed, and she ran over to me, burying her face in my knees. She hugged me as tight as she could then gave me grabby hands as she demanded, “Up. Up.”

I hoisted my eighteen-month-old baby girl into my arms and she wrapped her tiny arms around my neck. My heart about choked me. This. This right here in my arms was all I ever needed. “You have a good nap, sweetheart?”

“Dada, hungwy. Cheez toes?”

I laughed. If there was one thing in this whole world I could count on, it was that Zoe would wake up happy and wanting Cheetos. “Let’s go see if there’s any in the pantry. Want to take Bunny with us or does she need to sleep longer?”

“Bunny! Cheez toes.”

“We’ll take Bunny, but no feeding her Cheetos. You remember how dirty she got last time?”

Zoe squealed as I added Bunny to my wiggly load and immediately buried her face in her plush fur. I grinned to myself as I carried both of them down the stairs, listening to Zoe’s happy babbling about Cheez toes and malk.

Right up until I reached the stairway and heard the murmurs coming from below.

More specifically, the feminine one.

Briar. Right.

Shit.

I paused at the top of the stairs. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to introduce my baby to another woman who wouldn’t measure up. None of them had so far. What would make Briar any different? Why did I let Adam talk me into this?

Jaw clenched, I stomped down the stairs and passed Adam and Briar without a word on my way to the kitchen.

“Here’s Zoe,” Adam said behind me before laughing awkwardly. “Um, I guess she’s hungry. How about we join them in the kitchen?”

I wanted to yell at him, shield my daughter from her, and just get on with our day, but I knew I couldn’t. As much as I hated this, I had to see if she was a fit with Zoe. I needed a nanny if I wanted to work, especially given my upcoming insane schedule. Maybe it was time to retire. Stay home with Zoe and be hermits.

That sounded like heaven.

Unfortunately, I’d already signed way too many contracts with ridiculous exit clauses to make that my reality anytime soon.

I needed a nanny. And I needed a good one as soon as possible.

After plunking Zoe down in her highchair with Bunny on the tray, I went about making her afternoon snack. I had all of about five seconds before I heard Adam and her come into the kitchen.

“And this is Zoe.” Adam’s voice had my spine snapping straight.

“Hey Zoe. I’m Briar. Who is this?” Her chirpy voice bounced through the kitchen and irritated the hell out of me.

I didn’t care what Adam said. She was too young. And too pretty. No doubt she’d be “accidentally” bumping into me in the hallway or magically appearing in my bed at night. Just another pretty face who didn’t give a crap about my daughter.

Zoe didn’t answer. Smart kiddo. This time I’d pay attention to Zoe’s body language and not the sweet face and cutesy voice promising she just needed some time to get used to another new person. I didn’t need to turn around to know that Zoe’s face was most likely buried in Bunny’s fur as she cringed away from the stranger.

But when I finally turned around, that wasn’t what I found. Instead, Zoe was just staring, wide eyed, at the strange woman sitting in the chair next to her.

My chair to be specific.

Then my daughter did the most unexpected thing ever. She smiled at her, held Bunny out to her, and babbled away.

The sight did weird things to me. I felt both glad and bummed at the same time. I wanted Zoe to click with her nanny, but did it have to be her? And so soon? She couldn’t have made her work for it a little? Thrown a little fit or some mac and cheese at least? Why’d she have to click with a beautiful, young nanny? Why not an old, homely one? Maybe with a stooped back and a hooked nose?

I was an ass.

I listened to Zoe babble and her ‘uh-huh’s as I set the mac and cheese on Zoe’s tray.

I wanted to see what little miss perfect would do. So I took a seat on the opposite side of the table and watched the show.

“Are you hungry, Zoe?” She asked.

“Cheez toes!” Zoe screamed, slamming her palms down on the tray.

“Huh.” She tilted her head and smiled conspiratorially at my daughter. “I don’t see any cheese toes. Looks like your daddy made some yummy mac and cheese. What kind of shapes are those?”

And then it happened.

Just as she leaned over to look at Zoe’s lunch, my daughter’s hand smacked the side of the bowl, sending it and the wiggly cartoon shaped mac and cheese flying—straight into her face.

The bowl bounced off the wall behind them and clattered to the floor. Then there was stunned silence for a few beats while she wiped cheese sauce and pasta off her face.

“Zoe.” I sent her my best disappointed dad look. “That wasn’t nice. She—Briar—wants to be your friend. Is that how we treat friends?”

Zoe’s bottom lip quivered. “I wike Bwi-are.”

“I like you too, peanut.” Briar accepted the towel Adam offered and used it to pull some cheese sauce out of her hair. “How about me and you clean up this mess and then eat some lunch?”

“’Kay. Den cheez toes?”

“You gotta take that one up with your daddy.” Briar deftly disconnected the highchair tray and pulled Zoe out of the chair before settling her on her hip. “I’m not in charge of lunch.”

“Dada?” Zoe blinked at me.

“Oh wow. She has totally got your number.” Briar laughed.

Adam laughed too. “She has us all wrapped around her finger.”

“Here.” Briar handed the cheese-stained kitchen towel to Zoe. “Let’s get to work so you can get some lunch.”

Zoe immediately rubbed the towel over the top of Briar’s head.

My heart stuttered in my chest watching the two of them. Briar’s face lit up with her laughter at Zoe’s intent concentration on cleaning Briar.

This. This was what I’d wanted for so long.

Adam was right.

She was perfect.

And now totally off limits.

Adam sidled up to me and asked under his breath, “So what do you think?”

We both watched Briar and Zoe bend to wipe up the mess. Zoe happily babbled away while Briar nodded and actually cleaned up the mess behind Zoe’s efforts.

I sighed. “You were right. Show her the room and have her sign the contract if she still wants.” I could practically hear Adam gloating. “Can you at least try to be a gracious winner?”

Adam smirked. “Doubtful.”

I just shook my head and watched Zoe and Briar another minute. Despite the way they clicked, a sense of doom settled into my stomach. This wasn’t going to end well. None of them had so far. Only now I was worried that Zoe was the one who’d end up with the broken heart this time.

And I’d fight like hell to make sure that’d never happen. The second Briar proved herself unworthy, I’d boot her ass out.

I had to protect my little girl. No matter what.


Chapter Three

Briar

It was moving day.

To say I was nervous was an understatement.

And my parents weren’t making it any better.

“Are you sure you want to move into this guy’s house?” My dad asked as he heaved my huge suitcase into my trunk. “I don’t like this.”

I sighed and curbed the urge to roll my eyes. “I understand you have reservations, Dad, but I’ll be fine. I’m thirty years old. I can take care of myself.”

“It’s just…” My mom huffed. “I just don’t trust any of those Hollywood types. You know they all swan around like the rules don’t apply to them. I worry about you living with one.”

“We’re not in a relationship, Mom. He’s my employer. Besides, I doubt I’ll see much of him. I’m there because he can’t be. My whole job is taking care of his daughter because he’s working.” No pressure. I might be saying all the right things to my parents, but I was also saying them for me too. I’d never done this before. The longest I’d been in charge of my preschoolers was like three hours. Now I’d have a whole day to fill. My stomach danced at the thought.

“I know, kiddo.” Mom shrugged. “Doesn’t make me worry any less about you.”

I smiled. “And I love that you do. But I really need to get on the road. You know traffic will be insane, and I’m supposed to start today. I don’t want to be late.”

“Because if you’re late—” Dad paused and raised his eyebrows.

“You might as well not show up,” I finished for him. Since he’d worked as a general contractor in commercial construction my whole life, the saying was practically our family motto. My dad had drilled punctuality into us our whole lives. I’d been the most reliable teenaged employee at Marie Callender’s restaurant in high school.

Good ol’ dependable Briar.

Le sigh.

“Come on. Give me a hug and call when you get there.” My mom sniffled as she pulled me in tight.

“Mom, seriously?” My voice was muffled by her shoulder. “I’m just driving across town. I’m not even leaving the city.”

“You’re going to the Hills. It’s not just a different city, it’s a whole different world,” my mom said, patting my back and making my heart lurch in my chest. She pulled back and gave me a tearful smile. “And I’ll always want to know you’re okay when you get there. You’re still our baby girl, no matter how old you get, and you’ve been through so much already.”

My breath hitched in my chest at the reminder. I didn’t want to remember the pain I’d worked so hard to put behind me. “I’ll be fine, Mom. And maybe once I’m settled you can come over and see there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Me, meet Captain America?” Mom put her hand to her forehead and faked a swoon. “He’s on my five free celebrities list, you know?”

I shuddered. “More than I needed to know, Mom. Can we go back to the part where you treat me like a kid and not an equal? Suddenly I’m missing that dynamic.”

“It’s half the reason I don’t trust the son of a bitch,” Dad muttered as he pulled me in for a quick hug.

I kissed his cheek and pitched my voice low when I spoke. “If it helps any, he struck me as the prickly, grumpy type. I doubt he’d charm the pants off of Mom.”

“He better not. Or yours either.”

I laughed. I really wasn’t worried about that. Kingston apparently saved all his charm for his daughter, work, and the red carpet. He’d shown none of it to me. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Dad.”

“Famous last words.” He shook his head. “Drive safe!”

“And call us!” Mom shouted.

I waved to them both and then climbed into my car and drove away.

I loved my parents, but sometimes they were too much. Me and Kingston together? Yeah right.

And I really didn’t want to think about Kingston and my mom. That was the kind of stuff that would keep me up at night. Ack.

Of course, now that I was alone, I was left with my nervous thoughts that even the radio couldn’t drown out. Could I really do this? I was essentially signing up to be a surrogate mom to this little girl. A job I’d always wanted but was still so scary to take on. I’d be solely responsible for the safety and no doubt education of a toddler.

My stomach wobbled in a way that had nothing to do with the hilly road in front of me.

I could do this.

I wanted to do this.

Zoe was so stinking cute. I was sure it’d be fine.

Probably.

* * *

After a ridiculous amount of traffic and frustration, I pulled up to Kingston’s ornate metal gates with three minutes to spare. I pressed the button on the speaker and waited for someone to answer. But instead of a voice, a buzzer sounded, and the gates slowly opened.

I pulled through them and drove down Kingston’s driveway. With not a crack in the pavement and the immaculately landscaped flower beds bordering, I would’ve thought I was approaching a royal castle. But when the concrete tower of glass and steel came into view, I remembered I was still in the Hollywood Hills.

Last time, I’d been so distracted by Adam’s exacting instructions, I hadn’t had time to take in the view. It was…big. And kinda cold looking. There wasn’t any wood or… I don’t know—those little touches that made it look like a home and not the centerfold for Architectural Digest.

It was no doubt expensive and immaculate, but it definitely wasn’t some place I’d want to live. Or a place I’d imagine children lived either. There was no clutter of toys or room for kids to run and play. That backyard looked like a death trap with the retaining walls and huge cliff.

Mental note: play with Zoe inside.

Shaking my head, I parked where I had the last time then took a quick second to send my mom a text.

Me: Here safe. No time to call since I barely made it on time. I’ll call when I’m off tonight. Love you!

I didn’t wait for a reply.

I was pulling my suitcase from the trunk when a pair of masculine arms appeared on my left side.

“I got it,” I muttered as I struggled with my stupidly huge suitcase.

All I heard was a grunt in response as the guy next to me I’d assumed was Adam pulled my suitcase free.

But when he put it on the ground next to him, I was blinking up in surprise at Kingston Grier instead.

He stared back at me for a beat. His eyes didn’t move down my body—he just stared straight into my eyes. But before I could say anything, he grabbed my suitcase off the ground, turned, and headed for the house.

“Uh, thank you!” I yelled at his back.

But Kingston didn’t respond.

I hurriedly closed the trunk and locked my car—more due to habit than anything else—and all but ran after him. He was walking through the door by the time I caught up.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning. I thought Adam would be the one to show me around.”

Kingston didn’t pause as he entered the house. He headed for the stairs and climbed them with athletic ease. Meanwhile, I felt like a chihuahua chasing the bigger bulldog in those old Looney Tunes cartoons. Huh, Spike? Right, Spike?

He didn’t acknowledge anything I said. Instead, he pushed open a door at the end of the hall. “You’re in here.”

He left the suitcase in the doorway before taking a huge step back like he was being repelled by a force field or something.

“You’ve got a private bathroom and a walk-in closet. Zoe is down for her morning nap. Come down to the kitchen in an hour, and we’ll go through everything then.”

Then he turned and all but ran away from me. He jogged down the stairs just as athletically as he’d climbed them, avoiding my gaze the entire time.

And left me all alone in my new bedroom.

He couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

Did I smell or something?

I lifted an arm and discretely sniffed my pit. Nope, still daisy fresh.

I sighed. Maybe it would just take time for him to get used to me.

Or maybe he was just a grump.

I grabbed my suitcase and dragged it into the closet. I had some unpacking to do.

* * *

Forty minutes later, the sound of a child babbling to herself had me pausing in my new closet. I listened to a ridiculously cute mix of words and gibberish. The urge to walk into her bedroom, scoop her up, and cuddle her close was overwhelming. I wanted to inhale that yummy baby smell and listen to her babble all day long.

But I could already tell it would take Mr. Grump a while to trust me. I wasn’t going to challenge the first request he’d made of me.

It killed me to sit and listen to her and do nothing.

Until I heard Mr. Grump join her.

“How’s my girl doing? You feeling good after your nap, sweetness?” Kingston’s deep rumble sounded from the other side of the wall. “Looks like someone needs a fresh diaper.”

I stood to help him out and hadn’t even reached my door when I heard the telltale sound of the tabs on a disposable diaper and Zoe’s happy babbling.

I retreated back into my closet since Kingston could obviously handle the diaper change.

“So, you’re gonna see Briar again in a few minutes.” His voice still came through the wall crystal clear. “She’ll hang out with us the next few days and get to know you. And I’ll decide if she’s worthy of taking care of the most important person in my whole wide world.”

I felt a pang in my chest at the adoration in his voice. I could already tell he would do anything for his daughter.

But he was a little bit like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Kingston was totally open and real with Zoe, while he wouldn’t look at or speak to the lowly nanny.

I really hoped he gave me a chance.

Twenty minutes later, I followed the toddler babbles down the stairs to the kitchen where I found Kingston and Zoe sitting at the kitchen table with Play Doh.

I had to smile at the scene. Big, bad Captain America twirling colorful scraps of dough while making faces at his adorable little girl.

I beamed at Zoe. “Look who’s up! Whatcha got there?”

Zoe lifted her hands and happily babbled at me. “Doh!”

“I see that. Can I play too?”

Zoe grinned at me as I walked toward the unoccupied chair next to her. When I was close enough, she held out a hunk of Play Doh.

“Thank you, peanut. How did you know green is my favorite color?”

Kingston didn’t acknowledge me.

I kept my eyes off her dad and focused on the cutie next to me. “Do you have a favorite color, Zo?”

“Lello. Like Lello.”

“Yellow is an awesome color. Do you have any on your tray there?”

She held up a yellow snake of dough.

“Good job. You are so smart!”

She grinned a flash of tiny teeth at me, then tried to shove the yellow dough into her mouth.

“Whoops.” I grabbed the snake and tried to distract her with some snake sounds. “I think someone is hungry.”

Kingston cleared his throat. “Yeah. I have some pasta going.”

I shot a glance at the stove and the pot of spaghetti simmering away.

Tomato stains would be so much harder to get out of my clothes than mac and cheese. I was glad I wore my old jeans today.

Would it be rude to ask for an apron?

Or a helmet?

I bit my lip to hold my giggles at bay. I just felt so on edge—like my every move was being judged. Should I talk to Kingston? Wait for him to ask me something? This felt like the worst and longest job interview ever.

But it was clear that I was still not technically hired. Kingston wouldn’t be here if I was the actual nanny, right?

So I did the only thing I could think of—I ignored him and played with Zoe. We rolled out snakes, twirled them into bowls, and stamped out shapes in the dough.

Every once in a while, I’d look up and notice Kingston’s gaze on me. He’d quickly look away, and that made me even more nervous. He never smiled at me. Was I doing something wrong?

Ignoring the butterflies in my stomach, I continued to play with Zoe. We rolled Play Doh, smashed it, and mixed it together until it was all an amorphous gray blob of weirdness. At that point, Zoe was getting annoyed and impatient.

I rounded up all the gray blobs and pushed them aside before I wound up wearing them. “Do you like songs, Zo? Want to sing something?”

She tilted her head and blinked at me.

“How about the alphabet song? Do you know that one?”

She blinked at me again.

“A-B-C-D…”

She grinned.

I pulled out my phone and called up a video I used a lot in my other job—a cute alphabet video with flashing letters of all colors. I held it up and sang along.

Zoe was transfixed. Every time we got to the end of a line, she’d repeat the letter in her cute little voice.

“A-B-C-D-E-F-G…”

“Gee,” Zoe whispered.

“H-I-J-K-L-M-N-O-P…”

“Pee,” Zoe murmured.

Kingston set down a small bowl of pasta in front of Zoe. “We try to limit screen time to just an hour a day.”

I winced. “Sorry. I should’ve asked.”

Thankfully the video came to its end. I reached for my phone when Zoe pressed the play button again. Smart kiddo.

Kingston smirked as he set a bigger bowl of pasta in front of me. “Now you’ll pay the price. She has your phone and red sauce. There’s no way this will end well.”

Meaning she’d either cry when I took it away or she’d dunk it in her lunch.

This was a test.

And I was determined to show that smug Hollywood actor that I knew exactly what I was doing.


Chapter Four

King

That fancy phone was going to end up smeared with spaghetti sauce.

It was so going to be worth the bill to replace it. Then I wouldn’t have to hire her. Adam could go back to the agency and find some Mrs. Doubtfire lookalike, and I wouldn’t have to feel these things about the gorgeous woman taking care of my daughter.

But she shocked me.

Taking advantage of the way Zoe was still enthralled over the alphabet video, Briar swept a deft hand over Zoe’s bowl of pasta. After nudging the bowl away from the captivated toddler, Briar sang along with the rest of the alphabet song. When the song was over, she nimbly swapped the phone for the bowl of pasta, and started singing On Top of Spaghetti.

Zoe was transfixed. She didn’t even notice the phone was missing.

Dammit.

I was impressed. And charmed.

Briar and Zoe were busy slurping noodles, singing the spaghetti song for the third time, and faking sneezes. It was silly and fun and so damn cute.

Who was this woman?

And what dumbass had let her slip through his fingers?

At least Briar didn’t know what I was thinking. Either I was a better actor than I thought, or she truly wasn’t interested. I never caught her eyes on me. She was totally focused on Zoe and their lunch. It was everything I’d ever wanted in a nanny.

So why was it annoying me?

“Are you done with your lunch?” Briar asked, addressing me for the very first time.

“I, what?” I blinked and discovered that my bowl was empty, and Briar was gathering our dishes. “Oh yeah. I’m done. Thanks.”

She smiled and added my bowl to her stack before carrying them to the sink. The faucet ran as she rinsed the dishes, and I heard her open the dishwasher.

I opened my mouth to ask her to grab a washcloth for Zoe, but she was already carrying one back. She neatly cleaned Zoe’s face, despite my daughter’s scowl and attempts at dodging the washcloth.

“So what’s next?” Briar asked with a bright smile.

I cleared my throat. “How about we start a cartoon for Zoe while we go over a few things?”

“Sure.” Briar deftly unstrapped Zoe from her highchair and lifted the toddler into her arms. Zoe wrapped her arms around Briar and rested her head against Briar’s shoulder. My daughter looked like she loved exactly where she was, comfortable in the person holding her.

I don’t think I’d ever seen her take to someone so quickly. Not since Rome’s wife first started coming around. And even then, it took my girl a minute to warm up to Sophia. I struggled to swallow against the lump that suddenly appeared in my throat.

“Everything okay?” Briar asked.

I nodded tightly before saying roughly. “Yeah. Come on. This way.”

A few minutes later, we had Zoe happily plopped down in front of the tv with Mickey Mouse on the screen. I sat on one end of the couch, and Briar sat on the other.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and waved Briar over. “You need to be a little closer to see this.”

She stood and walked over to my end of the couch. Then she sat close to me but not so close that we were touching. My head swam at her subtle scent—fruity, like cherries? It was refreshing and so different than my ex. Ariel had loved to douse herself with all those designer perfumes that had made me choke. Whereas Briar was a literal breath of fresh air. She couldn’t have been more different from my ex if she’d tried.

Maybe that was what I’d found so annoyingly attractive.

“What did you want me to see?” She asked after a long, awkward pause.

I blinked back into the present. “Right. Um, this is the app we use to monitor Zoe when she’s sleeping.”

I ran her through the security codes, my nanny cams throughout the house, and Zoe’s schedule. The whole time, she took notes on her phone, nodding along, and avoiding eye contact.

“Adam said something about you starting a movie soon? What is my schedule going to be like when you’re filming?”

This time she looked up from her phone, and I got to see her pale blue eyes. They were gorgeous.

But she was my employee.

I shook my head. “We start filming in three days. I’ll be on set upwards of twelve hours a day, plus the commute. And it’s a six-week shoot. Fortunately, we don’t have any location shoots. I haven’t found someone to relieve you so you can have time off yet, but that’s the goal. Until then, it’ll be long days for you, unfortunately. But my brother, Rome, should be done filming his movie soon-ish. He and Sophia will be available to give you some days off coming up. And I’d like you to bring Zoe to set some days, but we’ll talk about specifics later.”

Briar’s eyes got wider and wider the longer I talked, but she didn’t say anything.

I raised my eyebrows at all she wasn’t saying. “Any problems with what we’ve gone over?”

“I’m going to meet Roman Grier?” she whispered.

I tried not to laugh. Or be insulted. Rome? Really? Now it was my turn not to say anything.

Briar’s face slowly started turning red. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud. This is all just so surreal.” She shook her head then squared her shoulders. “But no, it’s fine. I understood from talking to Adam that days off would be hard to come by while you’re filming. And I’m fine with that. Zoe is a gorgeous, fun little girl.”

I nodded and turned my attention to my clasped hands and not how gorgeous Briar looked with flushed cheeks. “Okay. And uh, I should’ve said this earlier, but I’m impressed so far. You passed my little test at lunch and handled Zoe easily. I think this is going to be a good match.”

“She’s so sweet and smart and cute. Honestly, I’m amazed you’ve had a hard time finding someone to take care of her.”

“You’d be surprised,” I muttered to myself, thinking of all the nannies we’d been through so far. The accidental brushes in the halls. How many of them tried to slip into my bed at night. The seductive poses when I was in the room. The blatant come-ons.

I really hoped Briar was different.

And above all, I had to remember that she was here for Zoe.

Not me.

* * *

While Zoe napped later that afternoon, I finally got around to returning a few phone calls to Adam, my agent, and my publicist. And then there were two names left on my list.

My ex-mother-in-law and my brother, Phoenix.

My ex’s family was a dumpster fire. Hell, Karen had sold out her daughter’s funeral to the paps and splashed a bunch of untrue bullshit all over the tabloids. I had nothing against my daughter getting to know her mother’s side of the family—if they weren’t all a bunch of scheming psychopaths. Karen could talk to my lawyer. I wasn’t calling her back any time this decade.

Of course my brother, Phoenix, was a whole different kind of headache. He’d gone off the rails after a few years living the Hollywood lifestyle. He’d been drinking, drugging, and running wild until the only job he could land was the front page of The Babbler because he’d turned into such a trainwreck. But after some shit had gone down with Rome, we’d finally convinced him to go to rehab. And to his credit, Phoenix had turned it around. He’d completed a thirty-day program, then turned around and signed up for a six-month stint. Now, he was one year sober. My little brother had turned it around; I was proud of him.

The reason I’d put off calling him had nothing to do with his past. It had everything to do with where he’d decided to live after rehab—with our mom.

I hadn’t talked to her in years. Ever since she’d sold out our life story and gave a very in-depth house tour to that tabloid show, Off the Record. Apparently both of Zoe’s grandmas were cut from the same cloth.

Despite the fact that she’d be hovering in the background of our call, I picked up my phone. I loved Phoenix, so I called him back.

He answered on the third ring. “Hey, bro.”

“Hey, Nix. What’s going on? I saw I’d missed your call.”

“Yeah, um, shit. I feel like an ass asking you this, but I kinda need a place to stay.”

I was taken aback for a second. Last I’d heard, everything was going great for Nix back in Oregon. He was working his program and getting along with our mom. “Why? What’s going on? Is someone giving you a hard time?”

I hated talking about her, and I really didn’t want to call her Mom.

“Nah, it’s not that. I’ve, uh, got a few appointments with some agents in town, and I kinda need a place to stay.”

I could hear the unease in his voice. We’d agreed during his intervention not to enable him and let him live on our dime, so I understood some of his apprehension. But this was the first I’d heard of him moving back to LA.

I cleared my throat. “You’re thinking of working as an actor again?”

“Yeah. I’ve been clean for over a year, and I can’t keep living on mommy’s dime. I gotta get back to my life again.”

“Are you sure this is the best place for you? I mean, the whole reason you moved to Oregon was because everything’s so fucked up here. If you start working around the kinda people you knew before, you could be using again in no time.”

“I won’t. I’ve thought this through, King. I have a program and a sponsor to lean on. I won’t be the first recovering addict to work in Hollywood. I’ve got this.”

His sponsor being the VP of one of the most notorious motorcycle gangs on the west coast. That little nugget didn’t exactly give me confidence.

I sighed. “You can stay in the guesthouse. But if I see anything that makes me think you’re using again, you’re out, and I won’t give a shit if you have nowhere to go. Zoe comes first. She cannot be around any of that bullshit.”

“Thanks, bro. You won’t regret this. I swear. But um, there’s one more thing.”

I groaned. “What now? You can’t have my firstborn. I’m more than a little attached to the little turd.”

“You’re an awesome dad. You know that, right?”

“Stop trying to butter me up. Just tell me already.”

“I, uh, I’m not coming alone. Is there room for two in your guesthouse?”

“Since when did you start dating? I thought you were doing the celibate thing?” Apparently there was some rule about twelve-step programs and celibacy during the first year. Nix had glossed over it at the time, but when I’d asked about girls a few weeks back, he’d told me he was still celibate. Maybe that’d changed?

“Uh, still doing the celibate thing.” Nix coughed like he was choking. “So we’d have separate rooms. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. Same rules apply to your friend. No drugs, no parties, no more guests other than the two of you. I’m not running a freaking hotel out here.”

“Yeah, yeah, no. I get it. Thanks, bro. This’ll be great. You’ll see.”

“Yeah sure, Nix.” I sighed and ran a hand over my head as I suddenly felt ancient. And exhausted. “Great,” I repeated weakly. “Any idea when you’re coming down?”

“It’ll be a couple of weeks I think. I want to line up a few more agents to meet with to make the trip worthwhile. Who knows? Maybe it’ll be a one-way trip, and I’ll be sticking around.”

“In your own place. You’re not living here long term.”

“Right. Hey, I gotta go. I’ll let you know when I have details lined up. Thanks again, bro.”

“You’re welcome. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

I pressed the red button on my phone then set it down on my desk with a groan. I’d been so freaking proud of all the work my brother had done to get clean. So why this overwhelming sense of doom? His coming here felt like a mistake, but what could I do? It was his life and his decision.

But maybe if Nix wanted to come to LA, he should have to do it all on his own. I wanted to call Rome and get his opinion, but the two of them weren’t exactly on the best of terms. Nix still had a lot to make up for with Rome.

Although him being here could give him the opportunity to patch things up with Rome if the stars aligned and their visits lined up.

I scrubbed a hand over my face. No doubt I was overthinking shit.

My phone chirped. I looked over and saw an alert from my baby monitor app. Smiling, I thumbed the app open and heard my daughter’s babbling. Someone was up again. Despite the dim lighting, I could see Zoe still in bed, talking to her bunny.

Everything else in my life might be a dumpster fire, but I would do anything for her.

I stood up from my desk and was on my way to my office door when I heard another voice join Zoe’s.

Briar.

“Did you have a good nap?” Briar murmured, her voice low and calm.

“Bunny!” Zoe squealed, holding her stuffed pet out to Briar.

My heart stuttered in my chest. Zoe had accepted Briar in her life without a qualm. Like it was normal for someone she’d only seen twice before walking into her room.

The guilt almost ate me alive. Her life had been so chaotic when it should be anything but. Thirteen nannies in the small time since her mom died. And that didn’t even include the chaos we’d been living in when Ariel had been here. I tried like hell to not remember those few months. I was just thankful that Zoe wouldn’t have to bury those memories—she’d never remember her selfish, greedy, irresponsible mother.

“Are you hungry, peanut?” Briar asked on the video feed. “Or thirsty? Let’s get you some water and a snack, then see what fun we can get up to in the playroom.”

Zoe babbled something then held out her arms for Briar to pick her up. I held my breath as I watched Briar easily picked up my daughter and carried her out of the room, asking Zoe about numbers as they went.

Zoe needed normalcy. A calm and steady woman in her life. So far, all signals were pointing to Briar being that person.

But I was afraid to let myself hope.

I’d already been burned so many times before.


Chapter Five

Three days later

Briar

“So tell me! How’s it going?” Lyla’s mellow voice came from my speakerphone as I sat alone in a corner of the living room. “I usually give my clients at least a week before I check in, but I have to know. Are you liking it? How are you settling in?”

I’d been reading an ebook on my phone after putting Zoe to bed. And now I had the whole house to myself, since King was out at a business dinner with his agent. I took it as a good sign.

It’d only taken him three days to leave me alone with her.

I cleared my throat. “It’s going good so far. I love Zoe. She’s so cute and smart. I swear she already knows more than a lot of my students when they arrive at preschool at the beginning of the year. And she’s not even two yet!”

“I knew you were the perfect fit for this job. I swear I felt it in my bones when I read the specifics.” Lyla’s voice rang with self-satisfied pride. “But how are things with her father? Everything okay? Are you comfortable with the living arrangements?”

“Are you kidding? My closet is bigger than my bedroom back home, and I have my own bathroom. The house is gorgeous, but it doesn’t exactly feel like home, you know? I’m very aware that I’m living in someone else’s house. Tonight’s the first night I’ve ventured out of my room during my down time, and that’s only because he’s not here.”

“What about Kingston? Is he not making you feel at home? Is there…friction there? I thought he was a pretty nice, warm guy when I spoke to him.”

He must’ve saved all his charm for other people. I sighed. “I haven’t really spent much time with Kingston. He’s around, but he hasn’t really talked with me much aside from Zoe’s schedule, security info, his schedule. He’s all about Zoe or busy with whatever. He doesn’t really talk.”

“I’m sure that will just take time. After a few weeks it’ll feel like you’re a member of the family.”

I seriously doubted I’d ever think of Kingston Grier as a member of my family.

Sure, he was good looking. A movie star. And I’d been so nervous around him—at first. He was also kind of a dud when I talked to him. I’d met more charismatic wallpaper.

But instead of letting all that unprofessionalism leak out—yes, Lyla was my bestie, but she was also technically my boss, which would put her in a weird place—I gave her a weak, “Uh-huh.”

“I know it’s only been a few days, but you’ll get there. I really think this is the perfect job for you. Have you given any thought about when you’ll give notice to your school?”

I laughed. “I’m only three days into this job, Lyla. I’m still on probation with Kingston and your company.”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I’m just excited for you. And I like it when you acknowledge that I’m right. You giving your notice at your old job would be just one more tally mark in my column.”

“You’re crazy.” I shook my head as I laughed. “But yes, you were right. I love the job, and so far, everything is great. Thank you for being so awesome and right.”

“You’re very welcome.” Lyla laughed with me, then after a beat she sighed. “I’m guessing by your attitude you haven’t been on social media tonight.”

And just like that, all the levity disappeared. Something not good was coming. “No.”

“I think it would be best if you stayed off for the next few days. Until their posts fall out of your feed.”

An icy feeling of doom clutched at my heart. I didn’t have to ask to know who she was talking about.

“I’m sorry, Bri. I just don’t want you to see it and get hurt again. If it helps any, I didn’t get invited. I’m clearly Team Briar. But unfortunately, we have a few mutual friends who aren’t as loyal.”

Tears burned my eyes as I whispered, “Yeah. Thanks, Ly.”

“You know this will pass, right? I get that it’s still raw, but that asshole isn’t worth any more of your tears. And you’ll do so much better than him and his tiny, cheating pecker when you’re ready. You’ll see.”

“Thanks, Ly.” I swiped at the tear rolling down my cheek. “You know I love you, right? You’re the best friend a girl could ever ask for.”

“Love you too, Bri. Get some sleep and stay off social media. Don’t torture yourself.”

“I’m going to bed now. ‘Night.”

“’Night.”

I pushed the red button on my screen, then swiped to the home screen.

Where that icon mocked me.

Nothing good would come of clicking on it.

It would only make me feel bad and rip open old, barely healing wounds.

And yet…

My finger was tapping it before I’d consciously thought to do it.

At first, my feed was the normal pictures of friends and family eating out, their cute pets, and even cuter kiddos. I was half convinced that Lyla had overreacted, blew something little way out of proportion.

And then I saw it.

A bunch of pictures from Danny and Shana’s gender reveal party. Danny’s hands on her burgeoning belly. The huge grin on his face as pink streamers rained down on them. The two of them kissing under a hail of pink confetti and bubbles.

They were having a girl.

A baby girl.

The pain in my chest about crippled me. My phone dropped to the floor with a muffled thud, then my ears swam as I curled into myself. Everything I’d ever wanted was happening for them.

Sobs racked my body as I gave into the pain.

Why?

Why wasn’t I the one feeling my baby kicking in my belly?

Why couldn’t that be me?

It would never be me.

Never.

God.

It hurt so much.

I cried for I don’t even know how long. Until my head and chest ached from my sobs.

Until I didn’t have any tears left.

I should’ve listened to Lyla. Knowing was so much worse than wondering.

But I couldn’t sit out here all night crying on someone else’s couch. God, I didn’t even have my own couch.

I used my shirt to mop up the mess streaming down my face, leaving smudges of mascara all over it. Not that I gave a damn. More than anything, I wanted a glass of wine the size of my head, but I was still responsible for a tiny human, so that was out of the question.

I sat up, picked up my phone, and tried to gather enough energy to get off the couch and climb the mountain of stairs to my room. But I couldn’t. I just sat there and stared at my black phone screen. Part of me was glad I couldn’t still see the pictures, but it didn’t really matter—they were seared in my brain. When I closed my eyes, I could see that expression on Danny’s face. His hands on her round belly.

The life that should’ve been mine.

“Everything okay?” A deep voice asked above me.

I jumped, and my phone went flying into the air.

Straight at Kingston Grier’s body.

He flinched as the phone bounced off his chest before it clattered to the floor for the second time tonight.

I couldn’t bring myself to give a crap whether it was broken or not. At least that way I couldn’t torture myself with pictures of them.

“Sorry.” I buried my face in my shirt again and wiped the mixture of tears, snot, and mascara off again. Or tried to. “Zoe is asleep. Has been for a few hours. I’m not drunk. I swear. Totally sober. Unfortunately.”

I stood, shuffled over to grab my phone, and headed for the stairs without once looking at Kingston. I got all of two steps away when his hand grabbed mine, pulling me to a stop.

“Are you okay?”

I shook my head, still refusing to look at him. “Not even a little.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No,” I whispered. “It’s fine. I mean, I’ll be fine.”

Kingston made a rough sound in the back of his throat. “I was married, remember? I know exactly what ‘fine’ means.”

“Then you should know it’s best if you just leave me alone.”

“I should. And yet…” He sighed.

I finally looked up to find Kingston staring back at me with a concerned expression. Something about having all his focus on me did something to me. I didn’t want to think about it or examine it. I just needed to get upstairs and hole up in my borrowed bedroom. So I shrugged despite his hold on me. “Some wounds just take longer to heal.”

“Believe me, I’ve been there. It’s kind of trite, but it does get better. It won’t always hurt this much.”

“Thanks.” I took a shuddering breath and then my mouth opened and something I never should’ve said poured out. “How long did it take you to get over…”

I closed my eyes and winced. Think before you speak, Briar. Think!

Kingston let go of my hand and took a step away.

The whole time, I was calling myself twelve kinds of moron. I opened my mouth to apologize.

“I didn’t really keep track. But it was months. Almost a year, maybe. It helps to have something else to focus on and keep your mind off of…them. Definitely stay away from the press, or social media, in your case. Delete all that shit off your phone so you’re not tempted. Just keep pushing on and stay in the moment. Before you know it, you’ll be saying asshole who?”

I choked. Legit swallowed wrong and choked. Then I had a huge coughing fit—my face no doubt a bright red. Kingston bent toward me, but I waved him off as I coughed.

Finally, when I could breathe, I wiped the best kind of tears from my eyes. “I cannot believe you just said that.”

“What? It’s true. Your ex has all the markings of an asshole. I should know—I work in Hollywood.”

I smiled at his weak joke. Because it was sweet, and I still couldn’t believe we were talking. Who was this man in front of me? He couldn’t be the same man who had mostly communicated in grunts or to Zoe for the past three days.

He dipped his head. “I’m going to turn in. I already locked up, so don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks, Kingston. ‘Night.”

“Goodnight, Briar.” He gave me a half smile then turned and headed for the stairs.

Leaving me to stare in bewilderment after him. Who was that version of Kingston? I’d never met him before, but I could almost believe I’d be friends with him one day.

* * *

Despite our odd bonding moment, we were back to grunts and him only addressing Zoe as we sat at the table the next morning. The charming, relatable, and curiously vulnerable man from the night before was long gone. This morning Kingston had said exactly five words to me in an hour.

I was keeping track.

“Do you want some pancakes?”

It took me a beat to realize he was talking to me. “Uh, yes. Please.”

He grunted in response, and that was it.

I turned back to Zoe and entertained her with a pot and some silverware. The hellacious noise so early in the morning was jarring, but I couldn’t resist the huge grin on her face when she first banged the spoon down.

Speaking of things I couldn’t resist, I took another glance over Zoe’s head and watched Kingston cooking breakfast. He waved the spatula to some beat in his head as he stared at the pancakes cooking on the griddle. He was totally unguarded. Although I wondered if he would’ve sung if I wasn’t here. I would’ve loved to hear that.

Because it definitely felt like he was being less than his usual self because of my presence. I was so confused. We’d totally had a bonding moment last night. I thought this morning would be different. That maybe we were on our way to being friends.

But Kingston was back to being his usual grunting, potato personality self.

I had to quickly school my expression as Kingston turned around with a heaping plate of pancakes in one hand and a tray of bacon in the other.

He set them on the table, and I smoothly fixed Zoe’s plate as he dished his own. It was pretty easy to hide from someone who rarely even looked in your direction.

We all ate in mostly contemplative silence—only interrupted by Zoe’s babble and occasional clank against the plate.

Finally, Kingston jerked his chin at me. “I was thinking since you’re going to be working full out for the next few weeks you should take the next few days off.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Adam was right—you’re a good fit. You get along great with Zoe, and I trust you. Take the next two days, and we’ll see you Sunday night. Maybe try to pop in before Zoe’s bedtime, so Monday morning won’t be as jarring for her.”

“Okay. Wow. Thanks.” My cheeks heated at his matter-of-fact compliments. “And I will.”

We finished breakfast in awkward silence—Kingston looking at his phone and occasionally urging food into Zoe’s mouth, and me trying and failing to not watch every move he made.

When we finished, I gathered the dishes and loaded the dishwasher.

Everything cleaned up, I turned and clutched my hands. I’d been given two days off, and I literally had nothing to do, nowhere to go. I guess I could go back home to my parents’ house? Capital L Loser. Ugh.

But that reminded me.

“Um, Kingston? Before I go, I wanted to run something by you.”

He pulled Zoe out of the highchair then turned to face me. “Yeah?”

“I was wondering if it would be okay if my parents could come by to visit, or maybe Zoe and I could go to their house?”

His eyes narrowed and a muscle flexed in his jaw. After a few beats—and while waiting, sweat built up under my boobs—he finally spoke. “Let’s get one thing clear right now. I don’t want you driving anywhere with Zo. I have a car service with tactically trained drivers to take you where you need to go when you’re with her. But you’re not to take her anywhere without my prior approval. And as for your parents…”

Zoe babbled something and grabbed Kingston’s collar in her tiny fist. “Bunny.”

Almost like the reminder of his daughter’s presence calmed him slightly, Kingston sighed. “They can come here if I meet them, and they agree to sign an NDA.”

“I get that you want to know who’s around your daughter, but an NDA? Really, Kingston? You won’t even be here. Besides, my parents won’t talk to reporters. They’re not like that.”

“I don’t care. They sign an NDA, or they don’t come around me or my daughter. And you better not say a fucking word to anyone about me or my family.”

My eyes grew wide, and even Zoe’s shoulders hunched as she blinked up at her daddy.

Not that he noticed. Kingston narrowed his eyes at me and continued. “Once upon a time I thought my mom wasn’t like that either. But I was wrong. You think it’s hard to get on social media and see posts about your ex? Try everyone in the whole country knowing your most embarrassing high school moment. You going to stand there and pretend like you never heard the story of me and my high school play?”

I shook my head, mutely.

“My mom did that. She sold me out to a few reporters for the attention. So forgive me if I don’t trust everyone with an innocent face. I’ve been sold out by my own family. Don’t even get me started on my ex’s family. Trust is a little hard to come by in these circles.”

“No. I mean, okay. I understand,” I whispered. “I’ll ask if they’ll sign an NDA.”

“Good,” Kingston grunted then jostled Zoe in his arms, his expression immediately calming at the sight of her big, watching eyes. “We’ll see you Sunday night.”

“Bye,” I murmured to his retreating back as he and Zoe walked away without a second look. Leaving me standing there with aching, empty arms.

All alone.


Chapter Six

Kingston

The first few days on set were a grind. I was going to work before Zoe was awake and coming home long after bedtime. I missed my daughter.

Most nights I was home after Briar was asleep too, so I couldn’t even hear about their day. Popping into the nursery and watching Zoe sleep wasn’t the same. And phone calls just weren’t cutting it. There had to be a way for me to work and see my little girl.

I waved Adam over when we finished with the scene.

“What’s up?” Adam asked as he walked alongside me toward my trailer.

“How long a break do I have right now? And have they posted the call sheet for tomorrow yet?”

“Uh…” Adam juggled the folder and stack of papers in his hands. “You’ve got two and a half hours before you’re due back on set, and I haven’t seen the final call sheet for tomorrow yet.”

“Great. Call the car service and have them pick up Zoe and Briar. I want them here ASAP. I’ll talk to Briar and get her onboard. I want Zoe here when I have my longest break of the day. I can’t do this shit without seeing my little girl anymore.” I climbed the steps to my trailer with him trailing behind me. “And make sure we have whatever we need on hand for Zoe’s visits. We’ll need a highchair, a Pack ‘n Play for naps, her favorite snacks. I’ll have Briar make you a list.”

With the folder tucked into his armpit, Adam made notes on his phone. “Got it. I’ll call for the car now, so Zo is here ASAP, and then there’s something we need to talk about.”

Damn, that was never good. I sighed. “Sure. I’ll call Briar, and then we’ll talk.”

Adam already had his phone to his ear, so he gave me a thumbs up.

Since I couldn’t have my phone on set, I usually left it in my trailer or with Adam. Where did I set it down last time I was in here? I scanned the tiny kitchenette but came up empty. Sofa. I grabbed it off the small end table and thumbed through my contacts to where Adam had saved Briar. She wasn’t under B. What the hell was her last name? She wasn’t under N for nanny. Son of a bitch.

The few times I’d called during bedtime to talk to Zoe, Adam had called her for me.

“Adam, what’s Briar’s last name?”

He held his hand over his phone as he turned to me. “St. Clair.”

I nodded my thanks and pulled up the S section of my contacts. If me not knowing the last name of the woman taking care of my daughter wasn’t a screaming indictment of my shitty attempt at fatherhood, I didn’t know what was.

Briar answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

“Hey Briar. I need you to get Zoe ready to come visit me on set. The car will be there in—” I turned and faced Adam, raising my eyebrows.

“Twenty minutes,” Adam returned.

“Twenty. They’ll have a carseat for Zo. But I need you to pack diapers, a few snacks, and whatever you think will keep her occupied for the drive here and home.”

“Um, okay. Yeah. I can do that.” Briar’s voice sounded shaky, but at least she answered in the affirmative. I hated when previous nannies had pushed back when I had to arrange last minute visits with my daughter. My life wasn’t exactly normal. And she was my daughter. I paid the nannies’ salaries. They had to be flexible, or this didn’t work.

“Thanks.” I might be her boss, but that was no excuse for acting like a tool. “When the driver shows up, check his ID. He’ll be coming from Pinnacle Town Car Service and the driver’s name is—” I raised my eyebrows at Adam again.

He’d finished his call but glanced at the phone in his hand to read the name. “Tyrese Walker.”

I repeated the info for Briar, and she promised to have herself and Zoe ready for the trip.

I ended the call and sighed. “I think this one might go the distance. She’s actually more interested in Zoe than me. You were right, Adam. Thank you for fighting to hire her.”

Adam grinned. “I kinda want to record this. The great Kingston Grier is admitting he was wrong? And his lowly assistant was right?” He held up his phone with a huge grin on his face. “Say it again, but this time slower and enunciate. Also, can I put this on my social media?”

I flipped him off with a laugh. “You can put that online. I’m not saying it again, punk.”

“I knew it was too good to be true.” Adam fake scowled as he lowered his phone. “I did record you flipping me the bird though. I’m going to cherish it always.”

“Love you too, punk. What did you want to talk about?”

Adam sat in the chair next to me and pulled out his phone. He tapped on the screen then turned it around to show me. “Karen did an interview with The Babbler.”

Breaking News from The Babbler

Is Captain America Turning Into The Tin Man?

Kingston Grier Keeps Grieving In-laws from Granddaughter

Exclusive Details

Ariel Knight’s parents haven’t seen their granddaughter since the day of Ariel’s funeral—over a year ago. And it’s all because Kingston Grier refuses to allow visitation.

“We’ve called and called, and he won’t talk to us.” Ariel’s mother, Karen Kleinberg, told The Babbler exclusively. “We even arranged a visit through his lawyer last month, and they didn’t show up. We haven’t seen Zoe since the day we laid our baby to rest. I just want to see my granddaughter.”

Ariel Knight died after a fiery car crash outside of Monte Carlo, Monaco last year in a car driven by director, Wes Atwood…

I didn’t bother to read the rest of the article. I knew the details by heart.

“This is bullshit!” I dropped Adam’s phone in his hands despite the burning urge to whip it across the room. “Those assholes didn’t give a shit about Zoe until it was clear that they weren’t getting anything from Ariel’s estate.”

“I know, King. I know. I have a call in to your lawyer, but your publicist wants to meet later tonight and discuss the implications of the interview.”

I closed my eyes with a groan. I didn’t give a shit about the implications of the interview. What I really wanted to do was take my daughter and run—go live in some country Karen and Tony wouldn’t think of and keep their toxic bullshit far away from my family.

We’d call that Plan B.

“Fine.” I scrubbed my hands over my face. “Set it up. And maybe see if my lawyer can make it, too, or send someone. Let’s kill two birds with one big ass gun.”

Adam smirked as he typed away on his phone. “That’s not the saying, but sure. I’ll see what I can set up during your dinner break. You’ve got about thirty minutes before Zo and Briar show up. Want me to grab something for you from craft services so you can take a shower and unwind?”

“Sure. Thanks, man.”

“No problem. That’s why you pay me the big bucks.”

I laughed as Adam bounced out of the trailer still typing away at his phone.

He was a pain in the ass sometimes, but I didn’t know how I’d get through all the bullshit in my life without him.

* * *

Forty minutes later, I was getting a little edgy. Adam had left a few minutes ago to escort Zoe and Briar to my trailer. They should’ve been here by now. I was eager to finally see my daughter for the first time in three days.

But it was Briar I heard before I saw them. Her husky laughter peppered through my opened window. The sound was mellow and easy and so fucking happy. I didn’t want to think about how much it annoyed me that she was laughing with Adam.

I vaulted down the stairs and was in front of Briar before she could blink. Pulling Zoe into my arms, I hugged her tight.

“Dada!” Zoe squealed, her little arms wrapping around my neck.

Closing my eyes, I drank the sensation in. I had my entire world in my arms. Nothing else mattered.

But as always, after a few seconds of our hug, Zoe wiggled and pulled back. She babbled something about Bunny.

It was at that moment I noticed the telltale signs that Zoe had been crying recently. Her eyelashes were clumped together, and her face still had a slight flush.

“What happened?” I asked as I turned to Briar.

Briar shook her head. “In the chaos of leaving, I forgot to grab Bunny. She was right next to the bag, but between checking the driver’s info and collecting everything, I didn’t grab Bunny. Zoe started crying when we hit Santa Monica Boulevard. I couldn’t calm her down, so we had to go back. That’s why it took so long to get here. I’m so sorry.”

Glad it was nothing serious and calmer now with Zoe in my arms, I shrugged. “No one ever forgets Bunny twice.”

“I didn’t realize how attached she is to Bunny. She doesn’t cart her around the house all the time. But lesson learned.”

I snorted. “Painfully so.”

Briar widened her eyes at me but didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

“Well, come on in. We haven’t set up much for Zo, but there’s plenty of room.”

“Actually,” Adam cut in, reminding me of his hovering presence. “I kinda promised Briar a trip to crafty. She packed snacks for Zoe but hasn’t had a chance to eat lunch herself.”

My gaze bounced between the two of them, and Briar shrugged with an apologetic expression. Like she was embarrassed she hadn’t eaten because of all the unexpected running around I’d made her do.

“No. Yeah, that’s fine.” I jostled Zoe in my arms so she could settle into my side. “Here, give me the bag.”

“Are you sure you don’t need any help?” Briar asked as I slid the oversized bag off her shoulder.

“Nah, we’ve got this. Don’t we, Zo?”

Zoe babbled something and whacked me in the face with Bunny.

I laughed and patted Bunny’s head. “I’m old hat at handling these two. Go grab some grub. We’ll see you later.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Briar smiled and turned toward Adam. “Lead the way. I’m starving.”

I climbed the stairs to my trailer with my arms full of Zoe and everything required to keep her alive and entertained for at least an hour. When I reached the top of the stairs, I couldn’t resist the urge to turn and watch Briar walk away with my assistant.

And then Zoe bonked me in the face with Bunny again, reminding me of my priorities. I smiled down at my daughter. “Are you hungry? Briar packed some snacks for you. Should we go see what they are?”

Zoe nodded. “Hungwy.”

“I got you, Zo-Zo. Don’t ever doubt that.”

I had over half an hour alone with my girl. She ate some snacks, we read a few books, and were playing with her tiny people farm animals when I heard her laughter again.

Not Zoe’s. Briar’s.

I tried to ignore it and the warmth it brought me, concentrating instead on making neighing noises for Zoe. But I couldn’t block the sound of their feet on the metal stairs. Only, they stopped and didn’t come inside.

“Are you not coming in?” Adam asked outside and just next to the open window.

“No, I’ll just wait out here for a little bit,” Briar answered. “King hasn’t had much time with his daughter this week, and he really doesn’t need me hovering over them. I’m fine out here.”

“Ah, okay.” Adam paused and cleared his throat. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll hang out here with you.”

I thought it was sweet that Briar wanted to give me extra alone time with my daughter, and I appreciated that she was thoughtful enough to see it. But at the same time, I felt a little jealous of their ease together. I couldn’t remember the last I felt that way with anyone.

Damn, I was such a sad sack.

I continued to play with Zoe. She was getting really good at animal sounds. Her eyes sparkled when she realized she’d made me laugh.

And all the while, I was aware of Briar and Adam talking outside. I was mostly successful at blocking out their conversation until I heard Adam clear his throat like he had something important to say.

“So, uh, I know you don’t have a whole lot of free time right now, but once King has wrapped this movie, would you be interested in going out? Me and you?”

The silence after his question was deafening.

And telling.

“Um, I know you read my background check before I started working for Kingston.” Briar’s voice was wobbly. “But I’ve just gone through a pretty brutal divorce. I’m not ready to see anyone right now. Or anytime soon, really. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize. I get it. It’s okay.”

Despite all the uncomfortable undercurrents circulating outside, I smiled to myself.

And I really didn’t want to think about why.


Chapter Seven

One week later

Briar

After the first set visit, I had a better understanding of what I needed to pack for Zoe. But things got hella awkward with Adam after I’d turned him down. I thought we could be friends, despite my rejection, but apparently Adam wasn’t that kind of guy. He was uncomfortably polite when he escorted us to King’s trailer. I couldn’t even tell you what about it made me uncomfortable—it was just the vibe I felt when I was around him. Like he was angry I’d turned him down.

But fortunately he always found something else to do instead of hanging out with me while Kingston had some alone time with his daughter. So I had the choice to either awkwardly hover over them inside or sit by myself outside and screw around on my phone.

I picked the latter.

Which was why I was sitting alone on the uncomfortable metal steps outside his trailer, scrolling through my phone, when I got a weird text.

Mom: Is there something you forgot to tell me?

I had to read it three times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. Suddenly I felt like a teenager all over again. Like when I’d tried to hide the fact that Lyla and I had snuck out to a bonfire and drank way too much. Nothing was hidden, by the way. Drunk teenagers are so stupid.

Mom: Hello?

Me: What are you talking about?

Mom’s reply was a link to a gossip website, The Babbler.

Kingston Grier’s Daughter and Nanny Visit the Set

Based on the photos obtained by The Babbler, Kingston Grier is getting mighty close to his new nanny. Could she be taking care of more than his daughter?

Stay tuned…

Below the salacious copy was photo after photo of me and Zoe being escorted to Kingston’s trailer. All of them had Zoe’s face blurred, but mine wasn’t. Picture after picture showed me ducking out of a fancy town car, me smiling down at the blurred toddler in my arms, me walking with Zoe on my hip.

The last photo was one of Kingston holding Zoe but with his arm seemingly wrapped around me.

It wasn’t.

He’d actually been trying to take the diaper bag off my shoulder.

But it didn’t look like that in the photo.

In the picture, we looked like a happy family.

Aside from that one late-night conversation about getting over exes and the phone call to arrange our first set visit, I don’t think we’d said much more than vague pleasantries to each other. He left for work before I was up and was home after I was in bed. Aside from our hand-offs at his trailer I never really spoke to him.

In another life, I’d been inches away from this picture being my reality with another man. Me, him, and our baby. That should’ve been us. Could’ve been us.

But that wasn’t ever happening.

Would never happen.

No more men.

I really needed to look into fertility clinics.

Mom: So? What’s going on?

And just like that, I was jolted back to reality—I was the nanny with the insane parents who still harped on me at the ripe ole age of thirty. That was my life.

When I’d told my parents I wouldn’t have much time off for the first few months, they’d gone ballistic, ranting about slave labor and selfish jerks. And I’d decided not to introduce my parents to Kingston after all. I’d spent the rest of my time off with Lyla.

Me: You know the deal. Paps follow celeb kids even tho they shouldn’t. I’m just doing my job.

Mom: Well I don’t like it.

And then my phone rang.

I sighed and gave into the inevitable and answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“I don’t think you should keep working for that man.”

“’That man?’ You mean your Hollywood crush? The man you were so eager to tell me was on your five free celebrity list? That man?”

“Briar, please be serious. You could be in danger. I didn’t realize you were going to be followed by photographers. They’re vultures. Look what they did to Princess Di.”

“I’m the nanny for an actor, Mom. Nobody cares about me. I promise you I won’t end up like Princess Di.”

“You can’t say that. You don’t know.”

A movement out of the corner of my eye grabbed my attention. I looked up and found Kingston standing in the doorway to his trailer watching me with a raised eyebrow.

“Mom, I can’t talk right now. I’m at work. I gotta go.”

“We’re not done talking, young lady. You better call me tonight.”

“I will. I love you, Mom.”

“Love you too. Call me tonight.”

I ended the call and sighed as I slid my phone into my purse. Looking up at Kingston, I bit my bottom lip. “Is there even a slight chance you didn’t hear that?”

He slowly shook his head.

I groaned. “Great. At least now you know why I changed my mind about them meeting you.”

“I don’t know. It’s nice that she’s worried about you.”

“Because it’s seriously possible I might end up like Princess Di? Really, Kingston?”

“When it happens once to someone in your life, it leaves a lasting impression.”

That was enough to shut me up. I’d forgotten that his wife had literally died in a fiery car crash overseas. Like Princess Diana. I opened my mouth to apologize when he shook his head and took a slight step back into the trailer.

“Come on inside. There’s a few things we need to talk about.”

I silently followed him into the trailer. I peeked into the bedroom and found Zoe sleeping in her Pac ‘n Play in the corner. Today’s visit was a little bit longer than usual, so we’d run into Zoe’s afternoon nap time. I just hoped she wouldn’t be a bear when I had to put her into her carseat later.

“Have a seat,” Kingston invited, gesturing to the seat opposite the sofa he was on.

All his attention focused on me as I sat down across from him. It felt like a firing squad.

“I’m guessing you’ve seen the article on The Babbler’s website.”

I nodded. “My mom just sent it to me. Hence the phone call.”

“I’m hoping that I don’t have to remind you of the non-disclosure agreement you signed.”

“I didn’t say anything to her or anyone else that would violate it. I understand the stakes.”

He lifted a shoulder like he disagreed. “Maybe. Maybe not. Usually when one tabloid runs an article the others pile on. Attention on you and Zoe could intensify. I’m going to have a bodyguard for you and Zoe until we see how this plays out.”

“A bodyguard?” I repeated weakly. That made the whole situation feel so serious. And scary.

“I want Zoe and you to be safe. She’s the most important person in my whole world. I’ll do anything and everything to make sure she’s protected. And I want you to know that I will take care of it. I won’t put you in a situation where you don’t feel safe. You’re important to Zoe, and you’re important to me.”

I gulped. This was turning into something so much bigger and scarier than I ever thought it’d be. Tactical drivers and bodyguards. Why? I wasn’t anyone important. I was still boring ole responsible Briar. I doubted the media would be enthralled for long if they followed me.

How bad was this going to get?

He was still looking at me like he expected a reply—all intense and broody.

“Thanks?” My voice came out in a squeak.

Kingston sighed and leaned back into his chair. “I don’t expect the next few days will be easy. I wish I could say you could bring your parents around, but I haven’t met them, and they haven’t signed NDAs yet.”

“No. I mean, yeah, I understand. I haven’t asked them, and I know things are hectic now with your filming schedule. Maybe after you’re done with this movie?”

“That’ll be weeks, Briar. Are you okay to wait that long?”

I laughed under my breath. He’d clearly never met my parents. I loved them to death, but distance was definitely helping our relationship. “I think I can make it,” I replied drolly.

“Is there anyone else in your life that you want to see?”

Why did that question feel like a trap? Or a fishing expedition? “It would be nice to see my closest friend sometime soon. She works at the agency you used to hire me. Lyla Armstrong?”

“I’ll have Adam ask our legal team if she’s signed an NDA, and if not, I’ll send one over. But if she’s going to be around Zoe, I’ll need to meet her.”

I nodded.

“There’s no one else?” Kingston asked with a raised eyebrow.

I slowly shook my head. “My ex got most of our friends in the divorce. My sister lives in New York, and I’m not that close with my coworkers at the preschool.”

If that wasn’t a sad summary of my life, I didn’t know what was.

“Sounds like you have one more friend than me.” He smiled. “But I got you beat on siblings.”

I laughed then made that embarrassing snort sound and covered my face in abject embarrassment. “Thanks for making me feel less like a loser.”

“No problem.” His eyes sparkled as he smiled back at me.

Then he blinked, and the moment was gone.

Kingston looked toward the bedroom, where Zoe was sleeping, for a moment then turned back to me. “That said, I’m sorry to tell you that there could be some less than flattering pictures and stories written about you. I’ve talked to my publicist, and for the moment, we’re taking the ‘no comment’ route. Hopefully with some time, everyone will see that we have a working relationship and not a romantic one.”

Because I was the hired help. Right. I smiled weakly back at him. “Right. And thanks.”

“I’ve walked this path more than my share of times. No one knows better than me the kind of bullshit those scavengers publish.” He stared at the carpet; no doubt focused on some painful moment from his past. After a few beats, he shook his head. “That said, you’ll probably have to hang around a little bit longer than usual. At least until the agency can send someone to escort you home. It might take a few hours.”

I inclined my head. “I’m up for the challenge. And at least now you’re stocked up in Zoe-approved snacks and entertainment.”

“She does rule my world.” Kingston smiled self-deprecatingly.

“Like you would have it any other way,” I tossed back.

Kingston shook his head. “There are so many things I’d go back and change, but Zoe is definitely not one of them.”

I burned to ask him what he’d go back and change, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t here as an equal—I was here to take care of his daughter.

And I really shouldn’t forget that.

“Dada?” Zoe’s grumbly voice came from the bedroom. “Up. Dada, up!”

“The queen beckons.” Kingston tossed me a wry look as he stood up.

“I’ll just give you guys some space,” I muttered as I stood as well, following a safe distance behind him.

“Don’t feel like you have to sit outside all afternoon. I still have another hour of downtime. Hang out with us.”

“Okay.” It wasn’t like I was going to argue. I was pretty sure my rear had a permanent waffle pattern from the steps outside.

“Bwi-are!” Zoe shouted from her daddy’s arms, her small face beaming at me. “Dada, Bwi-are here. Bwi-are here.”

Kingston grinned at me, and I couldn’t help but grin back.

Maybe Lyla was right. It’d taken a little bit of time, but I was definitely starting to feel like a member of the family. Not that I was going to dork out and tell Kingston as much. Instead I knelt down on the carpet and played tiny people animal farm with Zoe and her dad.

An hour later, after Kingston had returned to set and while Zoe was playing with her tiny people set, I picked up my phone and made a phone call.

“Golden Health Women’s Group, how can I direct your call?”

I blanked. “Um…uh…”

“Ma’am? How can I help you?”

“I need to make an appointment?”

“I can definitely help you with that. I just need your name and some details.”

I blindly gave the receptionist all the info she asked for as my heart pounded in my chest.

“And who are you seeing?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I wanted to talk to someone about my fertility options. I had some complications a few months back, and I don’t know what, if anything, is possible anymore.”

“We can definitely help you with that. I’ll need you to fill out some forms so we can transfer your records from your previous doctor. I’ll email those over for you.”

“Okay.”

“When can you come in?”

“I…” My heart pounded in my ears. My time wasn’t my own anymore. I didn’t know when I’d be able to slip away for an appointment, so I blindly took their next available spot in a few weeks.

I was finally taking control of my life. I was done living up to other’s expectations or assumptions or whatever. This was me being me.

Finally.

An hour later, my day took another weird turn. Zoe and I were still alone in the trailer when Adam entered with a huge, muscular, and heavily tattooed man following him.

I jerked up from the couch where I’d been sprawled reading Dr. Seuss to Zoe. Zoe squawked and clung to me.

“Briar, this is Makoa Lee.” Adam gestured to the larger-than-life man standing next to him. “He’ll be your escort from now on. Everywhere you go, he or another bodyguard will be with you. Any questions?”

I blinked. My eyes darted between my new shadow and Adam’s stilted introduction. I wanted to call him on his awkwardness, but before I could patch together my jumbled thoughts, he dipped out.

“Great. I’ll let you two get to know each other. Bye.”

And he was gone.

“I uh, I’m sorry.” I shook my head while Zoe slapped the book in my hands. “I forgot your name already.”

“Makoa,” the giant smiled. “But you can call me Mak.”

“Did you hear that, Zo? This is Mak. Say hi.”

She frowned up at the large, looming man and shook her head. After a beat, she burrowed into my side. That might’ve been the first time I’d ever seen the chirpy toddler act shy.

I shrugged and smiled at Mak. “I think your size intimidates her.”

“That’s usually the goal.” Mak smiled self-depreciatively. “But I hope with some time she gets to like me. You two ready to go?”

“Uh yeah. Let me grab a few things.” I already knew from experience that we couldn’t go anywhere without Bunny. Holding Zoe on my hip, I stuffed a few items in the diaper bag, let her hold Bunny, and then hefted the diaper bag onto my other shoulder. “Ready.”

Without a word, Mak smoothly took the diaper bag from me and turned to lead the way out of the trailer. He waited at the bottom of the stairs for us, his gaze darting between me and our surroundings. I knew his presence was supposed to be reassuring, but his constant surveillance in a place where I’d always felt safe was unnerving.

More than one person turned to watch us as we crossed the studio lot. My previous escort—Adam—was someone who blended in. Mak definitely didn’t blend. He literally stood head and shoulders above everyone. It was odd to draw so much attention where I’d never rated a second look before.

But I was grateful for Mak’s looming figure when we reached the car.

On the other side of the street, a pack of photographers loitered, watching people come and go. I averted my gaze, but judging by the shouts, my sad attempt to hide in plain sight failed.

“Nanny!”

“Look over here, gorgeous!”

“Zoe! Zoe!”

Ugh. They were using her name. My stomach roiled. I hated everything about the scene.

Using my hand to shield Zoe’s face, I waited impatiently for Mak to open the car door. The second I could, I climbed in. My hands shook as I strapped Zoe into her carseat. But I tried not to show it. I smiled and talked to Zoe like everything was fine.

Like this weird reality was normal. Bodyguards, drivers, and paparazzi.

Totally normal.


Chapter Eight

King

“I don’t care, Jayne. I’m not releasing a statement. I’m not making any overtures to Karen or Tony. I don’t care.” Holding my phone to my ear, I closed the front door quietly behind myself when really all I wanted to do was slam it. I was so flipping tired of talking about my ex-in-laws and their crazy demands.

“Well, you should care, Kingston. They are getting more and more print space and airtime every day. You are not coming off like the hero in their interviews.”

I’d been with Jayne for so long she practically felt like an older sister. She definitely was annoying me like an older sister at the moment. “I don’t care. They don’t have a single right to Zoe. I’m the parent, and I get to decide who she sees and who she spends time with. They aren’t going to use my daughter to get more sympathy and airtime.”

“They already are. Every day that goes by and you don’t address it, the bigger the story gets. It looks like you have something to hide.”

“The only one with someone to hide was Ariel. If I knew how batshit crazy and destructive her parents were, I never would’ve married her.” I sighed and shook my head. I didn’t really mean it. Because then I wouldn’t have Zoe. “They’re the ones in the wrong here, Jayne. They had a chance to see their granddaughter, but they blew it when they invited the media to film their first visit. And when it comes to my daughter, you don’t get three strikes. One screwup, and you’re gone.”

“Then we need to say that, King. The people deserve to know what’s going on. You need them on your side. If this goes on for much longer, it could have a seriously negative impact on your career.”

“Fuck my career. At least then I’ll be able to be home with Zoe.” I scrubbed a hand through my hair. “I don’t care, Jayne. I really don’t. I don’t want to go to the press with my allegations. I don’t want Zoe reading about it in fifteen years when she’s old enough to search out this kinda stuff.”

“And what’s she going to think when she looks up the headlines fifteen years from now and sees everything they’re saying about you? When she sees that you didn’t even defend yourself?”

I huffed in annoyance but didn’t say anything.

“You can’t control what other people say or think about you. But you can try to get your side of the story out there. And I think you owe it to Future Zoe to try.”

Why did she have to sound so reasonable? “I’ll think about it, Jayne. Okay? That’s the best I can give you right now.”

“I’ll take it. We’ll talk later.”

“Yeah. Thanks. Oh, remind your husband it’s his turn to host our monthly poker night.”

“Like you have time to go.”

“Hey, I have a responsible nanny now. I’ve got more time than I ever have before. I bet I can make it.”

“Ha. I happen to know for a fact you only show up when it’s your turn to host because you never want to be away from my beautiful goddaughter. But sure. I’ll pass your message on to Ben.”

“I’m coming this time. I swear.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

I slid my phone into my pocket and ignored the very tempting soft couch and headed for the stairs instead. If I collapsed on my couch, I’d be there all night and have a crick in my neck tomorrow.

I might’ve been talking from experience.

Instead, I trudged up the stairs like I had the weight of the world on my shoulders. Today had been long. Between Aaron Edwards showing up to set drunk, the article with Zoe and Briar and all the craziness of arranging a bodyguard for them, and the phone call with my publicist, I was exhausted. I just wanted to find my bed and sleep for a year or two.

And yet, I couldn’t resist peeking in on my little girl. I might’ve been tired as hell, but I needed to see her before I went to bed.

I almost stepped on Briar before I saw her.

Curled up on the floor next to Zoe’s bed, Briar was fast asleep, her hand curled around the bed frame next to Zoe’s head. The two of them snored softly in rhythm. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight. Zoe was a handful at bedtime. She never wanted to sleep. I think she was afraid she’d miss something big.

But I knew from experience just how uncomfortable the floor in Zoe’s room was. I couldn’t let Briar sleep all night there.

I leaned down and gently shook her shoulder.

Briar groaned and curled into herself.

Damn, that was cute.

And not something I should be thinking.

Annoyed at myself, I shook her shoulder a little harder.

She curled away from me again.

I was debating between leaving her or picking her up when she opened her eyes and gasped. She sat up and moved to put herself between me and Zoe before I could reassure her.

“Briar, it’s me,” I whispered. “I didn’t think you wanted to sleep all night on the floor.”

“Oh. King.” Her hand came up and pressed against the center of her chest. “You scared me.”

I tried not to notice how the movement pulled her shirt to outline her tits or the fact that she clearly wasn’t wearing a bra. Damn. Shaking my head, I muttered, “Sorry.”

I didn’t know if I was apologizing for scaring her or for my un-boss-like thoughts.

“Zoe wouldn’t fall asleep tonight.” Briar lurched to her feet and blearily brushed at her tiny sleep shorts that I definitely wasn’t looking at. “I guess I fell asleep waiting for her to fall asleep.”

I smiled and pivoted from Briar to Zoe’s softly snoring little body. “Yeah, I’ve been there. Some nights it’s just easier to let her sleep in my bed. I know she’s supposed to sleep on her own, but I just can’t do the back and forth all night long. I need to sleep too.”

“You’re a good dad.”

My eyes snapped back to Briar and I shrugged. “Some days it doesn’t feel like that. My publicist was just telling me a good dad would… Never mind. Anyway, you don’t have to sleep on the floor tonight if you don’t want to. You should get to bed.”

I took one last look at my sleeping daughter then headed for the door. I’d gotten a few feet down the hall when Briar’s quiet, “Wait,” stopped me.

I turned and found her standing behind me with her arms crossed over her chest. She bit her lip, then shook her head. “Please don’t let anyone ever let you think you’re not a good dad. You do everything you can for your daughter, and I’m not talking about monetarily. You put in the time. She knows you and loves you—wants to be with you. And that’s what makes you a great dad. Anyone who says otherwise has ulterior motives. Or they don’t know you.” Her cheeks turned pink as she looked away. “I’m not saying that I know you. Because I don’t. But I’ve seen all kinds of parents. And you’re definitely one of the good ones.”

“Thanks, Briar. That means a lot.”

And it did. Being a parent was so hard, especially since I was doing this on my own. I didn’t even have the best example from my parents—past or present. They’d divorced when we were in elementary school and then used us as weapons against each other. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw, or even spoke to, either of them.

“Right. Well. I should be getting to bed. Zoe gets up early.”

“Me too. Although I should’ve told you, I have a later call time tomorrow, so I get to have breakfast with you guys in the morning.”

Briar beamed. “Great.” She flushed and shook her head. “I mean, Zoe will be so happy to see you. She’ll be thrilled.”

I hitched a shoulder. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“’Night.”

“’Night,” I repeated, taking a step back in the direction of my bedroom.

And yet I lingered and watched Briar walk away in the opposite direction toward her room at the other end of the hall.

Not that I noticed how her tiny sleep shorts clung to her heart shaped ass.

Because that wasn’t something I would do.

* * *

The next morning, I was already downstairs making breakfast before either of them woke up. I had eggs and bacon going—Zoe’s favorites—when I heard her stirring on the monitor app. After quickly turning down the burners on the stove, I was halfway across the kitchen when Briar’s voice came over the feed.

“Who’s awake? And slept all night in her own bed like a big girl? Zoe!”

My little girl squealed, and my heart melted.

Watching on the video app as Briar walked across the nursery to Zoe’s toddler bed, my eyes tracked her the entire time. Whereas before, I would’ve been so concerned about how my daughter was adjusting and whether or not the nanny was a good fit, now I knew. Briar was so great with her. She didn’t make Zoe feel bad about having to sleep on the nursery floor—instead she praised Zoe for sleeping in her own bed. Briar was exactly the kind of nanny I’d always wanted to have.

Well almost. It would’ve been better if she didn’t come in such a tempting package.

“I’ve got a surprise for you this morning.” Briar’s voice drew my attention away from my wayward thoughts and I focused on the video feed again. Briar was changing Zoe on the changing table while Zoe burrowed her face in Bunny’s soft fur.

Zoe’s voice was muffled by her stuffed animal as she repeated, “Sup-pise?”

“That’s right. Good job! Surprise. It means something you didn’t know was going to happen. And I’ve got a surprise for you downstairs.” Briar pulled leggings up Zoe’s little legs. “Do you want to go see what it is?”

“Yes!” Zoe latched herself to Briar’s side, her hands clutched on Briar’s shirt, pulling the fabric.

“Let’s not forget Bunny,” Briar said as she picked up the stuffed animal with her free hand.

“Bunny!” Zoe’s voice had me smiling again.

They’d left the video feed, but I could still hear their voices. “You ready for your surprise?” Briar asked. “Do you smell something?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Well, I do. And it smells yummy.”

The eggs! I darted back to the stove and stirred them just in time. They might’ve been a little browner than I typically liked, but at least they weren’t burned.

“Dada!” Zoe’s shout bounced off the kitchen walls.

I turned around just in time to catch my daughter as she leapt for me. Of course, being so little, she didn’t jump very far. Her tiny arms wrapped around my knees, and I swear to god, I felt them wrapped even tighter around my heart.

Bending down, I grabbed her under her arms and lifted her until she could wrap her tiny arms around my neck. I held her tight. “Love you, Zo-Zo.”

“Lub you, Dada.” She gave me a smacking kiss to the cheek then shrieked, “Bacon!”

And I had to laugh. Honestly, I wasn’t sure which she loved more—me or bacon. I was too afraid to ask. “It’s almost ready. How about you sit at the table with Briar, and I’ll bring you your bacon?”

“Bacon!” Zoe screamed in my ear, and I winced.

The next thing I knew, Briar’s husky laughter filled my ears. It was such a welcome reprieve from my daughter’s piercing screams, I smiled reflexively. Then I opened my eyes and she was right there. In front of me. Smiling. Only her eyes were on Zoe and not me.

Briar held her arms out to Zoe. “Come on, peanut. Let’s go sit so your daddy can finish cooking your bacon.”

“Bacon!” Zoe happily dove from my arms to Briar’s.

As Briar walked over to the table with Zoe, I heard her ask, “Want to sing a song? ‘ABCs’? Or ‘Going on a Bear Hunt’?”

“Hunt!”

For the first time in a long time, it felt like everything was clicking like it should at home. Zoe was happy. She had an amazing nanny. But I felt off. Like I was missing something.

The thought bugged me as I ate breakfast with Zoe and Briar. I still laughed and enjoyed my time with my daughter, but I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with our dynamic.

Throughout the day, I checked the video feeds in the house whenever I could. But I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. Briar and Zoe played dolls, watched Sesame Street, had a snack, and now were getting ready to come visit me.

What wasn’t I seeing? What was off?

It clearly wasn’t Briar or Zoe. They both loved spending time with each other. And Briar was amazing—she kept Zoe engaged, never lost her cool, and was a pro dealing with the toddler tantrums.

What the hell was bugging me then?

And then I realized.

I wasn’t watching Zoe.

I was watching Briar.

The way the light bounced off her blonde hair. The way she ducked down to talk to Zoe on her level. And the way that action made her skirt cup her tight little ass.

Fuck.

I had the hots for my daughter’s nanny.

I was the proverbial pervy dad.

The realization did not improve my mood the rest of the day. I sucked on set. I flubbed lines. I called my costar Briar instead of Bobby—and he was a guy so that one really stood out.

As I walked to my trailer for my break, Adam passed me my phone. My fingers itched to check the video feeds again, but I knew I had to treat this as an addiction and go cold turkey.

No more creeping for me.

“Your brother wants you to call him when you get a minute,” Adam reported as he walked with me.

I grunted. “Which one?”

I really wasn’t in the mood for Nix’s drama.

“Rome,” Adam answered.

I bit back a groan. To be honest, I wasn’t in the mood for Rome’s cheerfulness either. Since he married Sophia over six months ago, he’d been in perpetual honeymoon mode. It was obnoxious. No one should be that happy.

“And I just got a text from Zoe’s bodyguard,” Adam continued. “No problems at the house. They should be here in twenty to thirty minutes, depending on traffic.”

Translation: I didn’t have an excuse to duck Rome.

I pulled Rome’s name up on my contact list and hit call just to get it over with.

“Bro! How are things in Cali? How’s my bestest niece Zozo? Is she missing her favorite uncle?”

I rolled my eyes as I climbed the stairs to my trailer. “Adam said you called. What do you want?”

“Wow. Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”

I moved through the trailer to the bedroom. I trusted Adam with everything to do with my life, but phone conversations in front of him were awkward. “Sounds like you woke up on the annoying side.”

Rome sighed. “My publicist told me about the article in The Babbler yesterday. I just wanted to see if you were okay. And if the new nanny was hacking it.”

And now I felt like an ass. “Sorry, bro. I just… I guess it’s going okay.” I closed the door behind me and sprawled out on the bed. “I hired a bodyguard for Zoe and Briar. I needed someone with them when I can’t, especially with all this new scrutiny.”

“Smart plan. I was going to recommend a firm, but it sounds like you have it all taken care of.”

“Doesn’t feel that way. My publicist wants me to comment on the whole in-law situation, but I don’t know. I don’t like the idea of Zoe reading all this ugliness ten or twelve years from now. I guess I was hoping that if I ignored it, it would go away.”

“Sounds a lot like the attitude you took with Mom.”

“What the hell, Rome? Are you seriously throwing that at me? Now?”

“Am I wrong? She tried to call and apologize, and you ignored her. Hell, she wasn’t at your wedding. She’s never met her granddaughter. You froze her out, and it worked. She hasn’t given another interview or talked about you period. Even with us. Why wouldn’t that tactic work with your in-laws, too?”

“Because they’re batshit crazy.”

“Well that’s not exactly surprising. Remember what Ariel was like?” Rome paused and sucked in an audible breath. “I’m sorry, King. That was out of line. I shouldn’t have—”

I groaned and scrubbed at my face. “You’re not wrong. There was a reason we were separated when she died. Hell, there were several reasons.”

“Yeah, but she was Zoe’s mom. Is Zoe’s mom. That’ll never change, and I shouldn’t say shit about her. Period. Zoe deserves better than that.”

“When did you become an adult?”

“Right around the time I had to grovel to get Sophia back. Pain changes a man.”

“You don’t have to tell me that. Been there, done that.”

“Truth.” Rome sighed again. “So, what are you going to do about the in-law situation?”

“It’s hard. I get where my publicist is coming from. But I’m worried if I make a statement, it’ll only drive more interest. They’re already taking Zoe’s picture, even if they’re not allowed to publish her face. I don’t want to stoke the flames.”

“That makes sense. I’m a firm believer in trusting your instincts. Maybe the best course of action is to take another run at the in-laws. See what it’ll take to make them back off.”

“Maybe. It feels like it’s all just lip service. What they really want is a payoff.”

“So? Pay them off. Get your lawyer involved and see what it’ll take to get them off your back and out of the tabloids. You’ve got enough money, right? Or do you need a loan from your little brother?”

“What happened to being a mature grown man?”

“Eh, apparently you bring it out in me.” Rome laughed. “But seriously, if you need anything, you’ve only got to ask. I’m here for you and Zo. And so is Sophia.”

“I know. Thanks, bro. I’ll take you up on that. How much longer is your shoot?”

“I’ve got a little over two weeks, I think. I need to see the updated schedule. You know how it goes.”

“That I do. Maybe when you’re done, you can swing by and spend some time with Zoe. I bet she forgot what you look like.”

“You haven’t been showing her my picture every night like we agreed? What the hell, King?” Rome joked, laughing lightly.

“I don’t even see her before she goes to bed. Since there are so many night shoots on this film, I don’t get home until long after she falls asleep. And most days I’m gone before she wakes up. I don’t know why I’m even doing this anymore.”


Chapter Nine

Still King

“You’re thinking about quitting acting? Really?” The disbelief in Rome’s voice was hilarious. Like he couldn’t believe anyone would want to walk away from this life.

“For Zoe? I’d do it in a heartbeat. She didn’t sign up for this. And you know it’s only going to get worse as she grows up.”

“Yeah, but quitting acting won’t erase your fame. You’re famous whether you’re working on a movie or not. People will want to know why you left and where you are. You can’t make it all just disappear.”

I groaned and scrubbed a hand over my face. “Maybe I could buy a compound in a small town or something. Maybe a small island? Live out my own Swiss Family Robinson fantasy.”

Rome snorted. “Because that’ll make Zoe normal—total isolation and zero socialization.”

“You know what I mean. This life…it’s just a lot.”

“I had no idea you felt like that.” Rome sighed. “You’ve always been the strong one. I mean, you single-handedly got me and Nix through our parents’ divorce. I think we’d both be a lot more fucked up if you hadn’t been there to shield us from the fallout.”

“Meanwhile, I can’t do the same for my daughter.”

“I know it’s not easy, but if anyone can figure it out, it’s you.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I can do anything about it now. I’ve signed contracts for three more movies, and the exit clauses are ridiculous. But after that… Maybe.”

“I just… Don’t give up, bro. It can be done. You’re not the only actor in Hollywood with kids. I think you need to find good people to surround yourself with. Once you have that network and protection in place for Zoe, you might feel differently. You never said, how’s the new nanny working out?”

“Briar? She’s great.” I tried really hard not to think about how much time I’d spent today watching her when I thought I’d been checking in with my daughter. And I deliberately left out the detail of how attractive Briar was. “She is all about Zoe and devotes all her energy to making her happy.”

“That’s a switch. So you’ve found the only nanny in Hollywood who doesn’t want to get into your pants?”

If only.

I shook my head. I couldn’t think of her like that. She was my employee. And only my employee. Not to mention the fact I’d never felt any seduction vibes from her—and believe me, I know what I was talking about. “This one actually loves kids. She’s not a wannabe actress or model. She has a master’s in education and was working at a preschool when I hired her. She’s the real deal.”

“Hold on to her. I don’t have to tell you how rare a find someone like that is.”

“Yeah, she is.” I sighed and tried not to think about the way I’d really like to hold her. Because I couldn’t. Briar wasn’t for me. She was for Zoe. And that was all that mattered.

We talked a little more about Rome’s schedule and picked a day for him to swing by and see me and Zoe in a few weeks.

“All right. Can’t wait to see you guys. More Zoe than you, but you know how that goes.”

I sighed. “Yeah, yeah. I’m not the favorite anymore. I ceded the title to Zoe.”

Rome laughed. “Cute. You never were the favorite. We all know I hold that title.”

“Dream on, little brother. The first is always the best.”

“That’s not what they say about pancakes. I’ve heard the same thing about kids—the first one is always a throwaway.”

“Nice to know what you really think about my daughter,” I mockingly reminded him. “She’s a first born too.”

“Damn, foiled by your annoyingly logical mind. Anyway, I gotta get. Talk to you in a few days.”

“Can’t wait to see you, bro. It’s been too long.”

“Same. See ya.”

“Bye.”

I pushed the red button on my phone then stared at the wallpaper it switched to. Zoe’s smiling face stared back at me, and my heartbeat slowed. Rome was right. I needed to trust my instincts. And everything inside me was saying that commenting on the situation with Ariel’s family was a mistake. I didn’t want to be the one to stoke the flames. I needed to rise above.

Or maybe below, when I thought about Rome’s other suggestion. Maybe a payoff was the way to go. I should call my lawyer.

Then I heard Briar’s bubbly laughter, and every rational thought flew out of my head.

Who was she laughing with? Last I knew, she and Adam were icy since she’d turned him down—an attitude I’d done nothing to mend.

I peeked through the blinds in the bedroom and watched as Briar and Zoe smiled up at a huge, hulking man in all black walking next to them. Then Briar laughed again, a sound even the gray walls of my trailer couldn’t fully muffle. Her white teeth flashed and her eyes crinkled in the corners. She looked so light and carefree. So different from the way she was when it was just me and her. Then she was stilted or pained like when I found her trolling her ex’s social media.

But this Briar was so different.

This Briar was the one I’d been watching on the webcam. All light and carefree. She was intoxicating.

I watched as the wind blew her hair and it whipped around her and Zoe like a butterscotch curtain. And then Zoe’s laughter joined Briar’s.

A feeling I hadn’t felt in a long time burned in my chest as the stranger laughed with them.

Jealousy.

They walked and talked and laughed like a complete family. With my daughter.

What the hell?

I stomped through the trailer, passing a stoic Adam reclining in the kitchen area, and I ripped open the trailer door. “Are you planning on bringing me my daughter anytime this millennia? I don’t pay you to flirt with the freaking bodyguard.”

Smiles dropped from everyone’s faces. Even Zoe popped her thumb in her mouth and blinked up at me from Briar’s arms.

Briar’s expression was stoically blank as she stiffly walked over to me and handed Zoe off. “I apologize if we were running late. I wasn’t aware we were on a tight schedule.”

“We’re always on a tight schedule,” I bit out. “Every minute you screw off on your way here is a minute less that I get with my daughter.”

Briar’s head jerked back like I’d slapped her, and remorse filled me. I was acting like a prick. It wasn’t Briar’s fault I was jealous of the time she got to spend with my daughter.

Or that I was jealous that he was the one who made her smile and laugh.

“Understood. I won’t interrupt your time with Zoe any more than I already have.” She turned and headed back to where the hulking bodyguard stood, eyes shielded by his sunglasses.

But I knew he caught everything. Including how irrational I was being. “Briar, I didn’t—”

“Please.” She cut me off. “Don’t let me take up anymore of your daddy-daughter time. I’ll go raid craft services and get out of your hair. Call me when you need to get back to set.”

She took three steps away then paused. “You never said, is Mak to stay with me when you have Zoe, or does he stay with Zoe?”

I held Zoe close to my heart and took a breath. “She’s fine with me. I’d rather, Mak, is it?”

Mak—apparently—inclined his head.

“Nice to meet you, Mak. If you’re on your own, Briar, I’d like you to have someone with you. Even here on set. I don’t trust anyone.”

“You’ve made that abundantly clear,” Briar muttered before turning on her heel and walking off in the opposite direction from craft services. Her hand came up and wiped at her face. I didn’t know if it was possible to feel lower than I did at that moment.

After one more stoic and critical survey of me, Mak turned and followed her—this time walking a few feet behind Briar.

I’d lashed out at her for no reason other than my own stupidity not to mention my jealousy, and now Briar was crying. I was an ass.

“Dada? Play?” Zoe asked with a frown.

“Yeah, Zo-Zo. Let’s go play.” I faked a smile as I carried her up the stairs and into my trailer. Regardless of the asshole I’d been to Briar, I only got a slim window with my daughter. I had to soak up every minute.

I’d apologize later.

Only two hours later, when I was due back to set, Briar waited until the last possible minute to show up at my trailer for Zoe. Adam was literally pushing me toward the door when Briar appeared.

“Did you get lost?” The words fell out of my mouth before I even thought them. Then I closed my eyes with a wince. That wasn’t exactly the best way to start my apology.

“I thought since I was late bringing her to you, I’d give you every possible second to be with your daughter. Was that not what you wanted?” Briar tilted her head like it was an honest question, but I heard the sarcasm.

My lips quirked into a half smile. Damn, I kinda had to respect her moxie. “No, you’re right. I did want—”

“King, you gotta get to set. You were due three minutes ago.” Adam barked behind me his phone held to his ear. “Yes, he’s coming now. No, you don’t need to send someone. He’s walking out the door now. I’m watching him do it.”

I sighed and headed for the door Briar still stood in front of. She took a step back but stopped as she banged into the doorjamb.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

I passed through the door and our bodies brushed. She sucked in a quick breath and kept her gaze firmly fixed over my shoulder. I couldn’t look away from her face and the pink hue darkening her cheeks. “That’s my line,” I whispered as I passed her. “To be continued.”

Briar blinked up at me, confusion wrinkling her forehead.

But I didn’t have time for an explanation as Adam continued to push me out the door.

“Come on, King. You gotta get to set.”

But Briar had already turned away from me. “Zo-zo! What animal do you have there? Is that a cow? What’s a cow say?”

The door closed behind Adam, muffling my daughter’s moo.

And stabbing me in the heart.

Damn, this was so much harder than I thought it would be.

And I still owed Briar an apology.

* * *

That night, when I got home, the house was quiet and dark like always. But unlike earlier today, I knew exactly why I had an unsettled feeling—I still owed Briar a huge apology. And—awkwardly—I had the hots for her.

Scenes from my marriage played in my mind as I climbed the stairs. I’d never been one to hide from conflict, but after being married to Ariel, I had PTSD when it came to disagreements. That woman could take the smallest thing and turn it into World War III. The dramatics, the fake tears, the screaming. It’d all been so ugly. And she’d loved it when I apologized—not that she’d ever accepted them. Not when it was her opportunity to hold all my failings over my head. She’d rage at me and bring up everything I’d ever done wrong. It was exhausting.

Not that Briar was anything like Ariel. From what I’d seen so far, they were night and day—in that Briar was sweetness and light, and Ariel had been… I had to stop thinking about her.

But I’d never been in this position with any of my previous nannies before. When they’d come onto me, I’d had no problem being the asshole. And I didn’t ever feel apologetic about how I’d behaved then.

Meanwhile, the first nanny who prioritized my daughter over me, I’d been a dick to. This was completely on me. And I had to make it right.

Which was why I was standing outside Briar’s bedroom door.

“Just knock already and get it over with,” I muttered to myself.

There was no light coming from under her door, so she was probably already asleep. Maybe I should try in the morning? But I had an early call time, and I didn’t want to let this fester.

I knocked lightly.

And waited.

And waited some more.

I was debating between knocking again or leaving when her door opened.

Briar stood in the crack between the door and the jamb, wearing tiny striped shorts and an oversized white t-shirt. So fucking sexy it was painful.

And totally inappropriate.

I determinedly kept my eyes on her eyes. “Hey, sorry if I woke you.”

She shook her head. “I was reading.”

“Ah, okay. Um, if you have a minute, I think there’s a few things we need to talk about. Maybe downstairs? We could have a cup of tea and talk?”

Her eyebrows went up, and she blinked a few times as she absorbed what I’d said. “Oh. Okay. I’m just going to change, if you don’t mind waiting?”

“Whatever makes you comfortable. I’ll get the tea started. Any preferences?”

She took a step back, her hand still on the door. “Nothing with caffeine. Thanks.”

“I’ll see you downstairs.”

The door closed softly behind me as I headed for the stairs. That’d gone easier than I’d thought. Although the tough part was still to come.

A few minutes later, Briar joined me downstairs in the kitchen and we both stood awkwardly waiting for water to boil. She silently picked a teabag from the tea caddy and added a teaspoon of sugar to her cup.

I eyed the sugar with regret. I had a shirtless scene coming up in a few days, so I couldn’t afford the tasty, wasteful calories.

A few minutes later, tea in hand, Briar sat opposite me at the kitchen table.

I cleared my throat. “I just want to apologize for what I said at my trailer. It was out of line and uncalled for. You weren’t running late with Zoe, and whatever you choose to do with Mak—as long as it’s during your free time—is your business. But again, I’m sorry I spoke to you that way.”

“I uh,” she paused and shook her head. “Thank you. I wasn’t exactly expecting that. I thought you were going to… It doesn’t matter. I appreciate you apologizing. Thank you.”

I inclined my head. “It was owed. I was an ass. It won’t happen again.”

“I appreciate you saying you were wrong.” She studied her cup of tea with a weird expression, like halfway between a smile and a frown. Finally, she looked up and gave me a half shrug. “I think aside from my dad, you’re the only man who’s apologized to me since…I don’t know when.”

“Your ex never apologized? For anything?”

Briar scoffed. “Not even at the end. Not even after he knocked up one of my friends. It was all framed like it was inevitable. Or my fault.”

“Sounds like he was the ass.”

Briar laughed softly. “Or maybe I was for picking him. I’d like to think he wasn’t like that when we first got together, but maybe I had rose-colored glasses on.” Briar rolled her eyes. “I’ve been told I’m a bit of a hopeless optimist.”

“Sounds like something a pessimist would accuse you of.”

She laughed again, and the sound was so warm and enveloping I couldn’t help but smile.

“Which camp do you belong to?”

“I like to think I’m a realist.”

Briar raised her eyebrow. “Sounds like something a pessimist would say.”

I laughed, and it only had the smallest tinge of bitterness. “Well, you kinda can’t go through all I’ve been through and still be a total optimist.”

“I’m with you on the battle-weary bit. It’ll be a long time before I trust someone again the way I trusted Danny.”

“Word to the wise, never trust a man who still goes by the childhood diminutive of their name. I’ve never met a Danny or a Joey or a Ricky I’d trust as an adult.”

Briar giggled. “That’s definitely true for my ex. I wouldn’t trust him to watch my cat, and she pretty much takes care of herself.”

“You have a cat? I didn’t know that.”

“I have an orange tabby named Catniss. Or had. She’s not really mine anymore. We found out Danny was allergic, so my parents took her in. She’s been living with them for the past five years or so. I still like to think of her as mine though. She’s probably the best thing that came of my marriage, and she’s not even mine anymore.” Briar lifted her teacup and shook her head. “Dang, that’s a sad realization.”

“I get it. I think the same thing about my marriage when I look at Zoe. My marriage was a trainwreck too, but I’d go through it again if it meant I’d get Zoe at the end.”

“You’re lucky,” Briar whispered over the top of her teacup.

I blinked. That was definitely a different way to look at my past. Lucky? “How do you figure?”

The tone of my voice made Briar flinch, and she set her cup down with a jolt. “Sorry. It’s none of my business to comment on your past relationships. Or present ones, for that matter. I should get to bed.”

She pushed away from the table but stopped when I placed my hand on top of hers.

“Please don’t. I’m sorry. Again.” I shook my head. “I can’t seem to stop saying that to you tonight.”

Briar settled back into her seat and gave me a slight smile. “It’s refreshing, both because of what I said earlier about my ex, but also because it’s you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Just that you haven’t exactly been the warmest when talking to me.” She looked down and bit her lip. “Before tonight I kinda got the impression you didn’t exactly like me.”

“I…” That took me back a second. “I guess I could see how you’d get that impression. But the reality is that I’m jealous.”

“Wait. You’re jealous of me? Seriously?”

“Yeah, you get to spend all day with my daughter. That’s all I really want to do.”

Briar smiled and shook her head. “And that’s why I think you’re lucky. I wish I had a kid like Zoe. It’s all I’ve ever really wanted.” Briar looked away and muttered to herself, “but who knows if that’ll ever happen for me.”

But I still heard her. Why would she think that? What had she gone through? I wanted to ask, but I knew despite our short time getting to know each other tonight it wasn’t appropriate to ask. And I didn’t want to make her any more uncomfortable than she clearly was.

I cleared my throat. “I, uh, I definitely agree with you there. I just wish I could have more time with her. I feel like I’m missing out on so much.”

“Every working parent feels that way. But you’re doing what you have to for her future. And you’re an awesome dad. She’s loved and she knows it. She actually told me that today after we left the lot. ‘Dada lubs me.’ And she smiled so huge. It was so stinking cute.”

I smiled even as tears sheened my eyes. It was awesome to hear. “Thanks, Briar. That actually helps a lot.” I blinked a few times then quickly changed the subject. “So what else did you guys get up to today?”

Briar ran through the list—most of which I’d seen on the cameras. But I still loved hearing about it and watching the way Briar’s eyes shined as she talked about my daughter. I could see she was falling in love with Zoe too.

Finally, Briar leaned back and stretched. “I should get to bed. Zoe will be running circles around me if I don’t get enough sleep.”

I had to determinedly look away. That little stretch arched her back and made her tits…do something I wasn’t supposed to think about, let alone watch. “Same. Can’t have bags under my eyes on camera.” I collected our dishes and put them in the dishwasher. “This was nice, actually. Do you mind if we make this a nightly thing? I’d love to hear about your and Zoe’s day since I miss so much of it.”

Especially if I couldn’t trust myself to watch her on the cameras. A little chat every night wasn’t a bad thing, right?

Briar nodded as she stood up from her chair. My eyes dropped to her tiny shorts and how much of her legs showed. It was reflex and I felt like twenty kinds of a perv. But she had hella hot legs—all smooth and toned and just gorgeous. I quickly swung back to the dishwasher and tried to busy myself adjusting a few dishes.

“Ah yeah. I can do that. If it’s all right with you, I’ll take some pictures and video of Zoe with my phone? That way you can see some of our day for yourself?”

I swung back to face her with a smile. My smile drooped a bit when I noticed her shorts had been tugged a bit lower. Damn, I hoped I hadn’t made her feel uncomfortable. Straight faced, I inclined my head, trying like hell to stay professional. “I uh, yes. Please. I don’t get the chance to check the nanny cams every day.” Or I definitely wouldn’t be from now on. “And Zoe is a total ham when it comes to pictures.”

“I can’t wait to see that. Although with her daddy and uncles, I’m sure it comes natural to her.” Briar bit her lip, and a chagrined expression stole across her face. “I should get to bed. ‘Night.”

“Goodnight, Briar. I have an early call time, so I won’t see you guys tomorrow until you come out to the set.”

“Okay. I’ll try to get there promptly tomorrow.” Her eyes twinkled as she smiled at me. “‘Night.”

I turned back to the dishwasher because I couldn’t be trusted not to watch her walk away.

She was my employee, and I couldn’t forget that.

No matter how plump her ass was.


Chapter Ten

Briar

That night was the first of many I spent with King sitting at his table and talking about everything and nothing. And I had to admit it was becoming my favorite part of my day. I loved spending time with Zoe, but after I put her to bed, I found myself watching the clock.

We’d developed an easy friendship. He’d told me stories about growing up in Oregon looking for buried treasure, and I told him about my Disney-obsessed mom who my dad could never say no to. We traded horrible date stories and embarrassing moments. We found that we had a similar love of music—both of us preferring rock with a little pop mixed in.

So when I found myself watching the clock after I put Zoe to bed, it wasn’t out of the ordinary. But to kill time I busied myself with getting the tea we held but hardly drank ready as I waited. All the while I thought about how crazy it was that one of my new friends was a hugely famous actor and my new boss.

The kettle had just whistled when I heard him come through the door. I wasn’t a housewife—it wasn’t my job to wait by the door with his scotch or whatever. Or at least that was what I told myself as I purposefully kept my back to the door.

“Hey Briar. How was your day? You and Zoe get up to anything crazy today?”

I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Today had been kinda insane, but in the best possible way. I poured our tea as I answered. “I got out some finger paints that I found in her activity closet. Your little girl loved it. I had to clean up paint from every imaginable surface—both on the table and her. It was in her hair and up her nose and on the bottom of her feet. She would’ve rolled in the stuff if I let her.”

King laughed. “Yeah, she loves finger paints. I have to buy it on a monthly basis since she uses so much up in one go. Did you take any pictures of the mayhem?”

I set my tea down on the table and grabbed my phone. As I pulled up today’s photos, I moved around the table until I stood next to him. King’s breath hitched in his throat when his hand brushed mine.

I frowned. That was weird. I almost asked if he was okay when I saw the dark circles under his eyes. He was obviously tired, so I let it go, while silently promising myself to stop taking up so much of his time. Clearly this man needed more sleep.

“She’s so goofy. Can you send me those?”

I tipped my head back and watched King thumb through the photos on my phone again. He had this spellbound smile on his face, like someone who loved his daughter more than anything.

Because that was the amazing thing about Kingston Grier. He might be a huge Hollywood star, but the guy was in love with his daughter. He was the best kind of man. You couldn’t help but want to be in his orbit. And I was thankful that we’d finally become friends.

“Briar?”

I blinked away from my deep thoughts and found Kingston staring back at me with a frown. “The pictures? Can you send them to me?”

“Yeah, sorry. I was just woolgathering.” I gave him a chagrined smile as I took my phone back. My fingers flew across the screen as I selected the pictures to send to King’s phone. “It’s been a day, ya know?”

“Tell me about it. We ran through our last scene tonight so many times that my lines were starting to feel like gibberish. Like not real words.”

“Oh. Are you tired? We don’t have to do this every night. I just—”

“No!” His head shot up as he all but yelled the word at me. Like a lunatic.

I blinked at him, not certain what to make of his reaction.

He cleared his throat roughly. “I mean, it’s not too much. Honestly, this is the best part of my day.” He tipped his head. “I mean second best part. The first being when you bring Zoe to set. But I just…I love talking to you.”

That was sweet. I smiled. “I love talking to you too. It’s so nice to have a conversation with a grownup sometime during my day. I know I see you in your trailer at lunch, but it’s not exactly the same thing, you know? I didn’t even realize that I’d missed talking to an adult one-on-one until we started doing this.”

King laughed as he walked around the table to his cup of tea and what had become his regular seat. “No, I totally understand. Last year when all the attention was insane, I’d turned into a hermit and hardly ever left the house. The first time I talked to an adult it was so cathartic. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed something so simple.”

I pulled out my chair and sat. “I should probably be the one to thank you for setting up the lunch visits and these late-night chats with just the two of us. I swear they’re the only things that are keeping me from turning into a Disney character. I caught myself singing “A Dream Is A Wish Your Heart Makes” in the shower yesterday.”

King frowned into his teacup and muttered to himself, “We need to get you some time off.” He took a drink then set his cup down. “I realize it’s a lot to ask you to work so many weeks without any downtime.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I mean, you are paying me an obscene amount of money which is helping with my student loans. You have no idea what a weight that is off my shoulders. And Zoe really is the sweetest little girl. We haven’t had any major tantrums, really. It’s just—”

“You need downtime, Briar. I’m not looking down on you or blaming you. But everyone needs a break now and then. My brother and his wife will be up for a visit soon. I’m hoping you can get some time off then. Zoe loves her Uncle Rome.”

“That’s good. I’m sure she’ll love it,” I finished lamely. I know he’d said he didn’t blame me, but I still felt like I’d said something wrong. King had gone from smiling and playful to kinda brooding. Like I’d poked at an old wound.

I wanted to ask him what was going on, but I couldn’t think of a way to bring it up that didn’t sound nosy.

“What happened to having your parents come by?” King asked, interrupting my thoughts. “Did they not want to sign the NDA?”

I could feel my cheeks heating with my blush. “I didn’t exactly tell them about it.”

“What? Why not?”

“They already had some reservations about me taking this job. After all the pictures and speculation in the tabloids, my mom really freaked out. Pretty much the only thing that kept her from dragging me home by my hair was the knowledge you hired a bodyguard for me and Zoe. And my dad…” I shook my head as I remembered one ridiculous exchange with him. “I think my dad is convinced that you use the nanny service to find girls to sleep with.”

Tea spewed across the table, and King coughed and wheezed. I jumped up and grabbed a towel to clean up the mess, but King waved me off. After a few more minutes of coughing, he wiped up the tea, studiously staring at the table and avoiding my eyes. “Sorry. Tried to breathe and drink at the same time. But uh, anyway, uh…”

“My ridiculous parents?” I prompted.

“Yeah, I know. I didn’t forget what we were talking about. Believe me.” He cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. I’m still going to need them to sign an NDA and to meet them before they can spend time with Zoe. Maybe we can have them come out for one of our lunch dates? That way we can all get a measure on each other. Sounds like your dad needs that.”

“He’s being crazy. I’m thirty years old and divorced. I can handle myself.”

“I have no doubt. But when it comes to fathers and their little girls… I get it.”

I snorted. “Yours isn’t even two yet. It’s not exactly the same thing.”

King hitched a shoulder. “But I can’t see that ever changing. And I never want to be the kind of man who would be okay with it changing. I plan on loving my daughter unconditionally now and always. She deserves at least that much.”

“You’re kind of amazing.” I smiled at him. “But I guess you’re right. They’re just being crazy out of love. I’ll see when they can swing by for a visit.”

“Set it up with Adam. He’ll make sure they have clearance to visit the lot. And he’ll have NDAs for you to send them—email or fax, or we could messenger, too—whatever works for your family.”

“Sounds good.” I wiped at the table one more time with the cloth. “I’ll set it up.”

It would be fine. My parents knew this was a job. They’d be on their best behavior. They wouldn’t embarrass me.

I smiled weakly at King.

Maybe if I told myself that enough times, I’d start to believe it.

* * *

Three days later I felt jittery as I waited at the edge of the lot with a silent Mak standing next to me. My parents should be here any minute.

It was going to be fine.

They’d sign the paperwork, make small talk with King and fuss over Zoe, and then they’d go home. They’d be on their best behavior.

“What was that?” Mak’s rumbly voice came from over my head.

“Huh?” I turned to look up at him.

“You said something.”

“I did?” I bit my lip. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Worried about your parents meeting the big man?”

I was pretty sure that was the longest sentence I’d ever heard Mak say. I must’ve been an obvious basket case for the stoic and silent Mak to bring it up. I sighed. “Just a little bit. I’m the baby of the family, and my parents tend to…hover.”

That was a nice way to put it.

Mak inclined his head. “My parents are the same with my little sister. It’ll be okay though. They’ll see pretty quick that Kingston isn’t like most of these Hollywood douches.”

I snorted then covered my face. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Mak rocked back on his heels as his sunglass covered eyes took in the road in front of us. “Look alive. I think this is them.”

Sure enough, a black sedan pulled up to the curb, and despite the tinted windows, I knew my parents were inside. The back door popped open, and my dad stepped out, followed by my mom. She squealed when she saw me and bounced over to give me a huge hug.

There was something about being around my mom that just calmed me. Sure, she was occasionally embarrassing, nosy, and over the top—but she was my mom. The one I’d ran to when I skinned my knee. The one who’d tucked me in at night. I always felt like everything would be okay when I was with her. It was probably the whole reason I’d ran home after Danny and I separated. I’d wanted that feeling again.

Like I felt now.

Until my mom pulled back and grinned. “I cannot believe I’m going to meet Captain America. Should I try for a tiny kiss?”

Mak’s snort almost drowned out my dad’s groan. I closed my eyes in mortification.

“Mom, no. You are going to behave. No mentions of him being on your five-freebie hit list.” I pointed a finger at her before swinging it in my dad’s direction. “You too. No talks about how you work in construction, so you know how to hide a body. King is my boss. You are here to meet him, so he can see you’re not insane. Then I can bring Zoe to see you guys while he’s working. Please, please, please don’t act insane.”

“Honey, we are not here to embarrass you.” My mom kept an arm around me. “We do know how to behave.”

“Current evidence is not in your favor,” I muttered under my breath. I sighed and introduced them. “Mak, this is my mom, Cheryl, and my dad, Sean. This is Mak, the bodyguard King hired for me and Zoe.”

My dad’s eyes widened as he nodded at Mak. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, sir. Ma’am,” Mak replied, nodding at my mom. “We should get moving. Mr. Grier doesn’t have a lot of time left on his break.”

As we walked down the asphalt toward King’s trailer, my dad moved over to my other side.

“What happened to you not seeing much of him?” Dad asked in an undertone.

“Who?” I asked, confused. “Mak?”

“No, Kingston Grier,” Dad replied. “That’s what you told us when you took this job. Now you’re jumping at his beck and call. And asking us to do the same.”

“Are you serious, Dad? He’s my boss—of course I’m at his beck and call. He wants to meet you two because I want to see you which means you’ll be around his daughter. A little girl he has every right to feel protective of. And he’s trying to see his daughter as much as possible which is why we’re here on the lot every day for his break. I really thought you—of all people—would understand that.” I stopped as a sinking feeling of doom swept over me. “This was clearly a mistake.”

“Briar, I’m just concerned—”

“I’m thirty years old, Dad. I have two degrees. I work to support myself. I’ve been divorced. When are you finally going to see me as an adult?”

“I know you’re an adult, sweetheart. But that doesn’t mean I’m ever going to stop worrying. Watching all you’ve been through this last year…it’s been hard. I hate seeing you hurting. And worst of all, I saw it coming. That bastard Danny didn’t deserve to lick your boots. And now you’re signing up for more of the same with this douche.”

“For the twentieth time, he’s my boss. We’re not in a relationship. He pays me to watch his child—that’s it.”

Dad jerked his chin in a tight nod. “Sure. Okay.”

But I could tell he didn’t believe me. He was still suspicious that something more was going on.

“Anything you want to add, Mom?”

She’d been suspiciously subdued at my side.

Mom pursed her lips. “Just that he’s more attractive in person than I ever thought possible.”

“What?” I jerked my head in the direction she was staring and found Kingston standing on his trailer steps with Zoe on his hip.

And judging by his face, he’d clearly heard more than I wanted him to.

Eff my life.


Chapter Eleven

Still Briar

I should’ve known this would be a mistake the second King had suggested it. Why had I agreed to bring my parents to set to meet him? I’d be lucky to still have my job at the end of this little meeting.

More than likely at least two of us would end up with restraining orders.

“Are you two going to behave?” I hissed, as my parents and I stood twenty feet away from Kingston’s trailer, with him waiting on the stairs for us to join him.

“Of course, honey,” Mom chirped.

“Dad?” I asked.

He inclined his head.

And yet their assurances did little to calm my fears. This was going to be a shitshow. I just knew it.

But it was too late to back out now, so I put on my brave face and marched over to King and Zoe. “King, this is my mom, Cheryl, and my dad, Sean.”

I hadn’t even finished the introductions when Zoe dove out of King’s hands toward me. I lunged toward her on instinct—visions of her crashing down the metal stairs making my heart race.

“Whoa,” King grunted as he fought to hold on to her, which only clumsily brought us close together. And since he was still two steps above me on the stairs, my lunging for Zoe only brought my face awkwardly close to Kingston’s crotch.

King laughed unsteadily as he jostled to hold Zoe. “She’s never done that before.”

“Bwi-are!” Zoe blinked down at me with a frown. “Want Bwi-are!”

I smiled reassuringly at the little girl as I took a step back. “Right? You’re the one she’s always diving for.”

“That must mean she loves you.” My mom beamed as she joined me at the bottom of the stairs. “My Briar has always had a way with children. I thought she’d have a whole herd of her own by now.”

I closed my eyes in anguish. I know she meant it in the most positive way—an affirmation of his decision to hire me. But all I heard was my failure. My failure to carry a baby. My failure to give her grandchildren. The offhanded mention of my infertility was eviscerating.

But I couldn’t say anything.

I couldn’t. Not here. Not in front of him.

I had to grit my teeth and move on. “Maybe we should head inside?”

Maybe if I diverted her attention, she wouldn’t bring up my single status or how badly I wanted but failed at having children.

“Bwi-are!” Zoe squealed again.

“Do you mind?” I asked King and when I got his negative head shake, I stepped up close to them and held my arms out for Zoe. She leapt to me and nestled her head on my shoulder, patting my back lightly.

“Oh, my heart,” Mom crooned.

“It’s getting close to nap time,” I murmured. “Let’s get inside before she melts down.”

King led the way as we all trooped inside his trailer, Mak staying outside with his back to the stairs like always.

Inside, we all sat in the tiny living area, the guys on the club chairs while Mom, Zoe, and I sat on the small sofa.

King smiled at my parents after we all settled—that charming smile he used in interviews where you can practically hear the bing of his sparkle. “Before we get to talking, I need to ask for your NDAs. Have you had a chance to read them over and sign them?”

“Oh, yes. Of course.” Mom fumbled through her purse while I played patty-cake with Zoe and avoided the look my dad sent me.

“Want to go play with your ponies while the grownups talk?” I asked Zoe.

She shook her head and burrowed into my arms. I guess even the toddler could pick up all the crazy undercurrents in the room.

My mom passed a stack of papers to King. “We both signed.”

“And I’m going to need a copy of those,” my dad cut in.

King inclined his head. “Of course. I’ll get my assistant to make copies. Briar can give them to you the next time she sees you.” King quickly thumbed through the stack, pausing at the signature page, before setting them on the table next to him. “I apologize for the formality, but unfortunately I’ve learned that it’s almost impossible to trust people who have access to the parts of my life where I’m the most vulnerable, like my daughter.”

It was my turn to send a look at my dad, that he also avoided because he was too busy glaring at King.

They were locked in this weird Jedi-mindfuck where apparently the first one to look away would lose.

I glanced down at Zoe, but she didn’t seem bothered by the new tension in the room. She was busy plucking at the buttons on my blouse.

Finally, my dad inclined his head. “Understood. I still want a copy of what I signed though.”

“Not a problem.” King smiled, winningly. “So tell me a little about yourselves.”

Dad sat back with a smirk. “Are we seriously going to sit here and play like you don’t already have a background check on me and Cheryl? I’m sure some of it was even covered in Briar’s report before you hired her.”

“You got me.” King raised his eyebrows. “Those reports are pretty dry, and I’ll admit I only skimmed the parts that covered her parents.”

My dad laughed. “I gotta respect a man who tells it like it is. If you didn’t notice, that’s my specialty.”

And just like that, all the tension leached out of the room. King and my dad were apparently done with their little pissing contest.

I swear, I’d never understand men.

After that, it was just general chit chat with a few slightly inappropriate comments tossed in by my mom. She might’ve been fangirling pretty hard, but at least she didn’t bring up him being on her free celebrity hit list.

Not surprising at all was how, by the end of our ten-minute chat, my mom had charmed Zoe onto her lap.

King smiled at the pair of them even as his eyes looked sad. I wanted to ask him about it, but I couldn’t with my parents in the room. They might’ve signed NDAs, but I doubted King would want to showcase all his vulnerabilities with strangers. Heck, he probably wouldn’t even tell me.

But something clearly was bothering him about watching Zoe and my mom together. What was it?

* * *

That night, as I waited for King to get home, the question buzzed in my mind. Was there any way to bring it up that wouldn’t make him shut down? I was at a loss. I had a feeling it was the last thing he’d ever want to talk about.

And it definitely wasn’t any of my business.

But I felt like we were forming a friendship of sorts, and I hated to know that he was still hurting about something I could only presume was from his past. I knew more than most how those moments loved to haunt you at the most inopportune times.

When he came home a few minutes later, I’d already resolved not to bring it up.

I grabbed the mugs from the cabinet and said over my shoulder, “I’m so sorry for the way my parents acted today. I swear they’re normal people when they’re not meeting abnormal people.”

King chuckled. “And I guess I’m the abnormal person who threw them off today?”

“You said it, not me.” I laughed. “But seriously, I’m sorry it got messy there between me and my dad. I never knew how much my divorce affected him. It’s…it’s humbling, I guess.”

“I get it. He’s a great dad. You’ve got nothing to apologize for.” King hitched a shoulder. “You were in pain, and he loves you.”

Tears burned my eyes, but I’d be damned if I’d let them fall. I cried so much after my marriage failed. After that ass walked off into the sunset with his new family. I didn’t want to cry anymore.

But apparently, that wasn’t up to me.

I spun to face the cups as I felt the first tear streak down my cheek. Sniffling, I poured steaming water into the mug and hoped like hell the activity would muffle my tears.

I didn’t even know why I was crying. My dad. The divorce. My failure. So much guilt over my parents’ feelings. It was all a jumbled mess.

I was a mess.

I needed to get out of here before King realized I was falling apart. I’d already been a mess once in front of him. I really didn’t want to do this again.

I cleared my throat. “You know I’m really tired. I think—”

“Everything okay, Briar?” King’s voice came right behind me.

There was no hiding now.

My shoulders slumped as I swiped at my tears with a dish towel. “I don’t even know why I’m crying. I just…I’m sorry. I’m going to go to bed.”

I didn’t even take one step away before King tugged me into his arms. My head rested perfectly on his chest as his arms came around me.

“You apologize way too much,” he murmured against my hair. “It’s like ‘I’m sorry’ is your default. What even is that?”

I gave a sobbing croak that should’ve been a laugh if I hadn’t been fighting my tears still. “You’re right.”

“Of course I’m right. It’s what I do.”

This time my laugh was full and out loud. God, he was so freaking arrogant. It was ridiculous.

I tipped my head back and gave him a watery smile. “Thanks, King. And I’m not going to say I’m sorry for crying in front of you.”

“Good.” King smiled down at me.

It was a sweet moment.

And then it shifted.

I can’t even remember if he leaned down or if I reached up. All I knew was that we went from smiling at each other to…kissing.

King’s lips were on mine. His tongue was nudging against my lips, so I parted them and groaned as his tongue invaded. We went from him comforting me to me all but grinding on him.

And it was fantastic.

King’s lips were magic. I swear to god, they made me tingle all over.

And then it was also over way too soon.

After the best kiss of my whole entire life, King ripped his lips away from mine. His breathing was uneven as he panted. “Shit.”

Reality crashed down hard.

I’d just kissed my boss.

He’d fired the last however many nannies for trying to sleep with him.

What was I doing? Thinking? Oh my god.

I pulled away and took three steps back. “I’m so sorry, King. I don’t know what—how… I, uh…”

I couldn’t get my brain to function. All I could think was that I’d just told the best job I’d ever had goodbye.

Literally.

“I gotta go.”

Not wanting to hang around and hear all the ways I was fired, I covered my teary—again—eyes and raced out of the room.


Chapter Twelve

King

What did I do?

Did I seriously just kiss my nanny?

Me?

Shit.

I sank into a kitchen stool with a groan.

I couldn’t believe I’d turned into that kind of guy. The kind who came on to vulnerable women. Hell, she had literally been crying. I’d been trying to comfort her.

And then I kissed her.

Damn. I was repulsed by myself. She had been all soft and vulnerable, and I’d swooped in like a B-movie villain.

No doubt she’d probably quit. And I couldn’t blame her.

I had to apologize to her.

And no, the irony wasn’t lost on me. But this ‘I’m sorry’ would be totally heartfelt, and not a reflex like Briar’s. And not just because if she left, Zoe and I’d be hosed. Briar deserved to hear an honest apology from me. Followed by a promise not to repeat my stupid behavior. I had to make this right.

Knowing time would only make the situation and regrets worse, I dragged my feet upstairs like it was a walk to the gallows. There wasn’t any light coming from under Briar’s door, but she couldn’t be asleep already. No doubt she was busy packing her bag.

I knocked softly. And waited.

And waited.

I lifted my hand to knock again when the door slowly opened a crack.

Briar’s red, blotchy face appeared in the small gap.

I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel lower than I had in the kitchen earlier. Clearly, I was wrong. “Briar—”

“I’m so sorry, King.” She cut me off, the words spewing from her without any apparent filter. “I never should’ve kissed you. You were just being so sweet and comforting. And I don’t think I have to tell you that you’re ridiculously attractive. I forgot who I am and who you are. It was completely unprofessional. I shouldn’t have done it. I’m so sorry.”

I blinked at her a few times in shock. That was a lot to unpack. Wait. “Why are you apologizing to me? I kissed you.”

“Wha—?” Now it was Briar’s turn to blink at me. Finally, she shook her head. “That’s not how I remember it.”

I couldn’t fight the smile tugging at my lips. “So you’re attracted to me?”

“I-I, uh…”

“And you think I’m sweet? And what was the other thing you called me? Ridiculously attractive, was it?” My smile had turned into a bit of a smirk. Briar liked me. I’d thought the attraction had only been on my side. She’d never even hinted before at being into me.

Briar groaned and rested her head on the doorjamb. “Can we just forget my whole word vomit thing and go back to the part in our history before we kissed? Forget the rest of the night even happened?”

I tilted my head and took in her cute little booty shorts and tank top. How did she manage to look so sexy without all the lace and silk my ex had loved to flaunt? Briar was just simply herself.

And I found that so goddamn sexy.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to do that,” I answered honestly.

Briar groaned again and closed her eyes. “I understand. I’ll keep watching Zoe as long as it takes you to find a suitable replacement. If you want me to, that is.”

“Oh, I think it’s safe to say I want you.” My pants were tenting like a freaking teenager’s. I’d been picturing her lithe legs wrapped around my waist, so it took a moment for her words to penetrate my lust fogged brain. Find a suitable replacement? “Wait. What?”

“Aren’t you firing me? For coming onto you? Kinda why you fired the last however many nannies?”

“I fired the last nanny after I came home to her naked in my bed. While Zoe cried in her room. She seriously thought I’d find her attractive despite her neglect of my daughter. I fired the nanny before her after I caught her going through my dirty clothes hamper. Turned out she’d had a collection going.” I shuddered. “And I fired the nanny before her after I found out she was inviting people over to ‘play.’”

“Oh.”

“And she made a pass at me on her way out the door.”

“Wow. That’s, uh…wow.”

“Yeah.” I shoved my hands into my front pockets and rocked back on my heels. “None of those incidents were consensual. But I take it tonight was?”

Briar nodded tightly even though she couldn’t look at me.

I cleared my throat. “So what are we going to do about it?”

She jerked her head up, her eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

“Well, the way I see it we have three options. One, we could do like you said, pretend nothing happened. Or two, you could quit and leave, which would break Zoe’s heart. Or three, we see where this goes.”

“Oh. Um…”

“We don’t have to decide tonight. We could sleep on it and talk tomorrow.”

“Okay. I, uh, I think I want to do that. Talk tomorrow, I mean.”

“Sounds good.” I smiled and turned to leave, then I paused. I turned back before she closed her door. “Just so you know, I’m interested in option three, but I’ll settle for option one. You are by far the best nanny we’ve ever had, and I really don’t want Zoe to lose you.”

Briar smiled softly. “This is by far the best job I’ve ever had. I thought teaching was what I was meant to do, but now… I don’t know. Maybe I was meant for something else.”

And with those cryptic words, she closed her door, leaving me staring at the painted wood with a frown.

What did that mean?

Probably that she didn’t want to compromise our working relationship with messy feelings and awkward line-crossing. Could we even be a couple? What would that do to my reputation? I’d literally built my career on being the boy scout, do-no-wrong, family man. Sleeping with my nanny was the opposite of that.

I sighed.

And resigned myself to option one. It was definitely the safe option. I shouldn’t begrudge her decision.

But my dick wasn’t exactly listening. He wanted to knock on her door again and convince her to come to the dark side and play.

Instead, I turned and headed resolutely to my bedroom and closed my door behind me.

I needed to rub one out before I went to sleep.

Even though I’d showered in my trailer earlier, I headed for my bathroom. Along with the gate out front, this room was the reason I’d bought this house. I walked past the large, free-standing tub that would hold two people but never had, past the vanities on either side of it, and through the glass door into the wet room beyond.

I tapped the control panel and the six shower heads that lined the walls and two overhead rainfalls streamed warm—quickly becoming hot—water. After stripping and leaving a pile of clothes in the doorway, I stood in my favorite spot and let the water cascade over me.

And my hard dick.

A better man would’ve taken a cold shower and fought his baser urge. I might’ve played a boy scout in movies and in the media, but I definitely wasn’t one in real life.

Reaching over, I pumped a few squirts of conditioner into my palm, then closed my eyes, and gripped my dick in my palm. I kept picturing that look on Briar’s face right after I kissed her. All soft and vulnerable and wanting more. The way her body felt against me when I had my arms around her. Her tight, hard nipples pressing into me through her thin tank top.

I wished I’d felt them myself. Maybe flicked a thumb over her nipple as I watched her velvety mouth pucker with her groan.

I could hear that sound now.

Or maybe that was me.

My hand moved faster as I gripped my dick.

I could see Briar in all her flushed glory sprawled out in front of me. Her hair fanned out over my pillow and her milky thighs parted for me. Her fingernails digging into my back as I thrust—

“Gah!” I kept pumping my fist through my orgasm. Rope after rope of spunk shot out, painting the tile floor in front of me before swirling down the drain.

Finally spent, I rested an arm on the marble tile wall in front of me and sagged into it.

I stood there and just breathed for a few minutes. I’d come so hard I swear my vision blurred. Damn.

But after I took a few deep breaths and calmed down, doubts immediately crowded in.

What the hell was I thinking?

Briar was my employee. I was probably opening myself up to all kinds of liability for a sexual harassment lawsuit. Briar had been clearly into our kiss—enough so that she felt like she’d been the one to kiss me—but that still didn’t mean this was the best idea.

After the shitshow that’d been my life with Ariel, I had a few reservations about being with someone again. Briar couldn’t have been more different from my ex if she’d tried. Ariel had been selfish, attention seeking, and erratic. None of those words described Briar.

Although I had missed all the warning signs when I was first with Ariel.

I didn’t want to miss them again, and this had bad idea written all over it.

Did I even know what a healthy relationship looked like?

My parents weren’t the best example. They’d gotten divorced when I was still in elementary school. Dad was now on marriage number…four? And Mom… She’d been through two husbands before I cut her out of my life. She might’ve been on number three by now. We didn’t exactly talk anymore.

And Hollywood wasn’t the best playground for healthy relationships. I couldn’t think of a single actor ‘friend’ who had a successful relationship. They were all symbiotic—totally using each other—or fake, or straight-up toxic.

Shit. What the hell did I know about dating a regular girl? I hadn’t done that since college. And I had enough on my plate with my stupid work schedule besides narrowly fitting in time with my daughter.

This would be a mistake. At the very least, I’d eventually piss her off and lose the best nanny Zoe had ever had.

We had to pick option number one.


Chapter Thirteen

Briar

I’d tossed and turned all night. Having Kingston Grier tell me he wanted me was the stuff of dreams. I should’ve been over the moon excited about the possibilities of dating Captain America.

But all I could think was that it was too soon. And he was my boss. That was not okay. And this could really hurt Zoe.

I wasn’t ready for another relationship. It’d been less than a year since my divorce was final. I still felt like a walking war wound. The thought of all those ugly things Danny had said to me—the screaming, the buzzing silence after—I couldn’t do it again.

I knew that King wasn’t the same man as Danny. He’d never once raised his voice to me or Zoe in the weeks I’d been living here. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. Danny hadn’t at first either.

And sometimes the quietest words cut the deepest.

“Shana’s pregnant.”

My stomach dropped again at the memory. Danny hadn’t yelled that time. He’d been so quiet and methodical that day in his lawyer’s office as he ripped my heart out. To this day I still didn’t know what hurt more—that he’d slept with one of my friends or that they were pregnant.

After years of us trying endless fertility tests and procedures, and then that last painful, horrifying miscarriage, my ex had knocked up one of my friends.

Sure, we were separated and going through our divorce at the time, but it’d still hurt. He’d moved on so easily, before our marriage was even over.

Meanwhile I couldn’t even imagine letting someone into my life like that again.

Not even Kingston Grier.

Just the thought of all the expectations that came from seeing someone who had a child and then magnify that because he was Kingston freaking Grier. Everything about me—about us—would be examined and analyzed by everyone. Media. Paparazzi. Fans.

Ugh.

I couldn’t.

Hopefully he’d meant what he’d said earlier. That we could go back to everything like it’d been before.

Because he was Kingston freaking Grier. I just couldn’t date him.

* * *

Fortunately, I had a reprieve the next morning since he was gone before Zoe and I woke up. But as the clock counted down the minutes to his lunch break, I was a ball of nerves. I swear I was a twitchy, agitated mess.

Even Mak commented on it.

“Everything all right?” He rumbled from the passenger seat.

I blinked up in surprise. Usually he was silent on the drive to set. “Uh, mostly. Just one of those days I guess.”

He eyed me for a second, then nodded and turned back to face forward.

I passed Zoe a snack from the bag and wished this trip could last a little bit longer.

Of course I wasn’t that lucky.

We arrived at the lot. Zoe carried Bunny and I carried Zoe while Mak grabbed the bag.

“If he gives you any problems,” Mak muttered in a low tone, “you can talk to me.”

“Uh, okay. Thanks.” I honestly didn’t know what to say to that. I’d always known I’d never make a living as an actress, but I had no idea all my thoughts and nerves were so easily read. “Um, just to be clear, nothing like that has happened. Kingston has always been a gentleman with me.”

“What’s got you all twitchy then?”

“Yeah, I don’t think I can talk to you about that. I signed an NDA.”

“So did I.”

Huh.

He had.

And unlike my bestie, he wouldn’t have a professional conflict of interest about the situation. I didn’t have to ask Lyla to know what she would’ve thought I should do. But Mak might be the perfect sounding board. We’d kinda gotten to know each other—at least I felt comfortable with him—and it would be great to get a guys’ perspective on the situation. Plus he didn’t have an obvious stance. He wasn’t Team King or Team Briar.

I took a quick look around and no one was nearby. What the hell.

“We kinda had a moment last night, but I don’t think I can commit to anything serious. He gave me some time to think about it, but I’m just not ready. I can’t date him. He’s my boss, and I need this job. And Zoe. I love this little peanut. I don’t want to leave her. Is there a good way to let a guy down? Like, what should I say?”

“So let me get this straight—you like him, and he likes you?”

God, I felt like I was back in grade school. Closing my eyes in mortification, I nodded. “Yes.”

“Then what’s the problem? That you work for him? That he’s famous? That he has a kid?”

“Kinda all that—except for Zoe—she’s awesome.” I smiled down at the little girl in my arms, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But I just got divorced. I’m not ready for anything serious. And I definitely am not ready to go out, out with him.”

Mak crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you making it so complicated?”

“Um, because it is complicated. This would be the definition of complicated.”

“It doesn’t have to be. Why don’t you guys do the friends with benefits thing? Keep your personal life and work life separate. No one will know what’s going on behind closed doors.”

He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

And holy crap, why hadn’t that occurred to me?

Oh my god.

Oh my god!

I was practically vibrating in excitement. Look at me evolving. This would be the last thing that boring, reliable, old Briar would’ve done. This was daring. Edgy. The perfect arrangement for my new badass persona.

I could do this.

I wanted to do this.

Elation hummed through my whole body.

But wait. King would have to be okay with this scenario.

Okay, that was a ridiculous thought. What man would turn down no-strings sex?

This was the perfect solution! I mean, I’d never had a casual fuck buddy, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t start now. I could have my cake and slather it all over my face.

Cake. Cock. Heh.

“You are a genius.” I beamed up at Mak. “Thank you!”

Mak inclined his head. “We never had this conversation.”

I mimed zipping my lips closed while Zoe squealed and slapped my cheek.

“Someone’s getting antsy,” I murmured, letting her down while keeping an iron grip on her hand. “Let’s go see your daddy.”

I wanted to tell Mak thank you again, but since we’d never had this conversation, I couldn’t. Instead, I gave him a smile as I accepted the diaper bag from him. Then Zoe and I slowly climbed the metal steps to King’s trailer.

“Here we go,” I whispered as I opened his door.

“Zo-zo!” King shouted, holding his hands out to his daughter.

Zoe squealed, “Dada!” and dove into his arms.

They hugged like they hadn’t seen each other in months. King rocked them slightly back and forth. “You hungry, Zo-Zo? Want some mac and cheese?”

And then they were busy in the tiny kitchenette, fixing Zoe’s lunch like it was any other day.

Like King hadn’t been agonizing over what had happened like I had been.

Right.

I silently set the diaper bag on the floor and quietly backed away toward the door. Of course, there was no way to unobtrusively open the door. The shaft of light and sudden noise had King whipping his head around.

I gestured lamely. “I was just going to go raid craft services. Did you want anything?”

“No, thanks. I, uh, I know we’re supposed to talk about a few things, but maybe that can wait until tonight?” He tipped his head toward Zoe. “When we’re alone?”

“Yup. Totally fine. We’ll talk tonight.” I was sure I sounded manic as I darted out the door, letting it crash closed behind me.

“What’s wrong?”

I jumped at Mak’s voice. In all my embarrassment, I’d forgotten about him.

“Oh, nothing. I was just going to get something to eat,” I answered brightly. “Ready?”

Mak eyed me, shrugged, and fell into step beside me.

I sighed in relief, so glad he hadn’t questioned me. I still didn’t know how I felt about the whole situation. How exactly did you propose a fuck buddy situation? I like you, but I don’t want to date you. Can we just screw instead?

Ugh. I had to come up with something better.

At least I had time on my side. I should be able to figure out what to say by the time King got home tonight.

Famous last words.

That night, long after I put Zoe down, I sat in the living room mentally preparing my little speech.

“King, I know you gave me three options, but I’ve come up with a fourth. What if we just enjoy fucking each other without all the annoying shit that comes with relationships—no expectations, no obligations—just pure carnal fun?”

That was my best attempt so far.

It needed work.

Then I heard the front door open followed by beeps as King tapped on the security panel.

Time was up.

Immediately all those jitters from before came roaring back. I sat up on the couch and my foot started bouncing on its own. I had to lean forward and brace my elbows on my thighs to get it to stop. Then nausea swept over me. I was going to be sick.

I couldn’t do this.

I hadn’t evolved.

I was boring, responsible Briar St. Clair.

Was I seriously going to proposition my boss? The uber sexy Kingston freaking Grier?

Oh god.

I stood up to flee when he appeared around the corner.

“Briar.” He sighed. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be up. I had to go to a meeting after we were through filming, and I should’ve called or texted. Which reminds me, I know I gave you three options last night—”

“But I’ve come up with a fourth,” I blurted out, talking over whatever he was going to say next.

King reared his head back like that was the last thing he’d thought I’d say. “Oh. Okay. Let’s hear it. What’s option number four?”

I could do this. I was a divorcée. A grown woman who was ready to take control of her sex life. “I, uh, I mean Ma—” Was I really about to tell him about Mak’s involvement in our situation? Brain, where were you when I needed you?!

King blinked at me when I didn’t say anything more. “You okay?”

“Why is everyone asking me that today?” I muttered before I shook my head. “Sorry. It’s just this has been a lot. I’m not the kind of girl who sleeps with her boss, and the fact that you’re attracted to me threw me for a loop.”

“Man, he really did a number on you,” King muttered then shook his head. “So option four?”

“Option four. Right. What if we just slept together and didn’t do the whole relationship thing?”

“Huh.” King cocked his head and gave me one of those smoldering looks I’d seen so many times in his movies. “And you’d be okay with something casual?”

“Actually, I’d prefer it. I’m fresh off a divorce. I’m not ready for all the relationship stuff. If we can keep this—” I waved a hand between us “—casual, I think it could work.”

“Right. And just to clarify, what does casual mean to you? Can we sleep with other people? Should I have called you since I was running late tonight?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’ve had a few casual relationships before, and they never work out. Someone always catches feelings and wants more. And spoiler alert, so far it hasn’t been me.”

I snorted a soft laugh. “I can guarantee it won’t be me.” The thought of letting someone into my life like that again wasn’t even a little appealing. I hitched a shoulder as I thought over his questions. “I think it would be best if it was monogamous—makes it less complicated. We’d end it if either of us wanted to see or be with someone else. And no, I wouldn’t have expected a call or text tonight.”

King took a few steps toward me, his expression the definition of predatory. “I’m liking what I’m hearing so far. Go on.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. I mean, the casual thing, or the sleeping with my boss thing.” I couldn’t help it. I took a few steps back, skating along the couch. Retreating. “I think it would be best if we kept our work relationship completely separate from our sexual one. No kissing or touching when I’m on the clock, especially around Zoe. And no talking about Zoe or our schedule or whatever when we’re in bed.”

“Or in my shower. Or on the kitchen counter. Or in the pool out back.” King’s eyes sizzled as he took a few more steps toward me.

I shook my head, taking a few steps back. “No way. Nothing even remotely public. No touching me if there’s a chance someone could see us. I don’t want to get a reputation for sleeping with my boss. Even if he’s as devastatingly handsome as you.”

A smug grin curved his lips as he took a few more steps toward me. “Any more rules you want to add to the list?”

My breath hitched. I tried to form a coherent thought, but all I could think about was King. He wanted me. This gorgeous, talented, generous man wanted me.

“Briar?” King tilted his head. “Any more rules?”

“I-I-I reserve the right to add more at any time.” My heart raced at the predatory dance we were doing. He took a few steps toward me, and I retreated. His hungry eyes let me know exactly what he was thinking.

And I was thinking the same.

“Anything else?” He took two more steps toward me.

My back slammed against the wall. “Uh…”

King closed the distance between us and caged me between his body and the wall. I could feel the heat from his body, even though no part of him touched me. “Last chance,” he whispered.

I swallowed thickly. “The second you catch feelings or want to be with someone else, we’re done.”

“You’re not worried about catching feelings for me?” His eyebrow ticked.

I slowly shook my head. “Not in the slightest.”

“You might very well be the most perfect woman ever,” he whispered.

And then he kissed me.

I melted against the wall behind me as his lips moved over mine. King buried one hand in my hair and kissed me with everything he had. All I could do was groan as I kissed him back.

I swore I felt electricity arc over my body everywhere he touched me. His hand in my hair. His crotch against mine. His mouth and tongue commanding mine.

King groaned against my ear. “I swear if I don’t get inside you soon, I’m gonna come in my pants like a teenager.”

If this wasn’t real, I didn’t want to wake up.

Ever.

Then King’s finger plucked at my distended nipple and a pang raced through my body.

This was definitely real.

Yes!

His lips coasted down my neck while his hands pushed my shirt up.

Oh dear god, yes!


Chapter Fourteen

Still Briar

I arched into his hands.

“I thought about these beauties last night in the shower.” King’s large hand cupped my left breast after he’d ripped my shirt up and over my head, leaving me completely nude from the waist up. “They are prettier than I’d imagined.”

I watched, spellbound, as King lowered his head and suckled my nipple. Heat raced through my body, and I swore I got even wetter as his teeth rasped against me.

His fingers plucked at my other neglected nipple, making me ache.

It was all too much. I closed my eyes, and my head fell back against the wall with a thunk, even as I arched closer to him. His beard prickled my skin, making me aware of every inch of him. I clutched at his head, not wanting him to stop. I could probably come from just his mouth on my nipple.

Then his lips skated over to my other breast, and my eyes crossed.

“Oh, King.” I moaned as he played my body like a virtuoso.

As I held him tight to my breast, his fingers skimmed down my side and tucked into the top of my cotton shorts. Even as he drove me wild with his mouth, his dexterous fingers tugged the last remaining barrier covering my body. I gasped as my thin shorts and even smaller panties pooled at my feet, leaving me completely bare to him.

His lips popped off my nipple and covered my lips once again in a quick scorching kiss—a claiming. And then he stepped back and took in all of me with his eyes.

I’d never felt more naked or vulnerable in my entire life.

All the euphoria I’d stored up from his lips fell away as his eyes raked over me.

This man had been with Hollywood stars who didn’t have an ounce of fat on their entire bodies, who spent hours every day working out, doing yoga and Pilates. I might’ve been slender, but I was so far from perfect I felt every bump of cellulite.

And no doubt King was thinking the same.

“Fuck me, Bee. You are gorgeous.” He bit his bottom lip and groaned as I moved restlessly against the wall. “Have you been practicing to be in a music video or something?”

My angst fell away as lust surged through me. King thought I was gorgeous! The rumbly tone in his voice made me move impatiently again. And kept me from understanding the last part of what he’d said. “Huh?”

“You got the whole sultry vixen vibe down. Damn, baby.”

He thought I was video vixen worthy? And suddenly, I was feeling every bit of it as his eyes continued to run over me. I fluttered my eyelashes at him and arched against the wall.

“So fucking sexy.” King stalked toward me, grabbed me under my arms, and pulled me to him so my legs wrapped around his hips. I held on to his shoulders and burrowed my hands into his thick, brown hair. His huge, straining erection—still hidden behind his jeans—rasped against my naked center with every step he took.

I didn’t know where we were going, but I was enjoying every second of the ride. My lips skimmed over his neck, leaving goosebumps in their wake. When I rasped my teeth against his earlobe, he did a little stutter step and cursed.

“There is no way we’re making it upstairs.” He groaned. “Damn, baby.”

The next thing I knew, the couch was against my back and King was on top of me. But I didn’t care where we were. I had a gorgeous, ravenous man on top of me.

I was right where I wanted to be.

“Oh, King,” I groaned as he went back to suckling my breast even as his fingers were skating over my mound. My thighs were already open to him as he skimmed down the seam of my lips that were slick with my need. That slight touch felt like electricity arcing through me. And was immediately followed by a deep throbbing. I’d never felt anything like it.

I opened my thighs wider, and King countered the move by gently thrusting a finger inside me.

I whimpered. It’d been…so long.

Don’t get me wrong—I masturbated—but there was a huge difference between my slender fingers and King’s thick, blunt ones. And Kingston Grier was a master at fingering. His fingers danced, teasing, thrusting, nudging my clit. He constantly kept me guessing until I was all but begging.

“Oh god. I want… I need… King! Please.”

He hummed in a deep bass note. “What’s my baby need? A little more of this?”

Then he did a twisting, thrusting motion with his fingers deep inside me while nudging my clit, and I swore I saw stars. My thighs clenched tight around him while my body bowed. Pleasure crashed over me, again and again, as he continued to pet my clit. Finally I all but kicked him away from me.

“No. No! Too much,” I mewled as I tried to roll away.

And the bastard just laughed. “As soon as you’re done squeezing my fingers, I’ll take them back.”

I groaned while I forced my boneless body to roll onto my back. King’s fingers slipped out of my body, and he gently kissed my lips before he moved away.

I heard some faint rustling, but I was too busy basking in my post-orgasm euphoria to pay attention. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d come that hard. The man should be in the fingering Olympics. Was that a thing? It damn well should’ve been if not.

Friends with bennies was awesome. Why didn’t I do this sooner?

“Something funny over there you’d like to share with the class?” King’s low question snapped me out of my mental paradise and back to reality.

Where I was completely naked on his couch while he was standing in front of me, equally naked, and rolling on a condom.

If they could’ve, my eyes would’ve zoomed out of my head like a cartoon.

King’s body was insane.

He was all designer-underwear model perfection. From his rock-hard pecs to his six-pack to the vee-cut that flawlessly framed his amazing package. I had to wipe under my lips because I was seriously afraid I drooled. Either the condom framed him in a certain way, or maybe it was the fact that he shaved everything, but either way, the man looked stacked.

Did he seriously think that was going to fit inside me?

“Briar?”

I jerked my gaze back to his face and found him smirking at me.

“See something you like?”

“No, kinda the opposite.”

King blinked, his smile falling away. “Wait, are you serious?”

“There is no way you are getting near me with that thing.”

King blinked at me again, clearly at a loss for words.

And I lost it. Wrapped my arms around my belly, while I laughed and laughed. “You should see your face.”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” King rolled his eyes even as a smile curled his lips.

“I was going for the whole shrinking violet thing.”

“I noticed. You were very convincing. Have you thought about going into acting?” He walked closer to the couch until he was standing right next to it, staring down at me.

I gave him a droll look before I shook my head. “No, I heard it’s not a very steady way to support yourself. And I’m all about self-reliance.” Then my teasing smile fell away as I realized what I’d just said. I was now single, technically living with my parents or my boss—who I was going to screw in a minute—depending on how you looked at it. I sighed. “Or I used to be, anyhow.”

“I think you’re an amazing, strong, independent woman.”

“You’re just saying that because you want to get into my pants.”

King raised an eyebrow. “Funny. I don’t see any pants.”

I bit my lip as his gaze raked over my body. I swore I could feel his gaze almost like a touch, lingering on my breasts, dancing over my nipples, nudging against my sex, before he returned to my face.

His eyes gentled. “You feeling up to another round? Or did I already wear you out?”

The fact that he could gently check in with me, while also stroking his ego and his dick—literally—at the same time had me laughing and shaking my head. “You are ridiculous. Get over here.”

King’s eyes smoldered as he closed the distance between us. All the levity of the moment drained away when he climbed onto the couch and settled between my legs.

This was real. This was happening.

Holy shit. I was going to sleep with my boss.

Was I really going to do this?

I took in his amazing body, that huge, condom covered dick, and his heavy-eyed stare. He wanted me. This man with his amazing body and mind and incredible loving nature wanted little ole me. Not to mention the fact that he’d already gave me a phenomenal orgasm.

Hell yes, I was doing this.

I watched, mesmerized, as he nudged my thighs wider. He braced himself up on one arm, his other hand holding himself. He paused to take an unsteady breath. His eyes flicked up to mine, and he held my gaze as he thrust into me. He didn’t stop until his hips kissed mine.

His head fell back with a groan. “Oh, Bee. This is… Fuck me.”

He braced himself up on both arms and leaned down to kiss me hard. The only part of his body that moved was his lips as they moved over mine in a punishing kiss. His tongue teased mine, leading me in a thrust and parry that I couldn’t help but mimic with my hips, arching up against him. My breath hitched as my clit ground against his pelvis.

King pulled his head away with a groan. “You are seriously dangerous, woman. I hope you’re ready because I can’t wait anymore.”

His lips blazed a trail down my neck to my breasts as his hips slowly moved away from mine. But before I could miss him, he was back, thrusting deep. He quickly set a fast pace, and all I could do was hold on and enjoy the ride.

Because he felt amazing. He was big but gentle. He didn’t put too much of his weight on me, and I sure as hell enjoyed what this position did to his amazing muscles. His forearms flexed, and his muscles moved with every thrust. He was the walking definition of forearm porn, and I would never look at his arms the same way again.

“Oh god,” I groaned as I felt my body building toward my orgasm. “Don’t stop. Oh, King.”

King shifted his body until he was supported on one arm alone then dove his other hand between our bodies. His agile fingers went to torturing my clit, and it was more than I could take.

My head fell back, and I threw my arm over my mouth as I came. My orgasm screamed through me fast and hard. My thighs clamped around his hips as my body squeezed every ounce of orgasm out of my body.

And apparently out of King’s body too.

He fell down onto me with a loud groan of his own, the muscles in his back twitching.

I wrapped my arms around him and held on, burrowing my face into his neck. We both lay there panting and holding each other.

Once my heartrate and aftershocks settled, I blinked my eyes open and stared at King’s living room ceiling over his shoulder. I didn’t want the moment to end, and yet King’s weight was getting to be a little too much on top of me.

“Um, King?”

He grunted, the huff of his breath stirring my hair.

I nudged his shoulder, all but pushing him until he finally rolled off of me and onto his side against the back of the sofa.

“Sorry,” he grunted. “Didn’t mean to crush you. I’ll get up once I can trust my knees to hold me again.”

I sighed in contentment and cuddled into his side. “I’m totally fine here, now that I can breathe.”

“It’s been forever since I’ve come that hard. We are so doing that again. Once I get feeling back in my legs. But I’m old and it’s been a while, so don’t hold your breath.”

“You’re not that old.”

King jostled me as he sat up and reached back for a tissue on the sofa table behind us. He took care of the condom and tossed the crumpled tissue on the floor before wrapping his arms around me again. “I’m thirty-six. My recovery period is definitely longer than it used to be.”

I snorted. “You say thirty-six like it’s sixty-six. You’re only six years older than me.”

“See? Ancient.”

I rolled my eyes, not that he could see my reaction, and settled into his arms again. Somehow I hadn’t imagined cuddling would be a part of our fuck buddy arrangement.

Not that I was complaining. It was nice. Comfortable.

I couldn’t remember the last time someone had held me like this. Danny certainly hadn’t in the last year of our marriage. It’d been a miracle I’d gotten pregnant in those last months, considering how little time we’d spent with each other.

I groaned. Why was I thinking about him now?

“What’s wrong?” King murmured against my ear.

I sighed. “I’m thinking about things I shouldn’t. About people I shouldn’t.” Seriously? Why did I say that? To him? “I mean, nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

“Sounds like deep thoughts.” King hummed as his arms tightened around me. “Feel like sharing?”

“Not really. It’s just hard to let go of the past, you know? Hard to get over old hurts.”

“You are preaching to the choir on that one, baby. I am King of Past Hurts. Literally.” He snickered at his lame pun. “All I can tell you is that it really does get easier with time. And you can talk to me about it, any time you need to.”

I sighed and burrowed deeper into his arms, loving the feeling of them wrapped around me. Was this man for real? Smart, gorgeous, caring, an amazing father—he was the entire package.

But I didn’t believe in that anymore. And I couldn’t fall for him. This was a completely surface relationship. Sex for fun. Period. No feelings allowed.

I’d been burned to a crisp after my marriage. I didn’t believe in happy couples and long-term monogamy anymore.

“Thank you, King. I appreciate that.” I twisted so I could give him a soft kiss.

Our soft kiss quickly turned into something more passionate. Our lips and tongues dueled until I felt something nudging my hip.

I pulled away and gave him a sultry look. “Are your old bones ready for round two?”

King fake scowled back at me. “I’ll show you an old bone.”

I jumped up from the couch with a squeal and let King chase me upstairs.

He caught me in front of my bedroom door. And I got to appreciate his muscles once more as he tossed me over his shoulder and carried me down the hall to his bedroom where he showed me his old bone that, in my opinion, wasn’t old at all.


Chapter Fifteen

King

Briar wasn’t in bed with me when I woke up the next morning. She must’ve slipped out sometime after I passed out after round three. Still, I couldn’t resist running my hand over the spot in bed next to me where I’d last seen her. She’d looked so cute and content as she’d curled up next to me. I’d worn her out.

But then again, a dozen or so orgasms do that to a body.

Needless to say, there was a definite bounce in my step as I got ready and left for work. Even Adam commented on it.

“What’s got you so damn cheerful at five o’clock in the morning?” He groaned as he followed me to wardrobe. “It’s annoying.”

“I don’t know. It’s just a beautiful morning.”

“Right.” Adam gave me some serious side eye as he ran through the day’s call sheet. “I’ll text Briar and let her know what time you’ll expect Zoe today.”

“Actually—” I cut myself off and shook my head. What was I thinking? I didn’t text her about the schedule. Ever. I was supposed to be keeping our work and private lives separate.

But Adam was still looking at me expectantly, and I was supposed to say something here. Line? I waited for my brain to catch up with my mouth.

“Sorry. I thought for a second today was the day Rome was supposed to show up. But it’s not. I don’t think anyhow. Did I tell you when he’s coming to visit?” I pulled out my phone like I was going to dig through my texts even though I knew he wouldn’t be here for almost two weeks.

Which Adam then reminded me.

I inclined my head. “Right. Anyhow, tell me again what time do I need to be in the makeup trailer?”

Days like this made me glad I made my living acting. Pretending that everything was all right came so much easier.

The rest of my morning was the typical shitshow. Prima donna costars who thought the schedule was a suggestion. Itchy clothes. And a director who kept pushing for more and more emotion until I was exhausted.

The only thing that kept me going was knowing I would be seeing my daughter in a few hours.

And yet, when I left my bathroom fresh from a shower, my eyes strayed to Briar’s face and not the little girl in her arms at first. Damn, Briar looked gorgeous this morning—all glowing and smiling down at the little girl in her arms. Then Briar’s eyes met mine, and a deep blush stained her cheeks. She rolled her shoulders and looked away.

I grinned. I might’ve been thinking about her while I’d taken my shower just minutes ago. So many naughty thoughts about what I wanted to do to her later tonight.

“Dada!” Zoe shrieked, flinging herself out of Briar’s arms.

I caught her with a grunt. Despite her boner killing abilities, I grinned down at my excited little girl, loving the way she grinned back at me. I gently wiped a few stray drops of water my still wet hair had rained down on her. “Zo-zo. What did you guys get up to this morning? Did you have fun with Bri—” I turned to include Briar in our conversation, but she was already gone. “—ar.”

The trailer door closed behind her.

I stared at the closed door for a long moment, more than a little bit let down. Was she really that flustered seeing me today? I couldn’t think of another reason she’d suddenly give me the cold shoulder. Usually we exchanged a few pleasantries before she ran off to craft services.

Frowning, I jostled my little girl in my arms, but my gaze was caught by the confusion on Adam’s face. His eyes were also on the closed trailer door before he turned to me. His confused expression quickly turned to a shocked one as he met my eyeline.

“Right. I should’ve known,” he muttered before he shook his head. “I’m gonna head out. You know how to reach me if you need me. You have to be back on set in ninety minutes. Bye, Zoe.”

“Bye bye.” Zoe’s squeaky voice pulled me out of my oh-shit moment.

Besides, did it really matter if Adam knew about us? He’d signed an NDA like Briar had. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t tell anyone without being served with a lawsuit. Not to mention what betraying me would do to his reputation in this town. Privacy was valued almost as much as an Oscar in Hollywood. No one would want to work with him again if he betrayed me.

I had nothing to worry about.

“You hungry, princess? Want some chicken nuggets?” I nuzzled the top of my daughter’s head and breathed in her sweet baby scent.

For the first time in a long time, it felt like things were working out. Maybe I’d finally figured out this whole work/home life balance. Apparently, all I’d needed for both to function was Briar.

* * *

Only, when I got home that night, she wasn’t waiting for me in the living room like I’d hoped.

My hard-on deflated slightly with my disappointment.

Briar had waited for me downstairs every night for the past two weeks. It’d become our thing. We would share our days with each other and delve into deeper discussions. I’d looked forward to it every day.

But tonight, she was nowhere in sight.

This, combined with her disappearing act last night while I’d been asleep and her weird behavior in my trailer, had me wondering if she was more like Ariel than I’d thought.

Ariel had had the amazing ability to blame everything going wrong in her life on me. Critics didn’t like her latest film—my fault. Journalists referring to her as Kingston Grier’s wife—my fault. (I actually agreed with her on that one and condemned it on my social media. Ariel was her own person and should’ve been respected as such.) The studio passed on her audition—my fault.

After raging at me, which always escalated into insane claims I couldn’t track, she’d lock herself in our bedroom and refuse to come out. She’d stay in there for days, only letting our housekeeper in. And she’d scream bloody murder any time I tried to talk to her through the door.

To say the least, the thought of knocking on Briar’s door stirred up a whole hornets’ nest worth of feelings.

Besides, we’d already blurred so many lines. I didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable in what was supposed to be her domain. We hadn’t talked about how this would go exactly, but I wasn’t going to be the one to go to her.

If she wanted me, she had to come to me. That was the only way this would work given our power dynamic and my ghosts.

All twisted up inside, I did the only thing guaranteed to cheer me up—I checked on Zoe. She was fast asleep in her toddler bed, her tiny body zig zagging across the bed. She wasn’t a gentle sleeper. A few times I’d come in to check on her and her feet would be on the pillow.

I grinned down at my little girl, my heart completely full. Damn. I didn’t need the reminder of why it was important to get my life sorted out, but it didn’t hurt either.

“Oh, sorry,” Briar whispered from the doorway, one hand on the doorjamb the other behind her back. “I heard something and thought I should check on Zoe.”

“She’s asleep,” I whispered back as I smiled down at my daughter. I bent down and brushed Zoe’s hair off her face. Her brow wrinkled and her lips pursed. With one last look, I turned back to the doorway and found it empty.

I quietly rushed out of the room and caught Briar on her way into her room.

“Uh, can we talk?” I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling all kinds of uncomfortable.

“Yeah, sure.” Briar smiled up at me like nothing was wrong as she reached for my hand. “Come on.”

“Um, I think it might be better if we talk out here. Or in my room? Whichever you’d feel more comfortable with.”

“Your room is fine. Is everything okay?”

I kept her hand in mine as we walked down the hall to my room. “That’s what I was going to ask you. You weren’t waiting for me downstairs like usual tonight. And earlier today you rushed out of my trailer like the hounds of hell were chasing you. What’s going on?”

Briar laughed. “I do sound off kilter when you piece it together like that.” She stepped up to me and wrapped her arms around me. “Earlier today I was nervous and afraid I’d slip up about our new arrangement in front of Zoe and Adam. You were just looking so delicious all fresh from the shower. And I’m not an actor like you. It’s gonna take some practice for me to pretend like everything’s normal when what I really wanted to do was lick you all over.”

I hummed in the back of my throat as I nuzzled the side of her neck. She might not have been an actor, but the girl had a way with words. “And tonight?”

“I got into this romance book I was reading and lost track of time. I meant to be downstairs but given what I was reading…” She trailed off and gave me an adorably embarrassed shrug.

I pulled back and took in her flushed cheeks and the way she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Sounds like a great book. Looks like it made you feel some kind of way. Maybe you could lend it to me when you’re done?”

She huffed and turned even redder. “Why are we talking about this? Like you’d read a romance novel.”

I shrugged. “I don’t really have a lot of downtime. But if it’s gotten you this worked up, it’s a book I definitely want to read. Never thought I’d say this, but I’m kind of jealous of a freaking book.”

Briar huffed. “I was rereading one of my favorite romances.”

“Rereading? You’ve read it more than once? Does it get you this worked up every time?” I grinned. “I’m just teasing you, sweetheart. You don’t have to lend it to me. I can afford to buy my own ebooks. What’s the title?”

“Love Storm by Susan Johnson.” Briar pushed out of my arms. “The hero is kind of a dick throughout the book. Kind of like how you’re being right now.”

“Wait, what? I was just teasing you, Briar.”

“And I don’t appreciate being made fun of for what I like to read. It’s not all that different from slut shaming. Don’t do it again.”

I nodded slowly. Clearly I’d stomped all over a sensitive subject. “Noted. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Thank you.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

I sighed. “I know we set down some basic rules last night, but I think there’s still a few things we need to discuss before this goes any further.”

“Okay.” Briar nodded, staring at her toes. “Do you want to go downstairs then?”

I was so damned tired all of a sudden. This was supposed to be an easy, friends with benefits kinda thing, and already it was all feeling so damn complicated. Maybe this was a mistake. “Honestly? Not really. I’m tired. I was horny, but now all I really want to do is go to sleep.”

“Right.” Briar shook her head and muttered something under her breath.

“What’s that supposed to mean? You should’ve known what?”

“Nothing. It’s fine. Let’s just go to bed and talk about this tomorrow.”

“This is already starting to feel more like a relationship and less like a hookup arrangement.”

“Are you serious right now?” Briar stared back at me wide-eyed like I was the one in the wrong. “All because I didn’t like the way you were slut shaming my reading choices? Would you have teased me about framing you for my disappearance if I was reading Gone Girl? Or that I was joining the Illuminati if it were a Dan Brown book? Romance readers get shamed for wanting to read about successful, happy relationships, and I’m sick of it. How we got from leave-my-reading-preferences-alone to you not wanting to sleep with me anymore I really don’t understand.”

“You weren’t downstairs when I got home. You were locked up in your room—a place I don’t feel like I can go inside—and then when I make the mistake of teasing you about something, you jump all over me. Ariel used to do the exact same thing. She’d hole up in our bedroom—lock me out—for days at a time and pick fights constantly. I couldn’t breathe without her jumping down my throat most nights. I just…I…” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was a trigger. And I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

Briar took a step toward me. Her hands gently touched the back of mine. “I’m sorry I jumped all over you about what I read. I got it a lot from my ex, and I really didn’t appreciate it. There’s a line when teasing gets taken too far, and Danny danced all over it. It’s a sensitive subject for me.”

“I get it.”

“And I’m sorry I reminded you of your ex. But I wasn’t playing games or anything. I really did just get lost in the story I was reading.”

I hitched my chin. “Maybe you could tell me about it sometime. And I truly mean that.”

“Okay.” Briar stepped up and twined her arms around me until one hand was buried in the back of my hair and the other gently caressed the back of my neck. “All forgiven?”

“Forgotten,” I murmured back as I lowered my head to hers and kissed her.

Briar wiggled enticingly against me as she kissed me back.

We kissed until I couldn’t remember what we were talking about. We kissed until I seriously considered taking her on the floor in the hallway. But I couldn’t. My bed was only ten feet away, after all.

I pulled away with a groan. “How about we take this into my bedroom?”

Briar’s eyes twinkled. “Well it is closer than mine.”

“And my bed is bigger.”

“Mmmm, and so fricking soft. It was so hard to leave you last night because of that alone.”

My lips cruised down her neck to that soft, velvety skin next to her collarbone. “It’s the same mattress as the one in your room.”

“Doesn’t feel like it.” Briar’s head fell back with a soft moan.

“Then let’s get to using it.” I walked backward toward my room, pulling Briar along with me.

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” Briar ducked out of my arms and raced into my room. She pulled off her tiny tank top and jumped onto my bed with a bounce that made her tits bounce too.

I closed the door behind me and locked it with a decisive twist.


Chapter Sixteen

Briar

The next week was kinda perfect. I played with Zoe in the morning, took her to see her daddy at lunch time, cooked dinner, and put her to bed. And then when King got home…

I sighed.

That man was flawless. Roman Grier might’ve been America’s Boyfriend, but Kingston Grier could’ve been America’s Fuck Buddy.

Wait, that didn’t sound right.

But our arrangement was just so seamless. We’d spend a few minutes talking about our days, Zoe, and whatever else came up, and then we’d go upstairs to King’s bedroom or his shower or his crazy huge jacuzzi tub and everything else would melt away. Then it was just me and King and the amazing things he could do to my body. I tried to keep up, but I was seriously under-experienced. I’d only been with two men in my whole life until King, and both were definitely a downgrade compared to what I had now. King could make me laugh and cry and scream in frustration, and I loved every minute.

Which made this visit with my parents especially awkward.

Mom looked up from Zoe’s smiling face. “So how’s it going with Kingston Grier?”

I winced and closed my eyes. I still wasn’t good at the whole pretending thing. And my parents could always tell when I was lying. So I deflected. “You met the man. You don’t have to call him by his whole name. And can you please not say it like that?”

The leer when she’d said King’s name made me so uncomfortable now.

“Thank you!” Dad yelled from the kitchen. A beat later, he appeared around the corner, his hands dripping from his turn doing the dishes. “I’ve been telling her that since we met him. He’s a real person to us now. You’re working for him. His daughter is in our house. Stop lusting after the man.”

“Oh, pish posh. It’s just a little harmless fun, you two.” Mom waved a hand at us then giggled when Zoe repeated the action. Mom’s smile fell away as she took in my dad’s scowl. “Fine. I get it. I’ll stop.”

Dad grunted in response and went back into the kitchen.

“It was just a joke, you know!” Mom shouted at his retreating back before turning to me and rolling her eyes. “I’m practically old enough to be his mother. It was just silly fun.”

“I don’t think it was funny to Dad.” Or me, not that I was going to tell her why. “How would you feel if he went on and on about that one actress from that action flick he loved last summer? What was her name?”

Mom shook her head. “I don’t remember, but I get what you’re saying. I said I’ll stop. Can we talk about something else? Like how it’s going with Kingston?”

At least she left off the last name this time. “I don’t really spend much time with him. My days are full of Miss Zoe here. Pretty sure I see our bodyguard Mak more than King. But um, I’m really loving the job. I kinda think I might’ve found what I was meant to do.”

“I thought this was a temporary summer position. You don’t want to go back to teaching?”

“I just…” I sighed. “There’s something about spending all day with Zoe. I still get that excitement from teaching her things, but it’s more just being with her. Seeing her face first thing in the morning. Laughing at the silly things she does during dinner. Reading to her at bedtime. I’ve kinda become her person, and I like that. And honestly, Mom, the pay is way better than teaching. I’m paying my loans off and have started actually saving some money.”

“Sounds more like being a mom than a career.”

She said it like an off-hand comment, but it hit me with all the power of a punch, leaving me slightly breathless.

I might never be a mom.

“Bwi-are sad?” Zoe’s sweet voice snapped me out of my pain induced trance. Her little hand patted my knee. “Kiss better?”

I smiled tremulously at Zoe. “I would love a kiss, sweetie.” I pulled Zoe into my lap, let her kiss my cheek, and then gasped. “All better.”

Her little arms wrapped around my neck as she hugged me tight.

“Oh honey, I’m sorry.” Mom’s voice pulled me out of the sweet moment with Zoe.

I brushed a hand over Zoe’s lush brown curls. “It’s okay, Mom. We all know having a family might not be possible for me. This could be as close as I’ll likely get, and I love this little girl to pieces already.”

“I hate that you think that isn’t possible. There are so many ways to build a family—marrying into one, adoption, surrogacy. Don’t give up. You will be a wonderful mother.”

I nodded slowly then made a silly face at Zoe. “I thought you wanted me to have a career, stand on my own, and not depend on a man. You’d be okay with me being just a mom?”

“Hey, I was ‘just a mom’ for ten years while you and your sister were little. Don’t knock it.”

“I forgot about that. Feels like you’ve been working in the elementary school office for forever.”

“You and me both. But I loved every minute that I got to stay home with you and Ella.” Mom tilted her head and wrinkled her nose. “Well, not every minute. Sometimes you really got on my nerves. And some of it was really gross—like the poopy diapers and the vomit. And potty training!”

“Mom. Are you trying to talk me into or out of having a family of my own here?”

“Right. Sorry, I forgot what we were talking about there for a minute.” Her eyes passed over Zoe sitting happily in my lap. “I’m just saying it’s not the life for everyone, but if you feel the pull, there’s nothing wrong with being just a mom.”

Her words buzzed in my head as we drove back to King’s home. Mak sat in the front of the luxury SUV with the driver, while Zoe was next to me in the back in her carseat. She was happily distracted by her tablet, singing along with the nursery rhymes, and I was mesmerized by her.

My own baby would’ve been a few months younger than Zoe. I never even got to find out if I was having a girl or a boy. I’d barely even knew I was pregnant. I’d been happy one day then devastated the next. Now I was short a fallopian tube and ovary and left with questionable fertility.

My phone buzzed in my purse, and I pulled it out to see that Lyla was calling.

Again.

I’d been ducking her calls since King and I had started sleeping together. But I couldn’t avoid her forever.

Bracing myself, I answered her call.

“Hey, Lyla.”

“’Hey, Lyla?’ Seriously? That’s all you have to say?” Her irritation was as obvious as Zoe’s pooping grunt.

“If you’d let me finish, I’d…yeah that’s pretty much all I have to say. I’m sorry I haven’t called you back. It’s been busy here. Kingston is filming, and I’m running around with Zoe—who is still so ridiculously cute by the way. But once I get a moment to myself, I just collapse. I’ve been reading the same romance book since I got here, if you need an idea of how busy I’ve been.” I’d always been a voracious reader. Lyla and I had bonded during school over our love of romance books, constantly trading recs of books and authors to read.

Yet another way I’d betrayed her. At my last job, I had enough down time to read at least one to two books a week. I hadn’t recommended any books to Lyla in over a month.

In addition to sleeping with the client she’d arranged for me to work for. No biggie.

“But other than the hours, you’re still liking the job? And working for Kingston?”

“Yeah, I’m happy. Zoe is a darling, and I have zero complaints about King.”

Mak snorted in the front seat, and I sent him a narrow-eyed glare. Not that he saw, but I was sure he felt the heat on the back of his neck.

Lyla sighed. “That’s so great, Briar. I mean, I’m sorry about the insane hours, but you know you’re making bank to make up for it.”

“And it’ll get better once he’s done filming. He’s promised me some time off soon, since his family is visiting in a few days.”

“That’s great, Bri. I just knew you would be the perfect match for the Kingston Grier. When I heard the shenanigans that the last few nannies got up to, trying to seduce him, I just knew you were the one for the job. If there was one woman on earth I could trust with him, it’s you.”

I swear I was going to collapse under all the guilt crushing me. “Oh well, you know…”

“Thank you for stepping in for me. I’m so happy you’ve proven me right.”

I closed my eyes as shame enveloped me. And I tried like hell not to cry.

“Just between you and me, every time you get a bonus incentive for how long you’ve been with Kingston and Zoe, I get one too. So keep doing what you’re doing! Hey, I gotta get going—I have a meeting. I honestly didn’t think you were going to answer. Don’t be a stranger. Love you, Bri!”

“Love you too, Ly.”

I hit the end call button and buried my face in my hands. I’d betrayed my best friend by sleeping with King. It was the reason I’d avoided her calls for so long. But to hear her sing my praises and then tell me I was making her money by keeping the client happy made me feel so dirty. Everything was so tangled and complicated, I didn’t know what to do.

Being with King made me happy.

But he was my boss.

And it was a job my best friend got me.

I loved Zoe. This was the best job I’d ever had. And that had nothing to do with King. It was all Zoe. I loved every minute I spent with her. I honestly dreaded the day I’d have to leave. This job couldn’t last forever.

Especially since I was sleeping with my boss.

There was no way to get out of this that would leave my heart intact. I’d already lost it to Zoe.

Happily ever after only happened in movies. I’d learned at the end of my marriage those weren’t real. Or at least not real for people like me.

“Peek-a-boo?”

I jumped as Zoe’s little hand patted my leg.

“Bwi-are, peek-a-boo?”

I took a shaky breath then popped up out of my hunch. “Peek-a-boo!”

Zoe laughed and clapped her hands.

Despite the pain arrowing in my heart, that sound made me smile.

* * *

That night I sat up and waited for King to get home like I had for so many times before. Only this time, my heart was fighting with my brain—or maybe I should’ve said my hormones were fighting with my brain. I’d known going into this it was a bad idea. But I’d glossed over all the hurt that was waiting for me on the other side in favor for the fun I knew I could have now.

I’d been a good girl for so long, this walk on the wild side felt like an ill-fitting blouse. It wasn’t me. This wasn’t who I was.

And then King came in the front door, and I forgot all my turmoil.

His eyes lit up when he saw me waiting on our couch—the one we’d christened so many times—and a cocky grin curved his lips. My heart fluttered at the sight of all of him excited to see little ole me.

He stalked across the room, a man very sure of his sex appeal, and grinned down at me. “You look fucking fantastic all sprawled out on my couch in your little shorty shorts and tank top. The thought of you here, now, was the only thing that got me through the last two hours.”

“Is that why you’re home a whole—” I looked at my smart watch “—ninety minutes sooner than normal? I was hoping I could finish this book before you got home and distracted me.”

“By all means, keep reading.” King curled around me on the couch, his lips immediately nuzzling that tender spot on my neck he knew so well. “Unless this is distracting for you?”

“Hmmm?” My tablet fell to the rug with a soft plop as I buried my hands in his luscious hair.

“Guess your book is gonna have to wait.” King’s lips kissed a path down my throat while his hands pushed up my tank top until my breasts fell free. He groaned. “I don’t think there’s a single thing hotter on this earth than you with all that blond hair and these gorgeous pink nipples, all out and pouting. Just for me.”

I could only hold on as he moved from kissing my collar bone to suckling on my nipple.

By now, he knew exactly how to get me all hot and bothered. But King loved to play with me. In seconds, he had me panting. But he still wouldn’t let me come. Every time I was close, he’d back off and let all the yummy sensations fall away.

Finally impatient with how long he was taking, I reached over, grabbed a condom from the cache I’d hidden earlier, and pushed King down so we could get to business.

And he let me.

Folding his hands behind his head, King grinned up at me as I ripped the wrapper open with my teeth then rolled the condom down his length. “I gotta say, I am really loving this take charge side of you. Feel free to continue.”

I grinned back at him as I swung a leg over his hips. “I plan to.”

My eyes all but crossed as I sank down onto his cock.

He was so big. This angle made me feel so freaking full.

I loved it.

“Christ. Do you have any idea how hot you look on top of me?” His hands reached up and pinched my nipples.

My body involuntarily squeezed him.

King groaned. “Ride me, sweetheart. If you don’t hurry, this is gonna be over before we get you off.”

“You can always get me off after.”

“Nope. Once before. Once during. And maybe once after, if I still have feeling in my fingers.”

I grinned naughtily. “There’s always your tongue.”

“Damn.” King’s head fell back, and he groaned again after I squeezed him with my Kegels. “I do like the way you think. Round two for sure.”

After that, neither of us were capable of much speech. King’s dexterous fingers moved down and played with my clit. I picked up the pace, needing to make him feel half as amazing as he made me feel.

“So close. I’m gonna… Gah!” I froze on top of him as waves of pleasure crashed through my body. I was still quaking when he gripped my hips and thrust up into me from below.

“I’m right there. Briar!” King gave a muffled shout then yanked my shoulders so he could kiss me hard.

We were sprawled on the sofa—me still on top of King and him still inside me—our hearts racing. I couldn’t really tell up from down. I thought I heard something beeping in the distance, but I was also seeing stars. Every part of my body tingled from the force of our orgasms.

Humming happily, I burrowed into King’s chest. I never wanted this moment to end. Although he did say something about round two…

In the distance, through my euphoric haze, I heard a woman’s voice. “Do you think he’s home yet? Rome said King is still filming that murder mystery thing. Don’t they usually like to work at night?”

King sat up with a gasp, taking me with him. “Mom?”

“MOM?” I echoed, horrified. King was still inside me.

Inside.

Me.

“Kingston!” The middle-aged woman shrieked, spinning around while shielding her eyes.

I scrambled for the throw over the back of the couch as a male voice joined the party.

“Hey bro! Who’s the blonde?”


Chapter Seventeen

Kingston

“What the fuck, Phoenix!” I scowled as I tried and failed to cover Briar up. The small blanket from the back of the couch was too little to completely cover even a tiny woman like Briar.

Not to mention the fact that I was still inside her. Condom and all.

Dammit. If I couldn’t cover her with the blanket, I’d do it with my body. I rolled us until my ass faced our audience while trying to help Briar cover up her bits with the small blanket.

“I told you we were coming,” my brother replied somewhere behind me, meaning he was unabashedly watching us scramble to cover up.

“Get the fuck out!” I shouted over my shoulder.

Nix straightened from his slouch. “Hey, you said I could stay while I—”

“Wait outside,” I bit out between clenched teeth. “We gotta get dressed. You and I will talk once we’re all wearing clothes.”

“Ah, gotcha. We’ll just…” Nix gestured with his thumb toward the still open front door.

“GET. OUT!” If it were possible, I would’ve lit my stupid brother on fire with my eyes alone. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a power I had—in real life or in any of my movies.

A beat later, the door quietly closed behind them.

“So…that was my brother.” A brother I was going to happily kill in a few minutes for a variety of reasons.

“And your mom.” Briar shook her head, her eyes wide. “What are we going to do? They saw everything. Everything, King. And now you’re going to introduce me as the nanny? This is my worst nightmare.”

I sat up and took a deep breath, trying to steel my homicidal rage. My brother was such a goddamn dipshit. Had he never heard of calling first? Or texting? Why hadn’t I changed Nix’s access codes? And what the fuck was he thinking, bringing our mom to my house?

I had to end that train of thought. I was getting too worked up. My jaw grinding, I took a quick second and pulled off the condom with a tissue, then pulled on my boxers.

Meanwhile, Briar had hopped off the couch and was currently tangling up her shorty shorts and tank top. Her breath was audible, coming in quick panting gasps. Like she was panicking.

“Baby, look at me.”

Briar’s eyes were huge in her sweet, pale face.

“It’s going to be okay.” I took her tangled clothes from her and quickly straightened them out. “It’s not ideal, but it’s my family. We don’t do things exactly the normal, easy way. I’ll have a chat with my brother and make sure he doesn’t give you a hard time about what he saw.”

“But your mom, Kingston. She saw us. Together. And I’m Zoe’s nanny!” Briar wobbled as she stepped into her shorts.

I held her side for balance and tried to keep my tone mild. “I’ll have her sign an NDA. I don’t exactly trust her much anymore. But it’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

“But they’ll know. I’m your employee and I’m sleeping with you. They’ll think…not so good things about me.” She said the last part like it was a deep source of shame.

“You shouldn’t care what anyone thinks. You can’t let others influence your self-worth.”

“We’re not talking about strangers here, King. I’m not complaining because my picture is in the tabloids and I read the comments.” Briar made a face. She grumbled under her breath as she pulled on her tank top then scowled down at me. “This is your family. Your brother and your mother. Are you seriously telling me that you don’t care what they think?”

“I don’t.” I stared back at her to show her I was serious. “Until very recently, my brother was a strung-out junkie who sold out our brother to the tabloids. Something he learned from our mother, who did the same thing to me years ago. So no, I don’t give a shit what they think about me, my life, or my choices. And I have zero problems saying as much to their faces. I know you, the real you, and I know I have nothing to be ashamed about.”

“Well I’m not built like you. I value what my family and my friends think. They’re the people in my life that I love and respect. I have to be able to look into my parents’ eyes and be happy with the person I see reflected back.”

Suddenly I wasn’t so sure we were still talking about what’d just happened. I paused to pull on my shirt, but before I could ask Briar what was up, the front door opened, and Nix’s head popped in, his eyes covered by his hand. “Are you guys decent yet? I’m getting bored waiting out here.”

“Nix, stop being an immature jerk.” Mom bopped him over the head with her purse. “Get your butt back out here.”

I huffed. “Are you ready for this? Or do you want to escape upstairs? You don’t have to meet them now, like this.”

“No, it’s fine.” Her smile quivered at the end, but it didn’t take away from her bravery. “They’re family, right?”

“Not if I kill them,” I muttered under my breath, and Briar giggled. I didn’t have time to think about why that sound made my heart stutter. I had my annoying family to deal with.

“No, it’s fine,” I hollered. “We’re dressed.”

“I am so sorry, Kingston.” Mom walked in with a contrite expression. “I had no idea you had company over or that we’d be barging into…your life like that. I am so, so sorry. Hello, I’m Joyce Hill. I’m the mother to these two huge guys plus one more.”

Briar shook my mom’s hand then shifted her weight and tugged at her shorty shorts, trying and failing to make them longer. She smiled ruefully. “Hi, I’m Briar St. Clair.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Briar.” Mom smiled as her gaze darted between me and Briar. Clearly making connections she had no reason to even think about, let alone openly hint at.

I hadn’t seen the woman in over seven years. Why she thought she could swan in like nothing had happened was beyond me. I just needed a minute to calm down before I said something in front of Briar I’d regret.

“Yeah, it’s nice to meet you, Briar,” Nix drawled as he joined our awkward trio. “How long have you known my brother here? He didn’t mention you when we talked last.”

I ground my teeth and silently promised retribution with my eyes.

Nix smiled blandly and rested an arm over Mom’s shoulders.

Briar’s weight shifted as she wrapped her arms around herself. “Oh, I—”

Both our phones alerted with the baby monitor app. I scrambled to silence mine as Briar took off across the room to the stairs.

“I’ll take care of Zoe. It was nice to meet you all,” Briar called with a wave, and then she was scaling the stairs and was gone.

“Since when do you let your little girlfriends take care of Zoe?” Nix asked with a raised eyebrow. “Or is that easier than actually paying for a nanny?”

I gritted my teeth. “Briar is my nanny.”

“Really, King? Your nanny?” Nix frowned and shook his head. “I’m so disappointed in you.”

“Fuck you.” I prowled toward my brother with my fists clenched. Now that Briar was gone, my filter had left with her. “What the hell do you even think you’re doing? You barge in like you live here and you bring her? Really, Nix?”

Nix lifted his arm from Mom’s shoulders and held his palms up like he was just an innocent bystander. “I just thought—”

“No, you didn’t. You didn’t think for a second about what I wanted or what I thought. You just bulldozed your way through, per usual. Doing whatever you want without a thought about anyone else. So fucking typical.”

“How long are you going to punish her, King?” A muscle flexed in Nix’s jaw. “She lost a daughter-in-law, and she wasn’t invited to the wedding or the funeral. She’s got a grandchild she’s never even met. That’s fucking bananas, bro.”

“That’s what you fucking get when you sell me out. A primo spot on my shit list.” My eyes ran up and down my brother and my lip curled. “And you’re inching your way onto it yourself, bro.”

“Seriously, King?” Nix shook his head in disappointment, only this time it appeared genuine. “Are you going to keep holding grudges and pushing people away until you have no one left? You did it with Mom. You did it with Ariel. You’re starting it with me. Who’s next? Your new girlfriend—what’s her name? How about Rome? Has he pissed you off recently?”

“You don’t know shit about my marriage. That’ll be the last time I hear her name in your mouth.” I glared at my brother. “And I don’t have a problem with Rome, because unlike you, he respects my boundaries. He calls before he shows up, and he doesn’t try to play happy families. He’s definitely never surprised me with an estranged reunion.”

Mom gasped from behind Nix. “He didn’t know I was coming? Nix! You didn’t tell him? You told me he was okay with me visiting!”

“I did what he should’ve done years ago.” Nix hitched a shoulder as an uncomfortable expression stole over his face. “It’s insane that he’s still punishing you for that interview. Rome forgave you, why can’t King?”

Mom came around Nix, arms crossed over her chest, and gave him her disappointed mom glare. The one I’d been on the receiving end of so often in our childhood. “That’s for Kingston to decide. You can’t make someone get over a betrayal. Forgiveness doesn’t work on a timeline. And you sure as hell don’t get to decide how and when Kingston allows me back into his life.” Mom glowered at Nix until he finally hung his head and stepped aside. She turned her attention to me. “Kingston, I’m so sorry. I thought… It doesn’t matter what I thought. I should’ve talked to you before coming all this way. I’ll be leaving now. And taking your brother with me. Again, I’m so sorry.”

Shaking her head, Mom turned back, and whatever expression she made at Nix had him hunching his shoulders. “Sorry, Ma.”

Both of them walked toward the front door.

I was shocked by my mom’s complete humility. She could’ve begged and pleaded to see her granddaughter, railed against my stubbornness, and demanded the same rights Ariel’s family were trying to force me into.

But she didn’t.

She’d apologized for showing up, and she was going to leave. Without even seeing her granddaughter.

Damn.

Maybe Nix was right. She definitely wasn’t the same person who sold me out to the tabloids so many years ago.

“Mom? Wait.”

She turned to face me, and her eyes were shining. She was barely holding her tears back.

“Nix was right. It shouldn’t have taken me so long to talk to you again. I just…” I sighed, unsure about how to go forward from here. “I, uh, it’s all right with me if you and the dingbat stay in the guest house. And tomorrow, you can meet Zoe.”

“Really?” She blinked, and a tear rolled down her cheek.

My heart went with it. “Really. I have to work, but I’ll talk to Briar and make sure she knows what’s going on.”

“Thank you, Kingston. That means more to me than I could ever say.”

I nodded tightly. “You’ll need to sign an NDA. I can’t go into this naively. It’s not just me I’m trying to protect here.”

“Seriously, King?” Nix frowned. “That’s so—”

“I understand.” Mom placed a hand on Nix’s shoulder as she cut him off. “I can sign one now if you’d like.”

“Tomorrow is soon enough.” I hit my fist against my thigh as agitation filled me. I hated talking about feelings and being all vulnerable. My years with Ariel had taught me it was a minefield better avoided. “I’ll have a chat with Briar so she knows to expect you.”

“A chat. Sure.” Nix leered at me then grunted when Mom’s elbow connected with his stomach.

“Knock it off, dingbat.” Mom rolled her eyes. “You’re going to get kicked out before you even get a chance to apologize.”

Nix clutched his stomach in fake agony. “What? I already said I was sorry.”

“Not how I remember it. Try again.” Mom raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry, King,” Nix muttered.

“Thank you,” I drawled magnanimously. “The guesthouse is this way.” I led them toward the backdoor and the guesthouse beyond. “You’ll need to stay inside until my assistant brings the NDAs over tomorrow. After you’ve signed, you’ll be allowed in the main house and can meet Zoe once I’m home. I hope you can understand why. But this is a point I won’t bend on for anyone.” I gave Nix a side-eye look.

He bared his teeth at me in response.

“We’ll be fine, Kingston.” Mom smiled at me with shining eyes. She moved like she was going to approach me then paused. “Um, thanks. For everything.”

I waved awkwardly and watched them enter the guesthouse, then stared at the closed door for a few beats. I didn’t know how to process all that’d happened. My mom was here, and I was okay with that.

For now.

I was afraid to let myself lean too far into this new reality. Experience had taught me that getting too comfortable around people who’d betrayed you was dangerous. Ariel could’ve taught a masterclass in manipulation. Right up until the end. After I’d served her with the divorce papers, she’d called, pleading with me to reconcile. And the whole time she’d been in Monaco screwing a director. He’d been the one driving when they’d crashed on the Basse Corniche outside of Monte-Carlo. Classy through and through.

I sighed as I returned to the main house and climbed the stairs. I had to tell Briar what was going on, but I didn’t know what to say. The whole thing was so complicated—both with my family and with Briar. As her boss, I had to let her know what to expect tomorrow. But as her…whatever we were, I really wanted to talk to her about the situation. Lines were getting blurred already, and we hadn’t been sleeping together that long.

Fuck my life.

Finding Zoe asleep alone in her room—no Briar passed out on the carpet—I smiled as I remembered that night. I headed to Briar’s room and knocked on her door.

She answered after a minute, her hair deliciously rumpled, and a tablet clutched in her hand. “Hey. How’d it go?”

“Complicated. Isn’t that always how family goes?”

“That’s pretty much been my experience.” She smiled wryly.

“Can we talk for a minute? I need to let you know what to expect tomorrow.”

“Sure, come on in.”

“Uh, do you mind if we talk in my room?”

“Why is it that we always talk or have sex in your room? Does it smell in here or something?”

I laughed. “No, it’s just that we’ve blurred so many lines between us, I felt like your bedroom is your sanctuary, your safe place.”

“Okay. But you get that I don’t know that unless you tell me, right? I have many secret powers, but telepathy isn’t one of them.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ha ha. Come on.” I grabbed her hand and tried not to think about how much I loved the soft feel of her slender fingers wrapped around mine. I led the way to my room and closed the door behind us. “I assume Zoe was okay?”

“Hmmm? Oh. Yeah. She kinda fell out of her bed. It’s a good thing you have that huge plush rug. She was asleep on it by the time I got upstairs.”

“Not the first time that has happened.” I shook my head. “That kid could sleep through anything, I swear.”

Briar nodded slowly. “It’s part of her charm. Well, that and her smile.”

“So about tomorrow.” I sighed, sat on the edge of the bed, and Briar stood in front of me, twisting her fingers. “I have an early call time, so I’ll be gone before you guys get up. But um… My mom and Nix are staying in the guesthouse. I realize this goes way beyond your typical nanny obligations, but I kinda need you to be my eyes and ears with them. They won’t see her until I’m home to facilitate, and only after they sign the NDAs. I don’t want you to leave Zoe alone with either of them—no matter what they say.”

Briar’s eyes widened. “Oh.” She curled her lips in and thought for a second. “You don’t trust them with Zoe?”

“I can’t afford to. It’s my job to protect Zoe, and yours too. Despite his recent sobriety, Nix hasn’t proved himself to be a responsible adult. And my mom…” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “She’s saying all the right things, but like Nix, our past isn’t the best. I can’t afford to let my guard down with her.”

“I’m sorry, King. That’s hard. But of course. I’ll do whatever you need. Especially when it comes to protecting Zoe.”

“Thanks.”

She stepped between my sprawled knees and ran a gentle hand over my head. “How are you doing with all this? Do you want to talk about it?”

I leaned into her touch. “I don’t even know. She seems so different from the woman who sold me out to the vultures, but I’m wary about trusting her. What if this is just a tactic to get back into my life and sell me and Zoe out again?”

“You gotta protect your family the best you can. Did she sign an NDA?”

“Adam will bring them over tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

I wrapped my arms around her and burrowed my face in her soft belly. “I’m so sorry that I’m putting so much of this on your shoulders. You didn’t sign up for this.”

“It’s what you do for the people you care about.” Her fingers that’d been softly caressing the top of my head froze. Her ring caught on my hair as she jerked them away. “I, uh, it’s getting late. I’m gonna head to bed. ‘Night!”

She ducked out of my arms and ran out of the room.

I wanted to go after her, promise her that I understood what she’d actually meant. We were casual, and nothing had changed.

But I wasn’t so sure that was true anymore. At least for me.

And apparently for her, too.


Chapter Eighteen

Briar

I woke up the next morning to a text from Kingston.

Kingston: Adam will be over with the NDAs. Don’t go downstairs until he gives you the all clear.

To say the rest of my morning was awkward would be an understatement.

Zoe and I hung out upstairs which was fun for her—at first. We had a pajama party, watched tv in bed, and ate some of the snack food King kept in his mini fridge. Life with a toddler meant their favorite snacks were always within reach.

But eventually it wasn’t enough to distract her.

“Want Play Doh.” Zoe pouted, crossing her little arms over her chest.

We didn’t have any Play Doh on this floor, and we weren’t supposed to go downstairs. “How about we play dress up? Want to pretend to be a teacher?”

“No! Play Doh!” Zoe screeched.

I sighed. “Sorry, Zoe. We can’t right now.”

Huge tears rolled down her face. “Want. Play. Doh.”

“Sorry, peanut. We can’t. Not right now.”

She collapsed on the floor in a flail of arms and legs.

I felt so bad, but we couldn’t play with Play Doh. After the way Kingston had freaked out last night, we couldn’t go downstairs until Adam said it was okay. And Zoe had to learn the word no applied to her, too. So I left the room to let her cry it out.

Zoe’s screams were still audible in the hallway, but the sound of conversation floating up from downstairs drew my attention.

“…and just one more signature here,” Adam said.

“Does this one need to be in blood, or is ink okay?” Phoenix asked caustically.

“Just sign, Nix.” Joyce’s voice sounded irritated—because of her son or Adam or having to sign an NDA to see her grandchild I didn’t know. But it definitely wasn’t happy times downstairs either.

I popped back into Zoe’s room which was markedly quieter. Only Zoe’s shuddery breaths were noticeable in the otherwise still room. I crossed the room to her and gathered her in my arms but didn’t say anything. I just wanted her to know she was safe and loved.

My heart still clenched when her wet cheek rested on my shoulder. God, I never thought it was possible to love someone as much as I loved this little girl.

We both jolted as Adam’s voice blared into the quiet room.

“Briar, we need to talk.”

I turned toward the door with Zoe still in my arms. “Yes?”

Adam’s eyes flicked to Zoe and back at me. “Alone.”

“I’m kinda busy, Adam. Can we talk when we come out to the studio later today?”

“That’s what I need to talk to you about. King doesn’t want you home alone with them. He wants you two to stay in his trailer today, and he’ll handle introductions later tonight.”

I swallowed my groan of frustration and smiled down at Zoe instead. Not everything was in my control after all. “Looks like we’re going to spend the day in Daddy’s trailer. You want to help me pack a bag? What should we bring, Zo?”

“Play Doh!” She pursed her lips in a cute little frown.

“That’s up to Adam here.” I widened my eyes at her. “Should we ask him if we can go downstairs?”

Zoe nodded then blinked up at Adam. “Play Doh down staiws?”

“What?” Adam scowled like he’d never had to interact with Zoe before. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Can we go downstairs?” I clarified for him. “Kingston didn’t want us to leave this level until you said it was okay.”

“They were supposed to clear out for a few, but I’ll check.” Adam huffed in annoyance before he turned and left.

Wondering what bug crawled up his butt, I ignored his attitude and led Zoe around the room while we packed some fun stuff for our day-long trip.

A minute later, Adam popped back into the room. “All clear.”

I jumped again at his sudden presence. “Uh, great. Zoe and I just need a minute to pack a few more things. Are we riding with Mak or you?”

“I came with Mak. He’s waiting out front.” Adam just stood in front of us, his eyes still on me.

“Right, well we just need a minute.” I forced a smile.

“Play Doh!” Zoe shouted again.

“Right.” I ducked past Adam with Zoe in my arms and our bag over my shoulder. He didn’t offer to help with any of it, not that I would’ve let him. “Let’s get some Play Doh for you, Zo. And maybe some snacks? What do you want to eat today?”

I all but ran down the stairs with my arms full and finished packing our bag. I went through my mental checklist: food, drinks, activities, extra clothes, diapers…what was I missing? King had plenty in his trailer, but I wanted to be prepared.

Books!

A few minutes later, we were as ready as I could be. I held Zoe’s hand since I wasn’t sure I could carry her and our heavy bag. We met Adam in the living room where he scrolled through his phone with a bored expression.

I forced a smile. “Ready.”

“Great.” Adam didn’t even look up. “Let’s go.”

“Ready to rock, Zo?” I smiled down at her.

She nodded enthusiastically. She knew a car ride meant she was seeing her daddy soon.

A few minutes later, Zoe was strapped into her carseat, happily holding her tablet to distract her, and we were on our way.

Only unlike our usual trips, I was sitting in the middle of the backseat with Zoe and Adam on either side. I still didn’t understand why he wouldn’t sit in the front seat with Mak. And I didn’t feel comfortable leaving Zoe in the back with someone unwilling to interact with her. So that left me carefully balancing on the hump in the middle of the backseat. I couldn’t even watch Zoe’s tablet with her since she was still in a rear facing carseat. Fantastic.

I fiddled with my phone, but after pictures of me watching Zoe went viral a few weeks ago, I’d shut down all my social media. More than a few crazies had reached out for either an introduction to my boss or to tell me I was a skank. It wasn’t worth it.

Plus I was still avoiding my bestie since I was technically sleeping with my boss that she’d hooked me up with.

Nothing to see here.

“So I was wondering…” Adam began, and without thinking, I turned slightly in my seat to face him.

He was so close.

“I know you said before you weren’t ready to date anyone, but it’s been a few weeks. How are you feeling about it now? I could get us into this crazy club. Have you heard of Partners? It’s legit.”

I’d done the whole party thing in my twenties, or part of them anyhow—before I’d settled down and got married. Now my idea of a good time was a movie or a book, preferably on the couch at home with some yummy takeout.

“I, uh, don’t exactly have any time off. So even if I wanted to, I couldn’t—”

“’Even if you wanted to?’ That sounds like you don’t want to.” Adam frowned like I was speaking a language he didn’t know.

“I’m not exactly a club girl. I like to do quieter stuff like watch a movie at home or read a book.” Not scream into someone’s ear because the music was so loud while standing in ankle breaking stilettos.

“But how will anyone ever see you if you’re always at home?”

“Why would I want anyone to see me?” I thought of all the photographers who’d followed me when I first started working with Zoe and shuddered. No thank you.

Adam whistled softly. “You’re in Hollywood. That’s the point of being here. Everyone wants to be seen.”

I shrugged uncomfortably. I could feel Mak’s gaze on me. Meeting his sunglassed eyes in the rear-view mirror, he tilted his head, and I could almost hear his thoughts. Finish him. Don’t give him another in.

“Um, it sounds to me like we probably want different things. I don’t think we’d be very compatible.” Ugh, that sounded horrible and generic. “I hope we can be friends.” Because that was so much better.

Judging by the way Adam’s face quickly turned red, he wasn’t impressed with my generic let down either. But he quickly nodded and said, “Yeah, sure.”

He faced forward, and we continued the most awkwardly tense car trip in recent memory. Mak was his usual stoic self, not saying a thing, and Zoe had fallen asleep, still clutching her tablet.

I pulled my phone out again and pretended to read a book through an app, turning pages occasionally. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Adam’s still red face with his arms crossed over his chest as he stared out the side window. I bet he regretted not sitting up front.

I know I did.

By the time we pulled into the parking lot, I was a mess of vibrating nerves. My knee was jumping so high I think it might’ve startled Zoe awake. She squawked and waved her arms as she stretched. I bent over her carseat and smiled down at her so she knew she wasn’t alone or with strangers.

I didn’t even notice Adam had left the car until I realized Mak was standing in the open car door, waiting patiently for me and Zoe to climb out. I quickly unstrapped the kiddo and exited the car with her in my arms. Adam was nowhere in sight.

“He said something about having somewhere else to be,” Mak rumbled next to me as he closed the car door.

“Right.” I looked down at Zoe in my arms. “Ready to go to Daddy’s trailer? He probably won’t be there. He’s working right now I bet, but we’ll see him soon.”

Zoe babbled something about Dada, and I nodded along like I was listening, but really, all I was doing was flagellating myself over how I’d handled Adam. It’d been so long since I’d had to turn someone down.

I sighed.

“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Mak said as he walked next to me, the bag slung over his shoulder. “You handled it the best you could.”

I hummed my agreement, but I really wasn’t feeling it. I still wished I’d handled that better.

Soon my time and attention were taken by keeping Zoe occupied in King’s tiny trailer. It might’ve been the most luxurious trailer I’d ever been inside, but it was still way too small a space to keep Zoe in all day long. By the time we’d hit King’s midday break, Zoe and I were both frustrated and near tears.

Seeing Adam’s face again really didn’t help.

“How are my girls doing?” King asked as he entered the trailer.

Adam’s eyes bulged.

I cleared my throat and avoided Adam’s narrowed eyed gaze. “Tired. Kinda frustrated too. I understand that you want to be there when she meets your family, but isn’t there something else we could do? Somewhere else we could go? Zoe’s tired of being cooped up.”

Zoe collapsed dramatically in her dad’s arms with a whine, underlining my point.

“Yeah.” King kissed Zoe’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want you guys around them without me today. When’s my last shoot supposed to be over by, Adam?”

“Five,” Adam answered sullenly. After a beat, he sent me a sneer I felt like a physical punch.

He knew.

A wave of heat swept over my face and I turned away from him.

“…maybe your parents?” King asked. “Or we could ask Mak what venues he feels comfortable taking you both to.”

I blinked and absorbed the little of what King had said that I’d caught. “Uh, yeah. Wait, no. My parents are at my sister’s in New York.”

“Right. I’ll talk to Mak after lunch then.” King’s innocent words didn’t match the steam in his eyes. He was clearly remembering all the naughty things we’d done lately.

Things I loved doing with him.

Things we couldn’t do now because of our audience.

I flushed even more as I looked away. “Lunch. Right. I’ll go hit craft services with Mak. Do you two need anything?”

King’s eyes caressed my body in a way I seriously wished he could follow through with his crazy, talented fingers.

Until Adam coughed pointedly.

“Nah, we’re good. I’m sure you packed enough for a weeklong camping trip.”

I twisted my lips in a semblance of a smile. “I’ll be back.”

“See ya, Arnold,” King replied in a Schwarzenegger accent.

This time, my smile was genuine as I rolled my eyes and walked away, past a sullenly silent Adam and out the door.

Only, Adam was hot on my heels and confronted me a safe distance from King’s trailer. Safe enough that King probably wouldn’t even notice.

“Not compatible, huh?” Adam sneered. “Guess I was foolish to assume you had anything in common with a peon like me.”

“Adam, it’s not like that. I don’t—”

“Save it. I should’ve known better. You’re just a starfucker, like all the rest.”

“I-I-I…” My retort fell silent as Adam stomped away.

Dammit. I chalked that little talk up with all the rest that I wished I could’ve handled better. Although I was pretty sure Adam and his ego were used to being passed over for Kingston Grier. His was a big shadow to live under.

“Come on, kid.” I jolted as Mak patted my shoulder. “I’ll buy you lunch.”

I snorted as I fell in step with my stoic buddy. “Pretty sure it’s free.”

“Po-tay-to, po-tah-to. Someone’s paying at the end of the day.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”


Chapter Nineteen

King

I was jittery as I walked away from the last scene of the day. It was probably why we’d had to reshoot so many takes. I couldn’t get my upcoming reunion with my mom and Phoenix out of my mind. I might’ve even called my costar Mom once, in the middle of a scene.

Fun times.

I hadn’t been this distracted and unprofessional ever, in my entire career. Even the director had noticed. That had been a fun conversation.

I just wanted to go home, hug my daughter, and lose myself in Briar—but I couldn’t. First, I had to introduce my daughter to her (maybe) evil grandmother. And I had to do it in a way that wouldn’t freak out my kid but would also not let my mom get away with any of her bullshit.

Why did I think this was a great idea again?

“It’s not that bad, boss,” Adam said as he sidled up next to me, handing me my cell phone. “Pretty sure that last take was money.”

“Thanks Adman.” I thumbed through my texts but didn’t see anything urgent. “Hey, I’m going to need you to take the car home tonight.”

“You’re actually going to let me drive us home?” Adam all but rubbed his hands together. He would caress my Shelby GT 500 when he thought I wasn’t looking. I couldn’t blame him—she was gorgeous. And expensive.

“Nah, I want you to take her home. I’m gonna ride with Zoe and Briar, so I need someone I can trust to treat my baby right.” And no, it didn’t escape my notice that I called both my car and Briar baby. They were both precious. “You got the keys?”

Adam’s eyes lit up. “Right here.” He pulled the keys out of his knapsack. “Are you serious? You’re trusting me with Eleanor?”

“You really gotta stop with that Eleanor shit, Ad. She’s Shelby or my baby, but this isn’t Gone in 60 Seconds and you’re not Kip Raines.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Can I go?” Adam all but danced in place.

“Treat my baby right, or your ass is grass. I’m serious, Adam. Do not reenact any scenes from that goddamn movie with my baby. We clear?” The last thing I needed tonight was a call from the police that they had my car and my assistant in custody. Or even worse, smashed against a cliff somewhere along the PCH.

Some of his excitement drained away, and I could’ve sworn he glared at me. “Clear, Sir.”

I sighed. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

Adam turned on his heel and walked away muttering to himself. How he could go from the highest of highs to a petulant punk in a blink—it gave me whiplash. No doubt he was just as tired as the rest of us. I couldn’t wait until this job was over. We all needed some time off.

I was ten feet away from my trailer when my cell rang. Seeing my brother’s name, I stopped and answered. Honestly I was thankful for the distraction.

“Hey, Rome.”

“King! I didn’t think I’d get you.”

I had to laugh at that. “Then why did you call?”

“Eh, why not? Listen, I wanted to talk specifics about our visit. I think we can be there next week if everything lines up.”

Dammit, with everything going on I’d forgotten about Rome’s visit. I should’ve thought through how to break the news to him. My mind raced.

When I didn’t say anything, Rome huffed an annoyed breath. “I thought you’d be happier about seeing me, bro.”

I cleared my throat. “I am. And Zoe is too. Or will be when I tell her. I, uh, I just want to give you a heads up about something.”

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all.” Rome barked out a laugh.

I sighed and stared down at my shoes. “Ah, shit.” Quick like a Band-Aid. “Phoenix showed up at my place last night with Mom. They’re staying in the guesthouse.”

“Right. We’re not coming then.”

I groaned. He didn’t even think about it. “I’m just giving you notice so you’re not ambushed like I was. But I’ve decided to give Mom a chance, despite the fact that she repeatedly did the same thing to me that Nix did to you. So maybe you can bury the hatchet too?” I paused, but when Rome didn’t say anything, I went on. “Remember right before he went into rehab and you two kissed and made up? What’s changed between then and now? Why won’t you see him?”

“I just said that shit so he’d get help. I don’t think he even apologized, did he? Or if he did, it wasn’t sincere. And he hasn’t even once tried to discuss it since. So I don’t forgive him. He sold me and Sophia out. I’m not going to play happy families with him. It’s bullshit.”

“Rome, come on. You can’t—”

“Look, I’m sorry. I really want to see Zoe and you, and so does Sophia. But if Phoenix is gonna be there, I’m not. It’s that simple.”

“Rome you can’t—”

“I can, and I do. Let me know when or if he leaves. Be careful, bro. He’s a leech. Always has been, always will be. Give Mom my love.”

“Rome—”

But I was talking to dead air. Rome had ended the call.

Son of a bitch.

The family drama was never ending.

I trudged the rest of the way to my trailer. The one thing that’d make me feel better was seeing my girls.

Only when I opened my trailer door, a wave of sobbing slapped me in the face. I raced into the room to find Zoe was sprawled on the floor, arms and legs flailing as she screamed and cried. And Briar nowhere to be seen.

What the fuck?

“Zoe! Are you okay? What’s wrong?” I gathered her into my arms, making shushing sounds. Her little heart pounded against her chest, but she didn’t let up screaming. She tucked her head into my neck and made this gasping, sobbing sound that I felt deep in my heart.

Briar came waltzing down the hall like nothing was wrong. Like she hadn’t been MIA while my daughter was crying herself sick.

I shot a glare Briar’s way. “What the hell happened?”

I had to shout to be heard over Zoe’s cries.

Briar frowned. “She’s tired, and she’s had a tough day. Being away from home this long without her familiar stuff has got her frustrated.”

“So you just left the room?” All my frustration and annoyance bled into my tone. I’d had a shit day, and this was just the turd on top of it.

“Giving a crying toddler an audience only makes it worse. I tried to turn her focus when she started to get fussy, but sometimes you just have to let them cry. She’s full of a lot of emotions right now. But I sure as sugar wasn’t going to let her punch and kick me. It’s best just to let her cry it out. I could hear her from the bedroom—I knew she was okay. She was actually winding down before you showed up.” Briar said the last bit like it was my fault I’d showed up and found them like this.

I gritted my teeth. “I seriously can’t believe your solution to her crying is to walk away.”

“Our entire routine has been interrupted because you didn’t want us at the house with your family.” Briar gave me a disbelieving look and gestured to the whining girl in my arms. “This is what happens.”

Meanwhile Zoe had eased from screaming to hiccupping sobs. The sound still tore a hole through my heart. I hated to hear her crying.

I gathered my still hiccupping daughter close and stood up, holding her tight against me. “Where’s your bodyguard? I didn’t see him out front at his usual post.”

“Like you, he couldn’t take the crying.” Briar buzzed around the room, collecting stuff and shoving it into her huge bag. “He went to pull the car around. Said he’d wait for us by the entrance to the lot.” She grabbed Bunny off the bed and held him out to Zoe with a gentle smile. “You feeling better, peanut? Now that Daddy is here?”

Zoe’s breath shuddered as she nodded against Bunny now clutched tight in her tiny arms.

Briar bussed a kiss across Zoe’s cheek. “Sorry it’s been such a tough day, Zo. Tomorrow will be better.”

And just like that, all my annoyance leached away. Maybe Briar knew what she was doing. If I were honest, I’d had Zoe collapse in a screaming puddle a time or two on my watch. And I’d always felt like a failure, like I should’ve done something different or been able to pacify my little girl. But Briar just let her feel her feelings and gave her a hug afterward.

Huh.

I was too tired to put all that into words. Instead, I led the way out of the trailer and through the lot with Zoe in my arms. When I saw the black SUV idling at the curb, I thought we were home free—barring traffic of course—but this wasn’t my day. Three photographers jumped out from nowhere and blinded us with their flashes.

“How’s the filming going, Kingston?”

“Mister Grier! Over here! Let’s see those guns. Can you flex for us?”

“How’s the new nanny working out? She getting the job done?”

Zoe whimpered and burrowed into my body as they peppered us with their questions. The photogs’ flashes had me seeing spots, and Briar stumbled.

“Back! Get back! He’s got his kid in his arms. Give them some space!” Mak bellowed as he came around the front of the car. In the distance, I could see studio security scrambling to reach us, but they were too far away to do anything for us now. Briar’s bodyguard got between us and the photographers, giving us valuable space to dive into the car.

I held the door for Briar, ushering her in front of us. We scrambled into the car, and I closed the door behind me. The photogs had their lenses pressed against the windows, lighting up the inside with the flashes. Grumbling under my breath, I gently set Zoe in her rear facing carseat. She whimpered slightly, and I felt it deep in my bones. This was because of me. All her turmoil was because of me and my choices.

Briar’s hands shook as she struggled to strap Zoe into the carseat.

“I got this. Buckle yourself in.” I brushed her hands aside and clicked the buckles into place.

Briar gave Zoe a watery smile, then she maneuvered around me to sit on the far side of the bench. The second I heard her seatbelt click, I yelled at Mak, “Get us out of here!”

Mak honked once in warning then floored it. Since I wasn’t buckled in yet, I slid across the bench seat into Briar’s space. She braced me with a hand. I tossed her a quick, forced smile, buckled myself into the fun middle hump seat, then bent over Zoe and murmured reassuringly to her.

“Here.” Briar passed me a sippy cup that I quickly gave to Zoe.

Zoe gripped it in her tiny hands, and in minutes her eyelashes fanned against her cheek. She gave a contented sigh as the sippy cup fell away from her face in a small stream of drool. How someone could look so cute while drooling was beyond me, but Zoe did. I kept a hand on her tummy and just watched her face as she slept.

I had to do better. I had to figure shit out for my little girl. We couldn’t keep going through all this bullshit. She deserved better. Strangers yelling questions and taking her pictures shouldn’t be her life.

I really didn’t want to play happy families with my mom right now.

Briar sighed deeply next me as we idled in the rush hour traffic, reminding me of her presence.

“I’m sorry today has been such a shitshow,” I murmured to her, cognizant of Mak’s looming presence up front. “But I really didn’t want Zo around my mom before I could get a feel for how she’ll act.”

“Do you think she’d be abusive or something?” Briar’s brow wrinkled.

“No, I just don’t trust her. She sold me out to the media—I wouldn’t hold it past her to do the same with my daughter. Zoe has so few people who put her interests first. Even my ex-in-laws want to exploit their relationship with her. I can’t trust anyone anymore.”

“I hope you know that that’s not true.” Briar’s soft hand rested on my thigh. “I hope I’ve proven to you that you can trust me.”

I winced as I clasped her hand. “I do. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine, King. I know trust doesn’t come easy to you. I just want you to know that I will always put Zoe’s needs first. And you can trust me to mediate with your mom. I won’t leave Zoe alone with her until you’re ready for that. No matter what she says.”

I closed my eyes as an overwhelming feeling swept over me. She got it. She got me. I couldn’t remember a time when I felt so understood by the woman in my life.

It was everything.

And for the second time today, I struggled to put what I was feeling into words. I wasn’t ready to feel it, let alone say it out loud. And I really wasn’t sure what Briar would think. If I wasn’t ready to feel it, I knew for a fact she definitely wasn’t ready to hear it. She was an amazing, beautiful, smart, and giving woman, but she was also so damn guarded. Any sudden move could spook her.

Still, it meant everything to me that she got me.

I roughly cleared my throat. “Thank you, Briar. That, uh, that means a lot. I appreciate you.”

The light in her eyes dimmed, and Mak made a scoffing sound he tried to cover with a cough. I glared at the back of his head. I sure as shit didn’t appreciate that.

“You’re welcome. I think.”

I had to laugh at Briar’s reply. Her droll tone said it all.

“Hey, I’m just a pretty face.” I shrugged. “Writers think up all the witty shit I say in movies.”

“Clearly,” Mak snorted from the front seat.

I just shook my head as I grinned. Suddenly shit didn’t feel so dire. My shitty performance at work today, the paps, my mom, all of it fell away. I wrapped an arm around Briar’s shoulders and pulled her even closer to my side. After pressing a quick kiss against her temple, I sighed and settled into my seat. Between me and Briar, we could handle anything my mom tried to toss at us.

Suddenly I was damn glad to be stuck in rush hour traffic.


Chapter Twenty

Still Kingston

I didn’t know how to do this. I’d taken my time getting Zoe out of the carseat. She was still asleep and a welcome weight in my arms. I could hold Zoe all night out here. Especially if it meant putting off seeing my mom again.

But I knew we couldn’t. For one, Zoe would be up at 1 a.m. making us all pay the price for my cowardice. And for two, I was starving. For some reason I was craving Italian—spaghetti and meatballs like my mom used to make when we were little—before our whole world imploded with news of our parents’ divorce—back when Mom had time for us.

And yes, I saw the parallels, too.

Briar’s hand rubbed against my back. “They should still be in the guesthouse. We’ll call them over when you’re ready to see them.”

“I know. Thanks. I really mean that. You’ve been great, especially today. I’m sorry I was an ass earlier.”

“Apology accepted. Just don’t make a habit of it.”

“Noted.” I laughed lightly as I leaned over to press a quick kiss against her lips.

Briar rested her forehead against mine for a second then straightened. “Want me to wake up Zoe? She really shouldn’t sleep so long. She’s napped a ton today.”

“She’ll wake up when I put her down on the couch. And at least then she’ll have a soft surface to cry into.”

Briar’s soft laughter followed me as I opened the door and we stepped inside the house. Immediately the aroma of my mom’s famous spaghetti and meatballs hit me in the face—and also explained my earlier craving.

“Mom?” I shouted, completely forgetting I’d been holding my little girl.

Zoe started crying, her tiny hands coming up to rub her eyes.

“I’ll take her,” Briar murmured, pulling my daughter out of my arms and making shushing sounds.

“Take Zoe into the front room. I can’t believe she already went back on our agreement. She couldn’t even make it a day without putting herself and her selfish needs first.” I ranted the entire way into the kitchen where I found…nothing. Despite the smell, the kitchen was empty and clean. Nothing was simmering on the stove, and yet I still smelled that amazing aroma of my mom’s sauce.

And I was alone.

She had to be—

Jaw clenched, I whirled around and took three steps toward the sofas, but she wasn’t there either. Briar held a still fussing Zoe in her lap on the couch, but they were alone.

She wasn’t here.

I turned back to the kitchen and stepped through to the back door. I ripped the door open and was punched in the face with the mouthwatering smell of my mom’s sauce again. And out of the corner of my eye I saw a piece of paper fluttering against the door. A note. I pulled it down and read.

Kingston,

Let us know when you’re ready for company. Can’t wait to meet my granddaughter! Hope she’s like her daddy and loves spaghetti!

~Mom

I held her note in my hands and tried to get control of my seesawing emotions. This had been just a fucknugget of a day. Up and down. Assumptions and misunderstandings left and right. Tears and anger.

I left the note on the countertop and crossed the great room to where Briar sat with a sniffling Zoe. I sat down next to them and rubbed a hand over my daughter’s back. “How are you, Zo-Zo? Are you ready to meet your grandma?”

Zoe blinked up at me then dove into my chest, her tiny head burrowing into my armpit.

I caught her with a laugh. “You feeling any better, princess? Grandma made spaghetti and meatballs just for you. What do you think? Want to meet her? And eat some yummy food?”

Zoe nodded against my body.

“Are you gonna share your yummy food with Daddy?”

Zoe leaned back to scowl up at me. “No. Daddy eat it all. Getti for me.”

Briar laughed with me, and when I looked over at her I saw the sheen glowing in her eyes like she was fighting back tears. “Will you share your getti with me?”

Zoe squinted then finally nodded. “You can have some.”

Briar laughed harder as a tear trailed down her cheek. “Thank you, Zoe.”

“I guess we all know who she loves the most,” I murmured with a smile as I pulled out my phone and texted my mom.

Me: We’re here and hungry. Come on over.

“I love you, Daddy!” Zoe wailed. Her lower lip quivered. “You have getti too.”

“I’m just teasing you, Zo-Zo.” I leaned down and kissed her wet cheek. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t funny, huh?”

Zoe’s breath hitched as she squinted at me, then she shook her head mutinously. “Mean.”

“Sorry, princess.” I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. She looked so damned cute when she was pissed.

“Kingston!” My mom shouted from the back door. “Is she here? Where’s Zoe?”

Zoe’s eyes widened and her shoulders hunched. She leaned into me, hiding in my chest again.

“Dial it back a bit, Mom. She just woke up.” I stood, holding Zoe in my arms again as she burrowed into my neck. “How about we get dinner on the table?”

“Sounds good.” Nix walked through the backdoor, scratching the back of his head. “I’m starving. It smells awesome, Ma.”

“Can I help at all, Missus…” Briar made a face as she realized her faux pas. “Um, I’m sorry. I didn’t get your last name, ma’am.”

“It’s Hill, but you can call me Joyce.” Mom smiled back at Briar as she placed the huge pot onto my stovetop. “How about you get some water boiling for the noodles? And I’ll get the sauce going here then whip up a quick garlic bread. Nix, you make the salad.”

“I’m a guest. Why do I have to make anything?” Nix whined in that annoying tone I remembered so well from our childhood. “Shouldn’t King be doing something?”

“He is.” Mom raised an eyebrow. “He’s taking care of my one and only grandchild after a long day at work. What have you done lately?”

Nix knew better than to answer that question. He huffed an annoyed breath and stomped over to the fridge to grab salad fixings.

I walked over to the island and pulled out a stool for me and Zoe to sit and watch. The three of them worked in compatible silence. Mom kept sneaking glances at Zoe. I could tell it was killing her not to be holding her granddaughter, but she listened to me, waiting for Zoe to relax.

And she was. Zoe wasn’t holding as tightly to my shirt. But her eyes weren’t on her grandmother. My daughter was watching Briar intently as she moved around the kitchen. After a few minutes, she held her arms out to Briar and whined.

“Up, Bwi-are?”

Briar crossed the kitchen and nuzzled the top of Zoe’s head. “Sorry, peanut. You can’t help with this part. It’s dangerous work. How about you and Daddy set the table?”

“No. Want Bwi-are.” Zoe scowled.

And I really tried not to take it personally. “Too bad, munchkin.” I stood up with Zoe on my hip and ran a familiar hand over Briar’s back in thanks. “You got Daddy instead. Come on. Where do we keep the forks again?”

“There!” Zoe pointed, grinning with the importance of our new job.

Nix smirked as we walked by, and judging by my mom’s raised eyebrows, I’d missed something. I turned to shoot Briar a confused look, but she was studiously stirring the boiling noodles. The steam had turned her cheeks a slight pink. The same color she got after we took a long, hot shower together.

And now I was hard with my family in the room. Fun times.

I set my daughter down and gave her the important job of setting out the spoons. Meanwhile I grabbed dishes and forks and tried to think about anything other than Briar naked and pink in my shower.

It was a long and awkward five minutes.

But soon enough we were all sitting around the table with full plates. Briar sat on one side of Zoe’s highchair and my mom on the other with me and Nix across the table from them.

“So what do you have going on, Nix?” I asked as I twirled my fork in the spaghetti.

Nix scowled at his plate. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I thought you had meetings set up? You mentioned something about it when you called a few weeks back…” What was with his attitude?

“Oh. That. Right. I’ve got a few meetings with some agents. I haven’t decided what direction I want to go, though.”

“Sounds good.” But it didn’t, given the way he continued to scowl at his plate. I sent my mom a searching look, but she was too spellbound by my daughter to notice the tension on my side of the table.

“She looks just like Kingston did when he was this age. Only prettier.” Mom lifted a hand like she was going to run it over Zoe’s head, then checked the impulse, letting it fall back to the table. “It’s killing me that I’m not holding her. She’s just everything.”

Briar smiled at my mom over the top of Zoe’s head. “Maybe—if it’s okay with Kingston—you could help out with bath time later?”

Zoe slapped her plate, sending red sauce all over the table.

Briar just laughed. “She’s definitely going to need one tonight.”

I nodded at my mom’s pleading expression. “I’m sure Briar would love the help.”

Mom’s eyes glowed with happiness, and I felt especially light at the approving smile Briar sent me.

It made Nix’s grimace all the more baffling. He was being a grumpy, annoying tool today.

“Does Zoe like to take baths?” Mom asked with a smile. “Or do you have to fight to get her into the tub?”

“Oh, she loves them,” I answered before taking a bite of garlic bread. “You have to fight to get her out of the tub.”

Mom’s smile turned reflective. “That might change. I had to fight tooth and nail to get you boys to bathe. But then again, I don’t know much about little girls. I only had boys.”

“Not Zoe. She loves the water. Bedtime on the other hand…” I groaned. “That can be torture—for all of us.”

Mom’s eyes sparkled as she grinned. “Now that, I know plenty about. Maybe in a day or two, I can help out with bedtime too.”

“Pretty soon you’re not going to need me at all.” Briar’s face turned pink, and she looked down at her plate. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Nix snorted as he reached for the basket of garlic bread. “I know my brother will have plenty for you to do.”

So much innuendo laced his tone that Briar flushed even darker.

My jaw clenched, and I had to count to five before I could even speak. “Apologize or leave. Now.”

Nix blinked. “What?”

“Get out. Now.”

“Are you serious?” Nix gestured to Briar with his garlic bread. “I was just joking around. I mean we all know—”

“Phoenix Arthur Grier,” Mom cut in, staring across the table with that disappointed-angry-mom expression we all knew and cringed to see. “No one cares what you think you know. This is Kingston’s house, and you just seriously disrespected him and this lovely young lady sitting at the table. Either apologize or leave.”

I was shellshocked. My mom had sided with me over Phoenix. Given the way I’d treated her for the past few years, I didn’t expect her to weigh in, let alone stand with me.

“I’m sorry, King. And Briar,” Nix bit out petulantly.

Mom huffed her annoyance but didn’t say anything. She shook her head in disappointment.

Honestly, I was feeling the same. “That was a piss-poor apology, but you can stay, as long as you treat everyone here with the respect they deserve.”

A muscle flexed in Nix’s cheek. After a pause, he jerked his chin in a tight nod.

Now I understood why Rome didn’t want to come. Maybe Nix hadn’t changed as much as I’d hoped.

An uncomfortable silence descended over the table. Even Zoe was silent, although I suspect that had a lot more to do with Briar’s magic touch than Zoe’s understanding of family dynamics. Briar had handed a fork to my daughter and was encouraging her to chase noodles with it while our whole family dysfunction drama had gone on.

“She is such a smart little girl,” Mom beamed from the other side of the highchair. “I don’t think either of you were even interested in holding a utensil until you’d gone to grade school.”

I snorted into my wine glass then had to pull it away because of my coughing fit. “Jeez, Mom.”

“Cheez!” Zoe crowed.

“Coming right up, kiddo.” Briar reached across the table for the parmesan cheese, but hesitated when Nix picked it up and offered it to her. He hitched a shoulder then smiled slightly. Briar smiled back and took the offered cheese.

It was such a little action, but it gave me a pang in my chest. And judging by the way my mom beamed, she felt it too.

We continued to eat dinner with Mom peppering us with questions about Zoe and later my own life. It should’ve felt awkward, but really it was starting to feel comfortable.

Until it wasn’t.

“I was so sorry to hear about Ariel’s death.” Mom folded her hands on the table and gave me a sympathetic grimace. “I can’t imagine how hard that was for you.”

“Really, Mom?” I shook my head. Because there was nothing more heartwarming than probing at an old wound. “I’m not talking about that with you. Especially not in front of my daughter.”

Everyone’s forks froze on their plates at my tone. Even Zoe stopped babbling as she swung her head around, taking in the new, sudden tension.

Mom’s face turned red. “I just meant—”

“I don’t care what you meant. I’ve barely let you in, and you think you get to pry into my past? You seriously think this is the best venue to talk about something like that? Now?” My plate was mostly empty, but the previously delicious meal sat like a stone in my stomach. I pushed away from the table with a screech and headed for Zoe. “I’m not doing this. I’ll take care of her bath tonight. You can have the rest of the evening off, Briar. ‘Night everyone.”

With Zoe happily babbling in my arms, I headed for the stairs.

Playing happy families was bullshit.


Chapter Twenty-One

Briar

This had to’ve been the most awkward dinner of my life. Between my thoughtless comment, to Phoenix’s, and then Joyce’s final blunder, we were batting a thousand on the awkward scale.

King and I had never really talked about his wife. He’d made it clear that it was a topic not to be discussed.

“It was going so well. I shouldn’t have brought her up. I wasn’t thinking.” Joyce stared down at her lap as a tear raced down her cheek.

I brought her the box of tissues from the side table.

“Thank you, dear.” She ducked her head as she swiped at her eyes with a tissue. “I’m so sorry for ruining dinner.”

“It’s not your fault, Ma.” Phoenix looked surprisingly sympathetic, given the way he’d behaved today. “King thinks Ariel’s death hasn’t impacted him, but he’s so full of shit. He won’t talk about her. He won’t let anyone even mention her name.”

“We’ve got to let him process things at his own pace.” Joyce carefully wiped a tissue under her eye. “You can’t make someone mourn on a schedule.”

Phoenix scoffed. “That’s his problem. He’s not mourning. He wants to pretend she never existed. Like he found Zoe under a cabbage patch or something. It’s not healthy. And that’s coming from someone who spent the better part of six months in intensive therapy.”

They continued to talk about Kingston and his wife like I wasn’t here.

Like a little part of me wasn’t dying with every comment.

Did he still love Ariel? Was that why he didn’t want to talk about her? I’d assumed they were on the outs before her death.

My chair screeched when I pushed away from the table. I mumbled something polite before racing out of the room. I couldn’t look at either of them. I didn’t want to see their pity when they realized every one of their words were flaying me alive.

I’d been a fool to get involved with my boss. And an even bigger fool to get involved with someone who was still hung up on their perfect, dead wife.

What had I been thinking?

I raced upstairs and headed for my room. I just wanted to collapse on my bed and pretend this whole shitshow had never happened. Maybe if I wished hard enough, I’d wake up in another reality—one where I wasn’t falling for my boss who was most likely in love with his dead wife.

“Briar?”

Eff me. I froze and closed my eyes. This was the day that just kept on giving.

I sighed and headed in that direction. “Yes?”

When I reached the open door, I found Kingston sitting on Zoe’s rainbow rug with her in his lap and a zillion books surrounding them. I had to smile. He really was the best dad. It melted my heart every single time I saw them together.

With his arms looped around his little girl, King tossed me a grimace. “I’m sorry for the scene downstairs. Like I said, I’m going to handle bath and bedtime tonight since I’m home. You can have the rest of the night off.”

“Oh. Thank you.” The reminder that I was here as an employee was a slap in the face. We weren’t a couple. I was here because he paid me. And somewhere in the last few weeks, that had gotten lost in the tangle of our blurred lines. At best, I was a booty call. A hookup. I wasn’t his partner. I tried my best to smile politely at him—like he hadn’t just stabbed me in the heart with his words—then I turned to the little girl in his arms. “‘Night, Zoe. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She didn’t look up from the board book in her lap. Zoe was too busy reciting the story I’d read to her a thousand times already to even notice me standing there.

I shook my head with a more genuine smile this time. “’Night,” I repeated vaguely and didn’t even get a step away before King called for me again.

“Briar. I’d like to talk to you after bedtime, if that’s all right with you.”

“No.”

I don’t know where my iron spine came from, but I was glad I said it. Honestly after the way dinner had gone down and his little reminder of the hierarchy, I needed some time to myself. I had to think through what I was doing with my life. And what I should do next. I couldn’t do that anywhere in the vicinity of Kingston Grier.

And judging by the way he’d boggled at my answer, he wasn’t used to hearing that word.

I hitched a shoulder in apology. “Not tonight. We can talk tomorrow, if you want.”

And I made it clear from my tone that talking is all I meant.

After a beat, he nodded reluctantly. “Okay. Tomorrow. Good night.”

I gave him a half smile as my reply then walked away. When I reached my room, I locked the door before collapsing onto my bed, still fully dressed, and buried my face in my pillow.

This felt like the beginning of the end. I was finally forced to face the fact that I was—predictably—falling for a totally unavailable man. Zoe’s dad. My boss. The Sexiest Man Alive.

I was such a fool.

Because he was still hung up on his wife or at the very least hardened about relationships—like he’d told me before we even got together.

The only way this was going to end was with heartbreak.

I should’ve seen this coming.

Somehow that wasn’t comforting.

Tears raced down my cheeks. I’d barely gotten over the pain of my miscarriage and failed marriage, and now this.

The pain was overwhelming.

What was wrong with me?

* * *

Even Joyce noticed my melancholy the next morning. When she wasn’t playing with Zoe, she was sending me understanding looks. It was sweet and painful all at the same time.

Mercifully, I’d managed to duck Kingston during our usual midday visit the next day. I’d dropped Zoe off just inside the door then all but left skid marks as I raced away.

I wasn’t so fortunate tonight.

After finishing with bedtime, reading a few stories for Zoe and cuddling with her as she fell asleep, I’d just closed her bedroom door when Kingston popped up behind me.

“Briar.”

I jumped. “You scared me!” I whispered harshly.

I’d spent the better part of an hour getting Zoe to calm down and fall asleep. The last thing I wanted was to start it all again because her father made me scream. And not even the fun way.

“Sorry. Can we talk?”

I sighed, since I knew there was no hiding now. It was just putting off the inevitable. “Sure.”

King turned and headed for his bedroom, and I muffled my groan as I followed him. It was painful to stand there and see his bed where he’d made me come so hard I’d cried, or his bathroom where he’d spent so much time eating me out that my knees went weak, and I’d almost cracked my head open when I’d slipped.

My knees felt weak right now. But that was probably just nerves and had nothing to do with the seriously hot man I knew inside and out. The man who knew me inside and out.

The man who was still in love with his dead wife.

Nothing to see here.

My eyes stung as I fought against the tears. There was time enough to cry—again—when I was alone in my room. I could keep it together for a few minutes.

Maybe if I repeated it enough times, I’d believe it myself.

Doubtful.

“Briar?”

I blinked back into the present where King was standing too close to me with a concerned frown. Judging from his tone, it wasn’t the first time he’d said something to me.

“Are you okay? You looked a thousand miles away.” His hand cupped my shoulder as he stepped into my personal space like he had a thousand times before.

Only now it felt like too much.

I stepped back and shook my head. “I can’t. I’m sorry.” I wasn’t going to just blurt out my feelings for him. I had to keep it together. “Do you still love her?”

Mortified, I closed my eyes with a wince. Because that was so much better than blurting out my feelings. I’d all but telegraphed what I was thinking with that stupid question.

“What? Do I love who?” King sounded so flabbergasted. Like he didn’t understand the question. Like I was crazy to be asking it.

“Ariel. Your wife.” I felt dirty just saying that, like I was the other woman who’d knowingly had the affair with the married guy. Because in a way I had. I’d known their whole fractured history—who didn’t—and I’d still slept with him.

So stupid.

“What? No. Of course I don’t. Where the hell is this coming from?”

“Are you serious? Every single time her name comes up, you shut down. We’ve talked about my screwed-up marriage, but I don’t know a single thing about you and her. Just what I’ve heard from the tabloids like the Babbler. Because who hasn’t? But I’ve heard very little from you. I think you’ve said her name once in the whole time I’ve been here. The second she’s brought up, you shut down and run away.”

“That’s not because I still love her.” King scrubbed a hand over his head as he took a few steps back.

And away from me.

“See? You’re doing it now. If it’s not love, why do you do that?” I took a shuddery breath. Too many emotions clogged my throat, and I was seconds away from losing it.

King just stood there looking at me with an indistinguishable expression in his eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was angry at me, or the question, or what he was feeling. Finally, after an endless moment of staring me down, he spoke.

“I don’t love her.”

His words were like a gunshot in the otherwise quiet, tension-filled room. My gaze flew to his, but he just stared stoically back, almost blank in his expression. And then he continued.

“I don’t know if I ever loved her. But I know I sure as hell hated her when she died.” There wasn’t any raw pain in his voice, just dull acceptance. Like it’d been over for him a long time ago.

That wasn’t what I’d been expecting. I couldn’t process it at first. I felt stupid for even bringing it up, but my brain couldn’t let it go. “I’m sorry. I let my imagination run away from me. That whole scene with your mom last night—”

“You’re right.”

My heart lurched. I was right? But he just said he hated her. “What?”

“I do shut down when anyone talks about her. I just…I hate that I was even with her. I hate the person I’d turned into when I was with her. Our relationship was toxic for way too fucking long. I let her manipulate and control me right up until the end.”

He paused and shook his head. “When I’d served her with the divorce papers she’d called, pleading with me to reconcile. She claimed she’d wanted to work it out, be a family again for Zoe. And the whole time she’d been in Monaco screwing a director—the guy who was driving the night she died. I was such a fool. So that’s why I don’t like talking about Ariel. Every time her name is mentioned, it just reminds me of my idiocy.”

The room thrummed with tension. He’d been systematically betrayed and gaslit by his partner—the person who was supposed to be his soft place to fall.

That was something I painfully knew too much about.

Tears sheened my eyes, so I faced the blurry figure in front of me and tried my best to explain my stupidity. “I’m sorry, King. I was betrayed by my ex too. He lied to me about how he felt too. I guess maybe this whole thing tonight is probably more about my marriage than yours.”

“What does that mean?”

God, I had to do this. I had to tell him, if only to explain why I’d flown off the handle. “You know he left me for another woman? A woman he’d gotten pregnant?”

King’s blurry figure nodded.

“I found out about his affair while I was in the hospital recovering from a miscarriage. I’d had an ectopic pregnancy, and when my fallopian tube ruptured and I was hemorrhaging, my husband was with her. Later that night, when he thought I was asleep, I heard him talking to her on the phone in my hospital room.” I swiped at the tears streaking down my face and had to clear my throat before I could speak again. “So you might say I have some trust issues, especially when it comes to fidelity.”

My face was buried in my hands when I finished speaking. I felt so broken. So stupid. Why had I flayed this amazing man with my insecurities? I’d known he’d had a difficult marriage. And this was supposed to be only physical, not an actual relationship.

Only I couldn’t stop myself from developing feelings for this amazing man who no doubt believed I was crazy now.

I never saw him approach, since my face was still buried in my hands, but the next thing I knew his arms came around me. He pulled me close and let me cuddle into his chest.

“Sounds like we both have our share of baggage.” His lips passed over the top of my head.

I closed my eyes and gave a wet chortle. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“The only good thing that came out of the relationship was Zoe. She gave me the power to move on. I had to—for her. I can’t imagine only having pain and regret at the end instead. I’m so sorry you had to go through that, sweetheart.”

I hummed in my throat and just enjoyed the feeling of King holding me close. I’d wasted so much time worrying that he was still in love with his ex. If I’d just talked it through last night, I could’ve saved myself a hell of a lot of pain.

“Not to twist the knife or anything, but despite us making it a rule of our relationship, I’ve never worried about you straying. Maybe that makes me naïve, but I trust you, Briar. Completely. You’re different. And I’m glad I have you in my life.”

I didn’t know it was possible to feel both elated and guilty at the same time. He’d trusted me while I’d been certain he was still in love with his crazy—dead—wife. “Thank you, King. That means so much to me. I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions. It just hurt when you pulled away and treated me like I was just an employee.”

“I get that. Lines are getting blurred all over the place. But I don’t know what to do about that. I like you, Briar. A lot.” He hitched a shoulder like he was uncomfortable being this vulnerable.

My heart lurched in my chest.

And now my eyes were misty for a completely different reason.

I pulled back slightly to look up at King. His eyes burned down at me, the emotion in his eyes I was afraid to name. Because from where I was standing, it looked a hell of a lot like love.

I pulled his head down to mine and kissed him with everything I had. And he kissed me back just as hard.

As we tumbled into bed, it felt different. His eyes held an intensity I’d never seen before. His fingers moved over my body with a tenderness that brought tears to my eyes. Everything felt deeper than ever before.

Unnamed emotions danced between us.

I knew my eyes promised things I was afraid to say out loud. But I felt them just the same. It was too scary to be the first one to leap off the cliff.

So I bit my tongue and kept quiet.

Or as quiet as King’s talented fingers and mouth would let me be.


Chapter Twenty-Two

King

I woke the next morning with Briar snuggled up close to my side, one of her arms over me, the other flung over her head, and her long, blonde hair tangled all around her face. I was pretty sure this was my new happy place. As I stared down at her, I couldn’t help but think about last night. It’d felt like everything had changed, but we hadn’t gotten around to talking about it or labeling it. But it was time to reassess our little agreement.

I hoped like hell she felt the same.

More than anything, I wanted to stay where I was and wake her up the fun way, but I had some unfinished business to take care of.

With my late call time, I took advantage of it, slipped out of bed, got dressed, and headed over to the guesthouse to have a long-needed conversation.

I stood on the back step and knocked on the back door. It might’ve been my property, but I wasn’t going to just barge right in. After a few moments, my mom opened the door with a cup of coffee in her hand.

“King. Um, good morning. I wasn’t expecting you.” She paused and winced. “I mean, it’s nice to see you. Come on in. Would you like some coffee?” She stepped back and gestured with her cup for me to come inside.

“Uh, sure. Thanks.”

Mom set her cup down on the counter and busied herself making me a cup. “Sugar? Cream?”

I shook my head as I sat on the stool at the counter. “Just black. Thanks.”

“Here you go.” She slid the cup across the counter to me and buried her face in her cup.

The awkward silence between us was excruciating. I didn’t know what to say—how to start this conversation—and she was clearly just as lost as me.

Damn, anything was better than this weird tension. I cleared my throat and started talking. “It’s been brought to my attention that my marriage with Ariel is still a sore spot. I’m sorry that I ran out the other night. We were finally getting on and patching things up until I ran away like an immature asshole.”

“No, it’s my fault, Kingston. I shouldn’t have brought her up. Whatever happened in your marriage is your business. You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I’m sorry I stepped all over your boundaries.”

“God, this sounds like a conversation with my therapist. Can’t you guys just let go and be fucking real?” Nix asked from his slouch against the backdoor. Judging by his shirtless and sweaty torso, he’d been up and running on the beach while I’d been snuggling Briar in my bed.

“Nice to see you too, asshole.” I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Anything else you want to get off your chest?”

“Nah.” Nix stood and headed for the corner cabinet and grabbed himself a cup then filled it at the sink. “I pretty much just say what’s on my mind all the time.”

“You never have to wonder where you stand with Phoenix.” Mom pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows at me.

I just shook my head. “Some things never change. But are we good? I am glad you came, and I’d love to work on this and for you to get to know Zoe. I’m sure Briar would appreciate some down time. She’s been working straight through because of my schedule with this movie. I’d promised her a break next week but—”

I cut myself off as I remembered why her break hadn’t come through as promised. Awkward.

“But what?” Mom asked

My gaze darted to Phoenix now slouched against the sink.

He raised an eyebrow at me. “You canceled her break because I was coming? What? Were you afraid I’d be snorting lines in front of Zoe or something?”

Shit, there was no easy way to say it. Maybe I should just take a note from Phoenix’s no filter stance. “I was going to give her a break because Rome and Sophia were going to come down. He’s been filming up in Canada. But, uh, he canceled when he heard you came.”

The sparkle dulled in Nix’s eyes. “Right. Got it.”

“Nix…” I really didn’t know what to say. I wanted my brothers to get along—especially since I’d started to patch things up with our mom—and I knew how important it was for Nix’s sobriety. But I was at a loss.

“Nope. There’s nothing to say. I apologized, and he’s refusing to accept it. This is on him.”

“Have you though?” I set my cup down and leaned my elbows on the countertop. “Because if you’re talking about that scene before you went into rehab, your apology was shit. You sold out our brother to tabloids, and you haven’t done a single fucking thing to make it right.”

“Are you seriously lecturing me on forgiveness?” Nix snorted derisively. “You took how many years to talk to Mom again?”

“Exactly. Do you want it to be years before you and Rome can be in the same room again? He’s married now. They’ll probably be having kids in a few years. What kind of relationship are you going to have with your nieces and nephews? Family is all we got, bro. Especially with this kind of life. There are very few people we can trust.”

A muscle flexed in Nix’s cheek, the only sign that he might’ve been listening to me. Finally, he shook his head and headed down the hall without saying a word.

I sighed and looked up at Mom with a grimace. “That could’ve gone better.”

“He’ll come around. You weren’t wrong. He broke Rome’s trust. It was a stupid thing to do—believe me, I know. I think he just needs some more time to accept that he’s in the wrong and to find a way to fix it.”

“Hopefully Rome is more forgiving than me.”

“That was different. Not to excuse what he did, but Nix is an addict. He did what he did to feed his addiction.” Mom shook her head as her eyes welled. “I don’t have an excuse or justification. I enjoyed the attention and didn’t think about the impact my actions would have on you. There’s no excuse. I betrayed your trust, plain and simple. You had every right to cut me out of your life.”

A heavy silence thrummed between us. I appreciated she understood, but somehow, I thought I’d feel like an asshole if I agreed with her. So I didn’t say anything.

Mom gave me a sad smile. “I’m just glad you’re giving me another chance. And that you’re letting me get to know my granddaughter. I promise I will do everything in my power not to betray that trust again. I plan to spend the rest of my life proving it to you.”

“I appreciate that, Mom.” I took a sip of coffee as I processed what she’d said. I know she said something similar her first night here, but having her say it again without any prompting hit me hard.

I believed her.

And maybe it was time to put the past behind us. “How about we head over and see if Zoe is up? I have a late call time today. Let’s make breakfast and get to know your granddaughter.”

“I’d love to. Like you said, family is all we’ve got.” She smiled tremulously then waved a hand over her watery eyes.

I stood up with my coffee in hand and held out the other hand to my mom. She took it, and I pulled her into my side, wrapping my free arm around her shoulders. “If you don’t have any plans today, maybe you could hang out with Zoe and Briar while I’m at work, get to know their schedule over the next few days. Then next week, we can give Briar a day off, and you can spend it with Zoe?”

“I would love that.” Mom beamed up at me.

“Let’s go find my girls then.”

* * *

Briar

I was shocked when King told me I could have the day off next week as planned. And he’d told me just in time—I’d been getting ready to call my doctor and cancel my appointment when he’d walked into the kitchen with his mother at his side.

Over the following days, I spent time with Joyce and Zoe. Slowly but surely, Zoe looked for her grandmother instead of me. Zoe still loved me, but she’d reach for Joyce first if she got an owie. It was so sweet but painful at the same time.

And a reminder of what I truly wanted more than anything.

Which was how I’d come to be sitting in my car, staring at the medical sign at the end of the parking lot.

When I’d initially made this appointment, I’d been so sure. But now… Now it almost felt like a betrayal. So much had changed—at least for me. King and I hadn’t had a chance to talk about our relationship. His mother had been underfoot at every turn, and the last few days, King had gotten home long after I’d given up waiting for him. Last night, I’d fallen asleep in my room and as far as I knew King hadn’t come in. Heck, he might’ve slept in his trailer since I hadn’t seen him this morning either.

I didn’t know what to do.

The thought of looking through sperm donor applications… I didn’t think I could do it. It all felt like a moot point. I practically had a family already with Zoe and King. I loved that little girl more than anything. Wasn’t she enough?

I groaned and rested my forehead against my steering wheel. I had to make a decision. My appointment was due to start in twenty minutes, and I was supposed to be there early to fill out the patient questionnaire.

This was stupid.

It was only a consultation. At the very least, I’d get some answers to questions I hadn’t even thought to ask when I’d been in the hospital. I’d been so shellshocked. I couldn’t even remember half of what the doctor had told me when I’d been discharged. And then during my follow up appointment I’d been so numb. I hadn’t even bothered to ask any questions; it’d all felt so pointless then. I was going through a divorce, who cared what my fertility options were?

But now… Now I was involved with an amazing man who’d proved his genes were amazing. I would love to maybe one day give Zoe a sibling to torture. If that was even possible. But that meant marriage, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that, and who knew about King.

I was wasting time trying to talk myself out of the appointment.

I didn’t have to commit to anything at this point.

Resolved, I grabbed my purse and headed for the clinic.


Breaking news from The Babbler

Kingston Grier’s Nanny Visits OBGYN Office

Is Captain America going to be a daddy again?

Exclusive Photos

Kingston Grier’s nanny, Briar St. Clair, has been spotted leaving the Golden Health Women’s Group office in Glendale, CA. The office’s website states: “Our patients who are bringing babies into the world deliver at the Saint Mathew’s Health Center, which is known for its private suites and superior care to new mothers.” All staff on site are practicing obstetricians/gynecologists with one endocrinologist who deals with infertility. Pretty suspicious, amirite?

And as more than one astute observer has noted, Briar appears to be hiding something behind her oversized hoodie and baggy joggers. Is there a baby bump behind all that bulky material? Judge for yourself in the photos below.

*embedded photos*

Are congratulations due to the happy couple?

Stay tuned…


Chapter Twenty-Three

King

The last thing I expected when I arrived at my trailer for my break was to see my publicist sitting on the metal steps waiting for me.

“Did I forget an appointment?” I called over to her.

Jayne stood, brushing at her skirt with a stoic expression I’d only seen on her face a few times before. The last time being when Ariel died.

My blood froze. “Is Zoe okay?”

“Zoe’s fine,” Adam answered next to me. “I told you I just got off the phone with Mak. He, Zoe, and your mother are on their way to the lot for your lunch break. They hit a bit of traffic but should be here momentarily.” Adam’s tone said he’d already told me all this before.

But I didn’t take my eyes off Jayne. She was like the grim reaper of bad news. Ariel’s parents’ demands. Ariel’s death. My mom’s betrayal. I’d learned about all of them through her. And judging by her expression, she had equally bad news for me today.

I felt numb as I crossed the asphalt toward her then waited for Adam to unlock my trailer. Jayne rested a hand on my shoulder but didn’t say anything.

She didn’t need to. I knew it was bad.

I strode into my trailer and stood in the middle of the living area, waiting for Jayne to unload whatever was going on. And I didn’t have to wait long.

“The Babbler has pictures of your nanny visiting a women’s clinic. There’s speculation online that she has a baby bump, and you’re going to be a daddy again.”

Laughter burbled out of me. I couldn’t help it. I felt so fucking relieved.

“That’s it? Really?” I said when I finally got control of myself. “You had me really fucking scared there.”

Jayne raised her eyebrows. “So you’re saying there’s no chance she’s having your baby?”

I paused. Well… Huh. “Um….”

“Shit, Kingston. Are you serious?” Jayne asked. “You’re fucking your nanny? Really?”

I hitched a shoulder. I wasn’t about to justify my decisions to her. Especially now. “We’re two responsible, single adults. What I do with my dick is my business.”

“She’s an employee, King.” Jayne crossed her arms over her chest. “Did you even think about that?”

“Technically, she’s an employee of the agency I hired.”

Jayne raised her eyebrows again.

I sighed. “I know. I get it. But we’re… She’s different.”

Adam snorted.

I turned to where he stood next to the door. Honestly, I’d forgotten he was still in the room. “You got something you want to add here?”

Adam’s face flushed red. He stared back at me for a moment before he finally shook his head.

What the fuck was that?

I didn’t have time to examine it closer because Jayne spoke again.

“I think our best plan right now is ‘no comment.’”

I snorted. “That’s ironic. What was it you said last time? Something about silence making the story bigger and how that lets them control the narrative? But suddenly now ‘no comment’ is the way to go?”

“These are two totally different situations. Every woman has the right to medical privacy. Especially when they’re going to a women’s clinic.” Judging by Jayne’s expression, she really wasn’t impressed by me.

And then what she said hit me.

Medical privacy.

Women’s clinic.

Oh shit.

I knew her heartbreak over her miscarriage. She wanted a baby more than anything. “But she loves kids,” I said dully. “You should see her with Zoe. And her job before she was my nanny was all about kids. She was a teacher at a preschool. She wouldn’t…”

“I’m not saying that, Kingston.” Jayne rested her hand on my shoulder. “I’m saying that whatever is going on is personal. It’s not up for me to speculate why she made that appointment. I just wish the rest of the world thought the same. But you might want to talk to her and find out what’s going on, since you’re sleeping with her.”

I nodded numbly and after a few moments she and Adam left me alone in my trailer.

I didn’t know how to feel.

I wasn’t ready to have another baby right now. Everything with Briar was so new and not even defined. Maybe it was for the best? Then I felt like an ass for even thinking that.

Reaching for my phone, I contemplated what to even say. You were papped coming out of a women’s clinic. Everyone thinks you’re pregnant. Are you? Were you?

Nausea tickled the back of my throat.

Shit.

I just sat there with my phone in my hand. I didn’t know what to say—what to feel. I totally believed a woman’s body was hers alone. No one else got a vote in what she did with it. But I hoped she’d at least tell me if that was what was going on.

She’d tell me, right?

Right?

The trailer door burst open as my daughter ran into the room. “Dada!”

And I had to shove all that noise to the background and concentrate on what was in front of me. My daughter.

* * *

Briar was waiting up for me when I got home. Sitting there reading on our sofa like it was a regular day. Her face lit up when she saw me. She set her tablet down and raced across the room and hugged me.

My arms reflexively went around her. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” She tugged my head down and gave me a huge, tongue-filled kiss.

I stepped into her until my jeans rubbed against her thin cotton shorts and took over the kiss. In seconds, she was swaying against me, her arms wrapped around the back of my neck.

“Oh King,” she murmured as I kissed my way down her neck.

I groaned into her skin as her enterprising hand found my hard length through my jeans and squeezed. The jolt actually woke up my brain. I remembered.

Pulling back with a smothered groan, I rested my forehead against hers. “Hey, we should talk about a few things before all the blood leaves my brain.”

“Okay.” Briar took a step back but grabbed my hand and pulled me to her spot on the couch. “Thanks for the day off, by the way. I had an appointment that took me forever to get, and I really didn’t want to cancel. I appreciate you making it happen for me.”

Sitting on the couch next to her, I angled my body so I faced her. “That’s actually what we need to talk about, in addition to a few other things.”

“I’m not following.”

“Uh, I kinda thought you’d know by now, but I’m guessing not.”

“Huh?” Her forehead wrinkled as she blinked in confusion at my non-explanation.

Shit, I was screwing this up. “My publicist came by my trailer to let me know that you were papped coming out of a women’s clinic in the Valley. And now there’s speculation online that you’re pregnant.”

She scoffed. “I wish.”

“Wait, what?” I boggled.

“Oh my god.” Briar buried her face in her hands. “I didn’t mean it like that. I swear, I’m not trying to get pregnant. Oh my god. My appointment was with a fertility specialist. And I know how that sounds. I had questions about what was possible because of my miscarriage. I’m missing a fallopian tube. I was worried it would be difficult, if not impossible, for me to get pregnant. Eventually, I want to have children of my own, but I’m not planning on getting pregnant. Not anytime soon, I mean.”

I’d opened my mouth more than once to interject during her rambling explanation, but she just kept going. And then by the end I was grinning. She was just so fucking cute and embarrassed and apologetic over nothing. If anyone should’ve been apologetic, it was me. I opened my mouth to say as much when she blurted out—

“What do you mean speculation online that I’m pregnant? Why would anyone think I was pregnant?”

Oh shit. “Uh, because you were coming out of a women’s clinic?”

I don’t know why I phrased it like a question, but I had. I knew better than to bring up the baby bump assumption.

She frowned. “But I could’ve just been there for an annual appointment. That’s stupid.”

“Never said the paps were smart. But you might want to stay off social media for a while. Lots of people have lots of stupid opinions.”

She shrugged. “I deleted my accounts back when all the attention started. It wasn’t worth it to give those jerks free reign in my head.”

“That’s probably best. I don’t even go online myself. Adam and Jayne tell me what’s going on with social media or whatever attention I get in the news. It’s easier that way.” Everything I was feeling was all tangled up. Happiness. Relief that she wasn’t pregnant. A little bit sad she wasn’t. It was confusing. “Uh, did you want to talk about your appointment?”

“I don’t know. I was debating even going. I’d made the appointment back when I first started working for you. The plan was to talk through my options and maybe even look at some sperm donor applications, but …” She looked away as her cheeks reddened. Finally she shrugged and faced me. “Now I’m not as worried about it. I know I can still have a baby down the line when I’m ready, and that’s enough for me.”

“I’m glad you got some answers. I was worried—” I cut myself off with a wince. Shit, I hadn’t meant to go there.

Briar frowned. “What were you worried about?”

“I don’t know if worried was the right word, but some things were implied during my meeting with Jayne, and I worried you were ending a pregnancy.”

“Wow.” Briar didn’t blink for a long moment. She just stared at me.

“Yeah.” I swallowed thickly. “I mean, I’ve always been an advocate for a woman’s body being under her control. Autonomy. Whatever. But I just… I was worried.”

“Wow.”

I scrubbed a hand over my face. “That’s all you have to say? Just wow.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’ve never been in a position to have to make that decision. Last time I was pregnant, I really, really wanted the baby. And if the appointment had been for that this time…I think I’d still really want it. Your baby, I mean.” She stared at me for a moment then winced at whatever she thought she saw in my expression. “Not to say that I think abortion is wrong. I think any woman should get to choose what she wants to do with her body without anyone else weighing—”

I cupped her face in my hands, ending her babbling. “I’d want you to keep it too.”

“Oh, wow,” she whispered.

I couldn’t help but smile at her third or fourth wow of the night. If I had my way, it wouldn’t be the last. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something else. I’m afraid our little agreement isn’t going to work for me anymore.”

“Oh.” Briar sat back, pulling away from my touch.

I had to bite my cheek so I wouldn’t smile. “It’s just that, I’ve…how did you put it when we were putting our rules together? I’ve caught feelings for you, so I don’t think our arrangement is going to work for me anymore.”

Briar’s eyes widened, and she seemed to hold her breath for a moment. “You’ve caught feelings for me?”

I nodded, still biting my cheek. “I’m sorry. I know that goes against the rules we set, so maybe we can think of some new ones? If that’s okay with you.”

“You jerk!” Briar pushed my shoulder. “I thought you were breaking up with me!”

I cracked up. “Sorry. Not really.” I laughed. “I love to tease the people I love.”

The smile fell off Briar’s face. “You-you… Oh my god.”

“Shit.” I closed my eyes and winced. “That wasn’t how I wanted to tell you—”

“You kinda already did.” Briar’s arms came around me. “Or does the fact that you caught feelings for me mean something other than love?”

“No, it’s, I’m…” I shook my head. “I’m really screwing this up.”

“Just say what you’re feeling. There’s never anything wrong about that.”

“I love you, Briar.”

Her eyes shined as she blinked away tears. “I love you too, King.”

And then we were too busy doing other things with our mouths to say anything else.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Briar

I swear I floated for the next three straight days. King and I were like teenagers anytime we were alone together—all over each other, whispering our feelings between passionate moans. I seriously don’t think I’d ever felt this good. Just pure, unadulterated happiness.

I was so transparent, even his mother noticed and commented on it.

“You’re awfully chipper for someone who hasn’t had coffee yet,” Joyce grumbled next to me as we pulled into the luxe grocery store parking lot with our driver, Mak, and a babbling Zoe next to me.

I winced then had to laugh. “Sorry, I’ve always been a morning person.” I unbuckled myself then Zoe and held her as we climbed out of the back of the SUV. I smiled at Mak and waited for Joyce to climb out too. “It helps when dealing with the kiddos. They’re usually pretty demanding first thing in the morning.”

“I’d forgotten, but Zoe quickly reminded me.” Joyce smiled. “But that wasn’t what I was talking about. You’ve been all but dancing around the house for the last few days. And my son has had a perpetual grin for about the same amount of time. Anything you want to tell me?”

“I, uh…” All the blood drained out of my head. Was she talking about the crazy baby watch thing the tabloids had printed? Was Kingston’s mom seriously pumping me for info—in public?

My eyes darted around the parking lot, but no one seemed to notice us, or I should’ve said me. From what King had told me, me and him were still a hot topic on the Babbler and several other tabloids. For once, I didn’t look online for myself. I didn’t want to see what people thought about me being with him—how I was worthy or hot enough or that I was too fat or whatever. I wasn’t going to let that negativity get me down. Especially now.

I still didn’t know how to answer Joyce’s question. It’d sounded innocent enough. But I could do the same math she’d clearly done. Our happiness plus the public’s speculation clearly spelled grandbaby number two for Joyce, judging by the way she was beaming despite her coffee-less grumbles.

“Nothing to tell,” I finally mumbled lamely. “Just happy to be here.”

Mak choked then tried to cover it with a cough as we crossed the parking lot.

“Right.” Joyce raised her eyebrows as we approached the entrance.

I had to pause as my phone in my back pocket rang. Jostling Zoe in my arms, I pulled out my cell and read the display.

Lyla calling

Ooops. For the fifth time in as many days, I turned my ringer off and let her call go to voicemail. I didn’t know what to say to her.

“Everything okay?” Joyce asked with a furrowed brow.

“Yeah, just a telemarketer.” I shoved my phone back into my pocket as the guilt gobbled at my heart.

“Oh, they’re the worst. I don’t know who sold my information to those bloodsuckers, but there should be a law!”

I nodded numbly and followed Joyce toward the grocery store while I tried to ignore my guilt with Lyla. We were out of coffee, among other things, and Joyce hadn’t wanted to wait for King’s housekeeper to run to the store for us. We had plenty of time, she’d declared. So here we were.

“Shana? Are you ready for this?”

My heart stopped as I heard the familiar name. It couldn’t be. We were in the heart of the Hollywood Hills. Danny and Shana lived way out in the Valley. There was no reason for her to be…

But sure enough, the woman walking toward the luxe baby shop next to our grocery store was my former friend and my ex’s very pregnant new wife.

I watched as she walked with her friends, her shirt stretching over her stomach. The last time I’d seen her in person I’d felt so angry and betrayed. That she’d slept with my husband. That she’d gotten pregnant when I’d lost my baby. That she’d had the nerve to come to our divorce proceedings. I’d literally never hated someone before her.

But now?

Now I was…oddly apathetic.

Don’t get me wrong, I still didn’t like her. But I wouldn’t step over her choking body. I’d try to save her.

Probably.

But I didn’t feel that aching, gnawing pain anymore.

Huh.

“Briar?” Joyce’s voice ripped me out of my introspection.

I blinked and noticed we were standing a few feet from the grocery entrance and everyone in my small party was staring at me. “Oh. Sorry.”

I moved through the doors and settled Zoe into a cart, my ex and his pending family forgotten.

* * *

Hours later, I was still floating on my Kingston high. He had two days of filming left, and last night, he’d invited me to the wrap party coming up this weekend. We were going official—out there for anyone and everyone. I was excited, and honestly, kinda nervous. I still had to come clean to the people in my life that I was seeing King, technically my boss, and Hollywood icon.

Holy crap.

My life was going to change in a big way. King hadn’t said it, but I knew there was a huge difference between pure speculation and printed photographic evidence when it came to media attention.

No pressure.

The thought didn’t stop me from nervously pacing upstairs that afternoon after I’d put Zoe down for her nap. Joyce had flitted off to a salon appointment, and I had no idea where Phoenix had disappeared to. So it was just me and a sleeping toddler alone in the house.

Until I heard someone swear from somewhere down the hall.

Oh god.

I didn’t know what I should do.

It couldn’t be King. He was filming tonight until eight, probably wouldn’t be home until nine. It wasn’t Joyce. Maybe Phoenix wanted to borrow King’s laptop?

I pulled out my phone and texted King.

Me: Someone’s in your office. I’m home alone with Zoe.

The second I sent it I knew he wouldn’t be able to give me any answers. He was filming. They didn’t let him have his cell on him.

I copied and pasted the message to Mak.

Me: Someone’s in King’s office. I’m home alone with Zoe. What should I do?

He replied immediately.

Mak: On my way. Barricade yourself in Zoe’s room.

I bit back nervous laughter. I had to walk by King’s office to get to Zoe’s room.

Holding my breath, I approached the open doorway to King’s office. The carpet and my careful footsteps muffled my approach.

My heart thundered in my chest.

I could do this.

Just a quick look to see who was in there, where they were in the office, then I could duck by and barricade myself in Zoe’s bedroom.

Easy peasy.

I was going to have a heart attack. Whoever was in there would be able to hear my pounding heartbeat for sure.

Oh god.

Okay.

I could do this.

The only thing between this guy and Zoe was me.

I had to do this.

Standing beside the open door, I held my breath as I strained to see who was standing at King’s desk.

Adam.

Oh geez.

All my breath left me in a whoosh that Adam heard, judging by the way he jumped.

“Shit. You scared me.” Adam scowled as he shoved his cell phone into his back pocket.

“Me? You scared me! I thought Zoe and I were alone in the house. A little head’s up next time would be appreciated. I was this close to calling in SWAT.” That reminded me. I pulled out my cell and texted Mak.

Me: False alarm. Just Adam. We’re fine.

Mak: What’s the safe word?

Me: Rose

Mak: k. I’ll stand down. You did good, kid.

Rolling my eyes but feeling strangely proud, I put my phone away. One of the first things Mak had put in place was the use of a safe word, so if I was ever in a situation like this he’d know if things were really okay. Kingston had chosen Rose because of the whole Briar, Sleeping Beauty, Rose connection. He didn’t know it was also my middle name. Not that I was going to tell him. Too embarrassing.

I looked up to say something to Adam and jumped when I saw how close he was.

“Geez. You go to ninja school or something?” I laughed uncomfortably.

Adam frowned. “Who were you texting?”

“Uh, Mak.” I don’t know why I was humoring his strange and kinda invasive question. “Why?”

He straightened and shrugged.

“Okay.” It really wasn’t. “Do you mind next time letting me know when you’re here? You about gave me a heart attack.”

Adam muttered under his breath, “Already acting like the queen of the fucking manor.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Excuse me? What did you say?”

“Nothing.” His glare made my skin crawl.

“Okay.” I turned to leave and muttered, “Nice seeing you too.”

“Really?” He mocked. “Is that how you really feel?”

I spun back around but was careful to keep my back at the doorway. “What is going on with you, Adam?”

“I don’t know. Last I heard, you were still recovering from your ‘brutal divorce.’ How did you put it again? That you weren’t ‘really ready to see anyone right now or anytime soon?’ How’s that going?”

I stared back at him, stunned. Was he really shaming me for not wanting to date him? Seriously? “I was feeling that way when we first met. But things change.” Wait, why was I justifying to him my reasons for not wanting to see him? “You know what? I don’t owe you a single thing, Adam. See you later.”

“You’re just like all the rest!” He shouted at my retreating back. “Starfuckers. Don’t know real quality when you see it. You’re gonna regret choosing him. I guaran-fucking-tee it!”

Rolling my eyes, I headed for Zoe’s bedroom.

What an asshole.


Breaking news from Celebrity Skin

Exclusive Kingston Grier Nude Pics

We have obtained exclusive pictures confirming Kingston Grier has indeed been schtupping his nanny. Hard to tell from the pictures if she’s pregnant, like everyone is wondering, but we can confirm his nanny seems to be up for everything and anything.

*embedded pictures of Kingston and Briar having sex on the sofa*

You’d think a Hollywood star like Captain America could afford a quality bed, but why walk all the way to the bedroom if the nanny is good to go wherever?

*more embedded pictures*


Breaking news from Rub&Tug

Kingston Grier is a Freak!

He might have a squeaky-clean image, but as you can see below, Kingston Grier is a freak! He gets down anywhere and everywhere, and it doesn’t seem like his current girlfriend cares in the least! Get a room! Or don’t, if it means we get to see more of him like this!!

*embedded pictures of Kingston and Briar having sex on the sofa*


Breaking news from The Babbler

Kingston Grier Nude Picture Leak Scandal

Who betrayed Captain America?

Exclusive Details

Updated 5:22 a.m.—Kingston Grier’s former in-laws have vowed to file for custody of Kingston’s daughter. “He’s not fit to keep a goldfish alive, let alone our precious granddaughter.” Karen Kleinberg, Kingston’s former mother-in-law said. “If this is the kind of childcare he provides…I just can’t. I can’t let Zoe stay in this kind of household. That poor child. I will fight for her with my dying breath.”

Looks like in addition to a security issue, Kingston is also going to have a custody lawsuit on his hands.

More to come in this developing story…

Original Story—Tonight, nude pictures depicting Kingston Grier having sex with his nanny, Briar St. Clair, showed up online. Even though the pictures confirmed what we’d all known for some time now, the pictures show Kingston inside his own house. It’s hard to believe that they are anything but stolen.

“These are clearly pictures taken from a security feed,” Gray Campbell, owner of Principal Security LA, said. “You can tell from the pixilation throughout the photo, as well as this distortion in the corner, that it’s a picture taken of a computer screen. They probably used a phone camera. I’m surprised anyone would publish these. They were obviously taken without permission.”

Looks like Kingston is going to have to take a close look at his inner circle because we smell a rat!

We’ve reached out to Kingston Grier and are waiting for comment.

Stay tuned…


Chapter Twenty-Five

King

I woke up to a cacophony of doorbell rings, cell phone chimes, and thundering knocking on my bedroom door.

“What the fuck is going on?” I groaned, reaching for, and not finding, Briar next to me in bed. “Dammit, I thought we talked about this, Bee.” I scrubbed a hand over my face, still trying to distinguish up from down. This early, I’d expect Briar to still be in bed with me like she’d been the past week. We were a couple now.

Someone pounded on my bedroom door again.

“What?” I yelled back and immediately regretted. I hoped I didn’t wake up Zoe. It was…I peered at my alarm clock. Five am? What the fuck?

Then Phoenix, of all people, poked his head into my bedroom. “You might want to come downstairs. All kinds of hell are breaking out. And Briar seriously needs you.”

“What the fuck is going on? Is Briar okay?” I swung my legs out of bed then had to look down to see if I was naked or not. Nope. I must’ve pulled on some boxers after that last round of smoking hot sex with Briar in case Zoe crawled into bed with us last night.

“Just…get dressed. Everyone’s waiting downstairs.” Nix pulled back like he was going to leave when I barked at him.

“Everyone? What’s going on, Nix? Just tell me.”

“Last night a few less reputable online celebrity news sites posted pictures of you and Briar having sex.”

“WHAT?” I shouted, jumping out of bed, morning wood be damned. “How does anyone have pictures of me and Briar having sex?” We’d only ever slept together inside my house. We’d never so much as held hands in public. There was no way anyone could get pictures of us inside my house—this place was practically Fort Knox. You had to have a gate code to even knock on my door.

“They look like pictures taken from a security feed? Of you two on your sofa downstairs—gross by the way. I’ve sat on that thing. Mak says they must be from the nanny cam.”

“Damn.” I raced toward my closet. “Tell Briar I’ll be right down. She must be so…” I couldn’t even finish the thought. Betrayed? Hurt? Angry? Violated? All the above?

I dressed quickly then ran downstairs to find Jayne, Mak, my attorney Forrest Wilson, Mom, and Phoenix all standing around my kitchen. But not Briar.

“Is Zoe still asleep?” I asked my mom.

She nodded.

“Where’s Briar?”

Mom tipped her head toward the back deck. “She needed a minute to herself.”

My heart lurched. I wanted to go to her, but I also needed to know what we were dealing with before I could begin to wrap my head around what was going on.

I sighed. “Okay, give me the bullet points—what are we dealing with? Wait, where’s Adam?”

Jayne and Mak exchanged a look then Jayne spoke. “We think he might be the leak.”

“What? Why? He wouldn’t…” I shook my head. “He’s been with me for so long. He’s signed an airtight contract and NDA. I don’t believe it.”

Mak rubbed his hands together. “It’s the only explanation that makes sense. The pictures were taken from your computer—literally pictures of your monitor. He’s the only one with access, knowledge of the cameras, and your relationship with Briar. And he was in the house yesterday afternoon.”

“He’s also not answering his phone,” Jayne added. “I called him before Mak put it all together. Adam’s gone AWOL.”

“Fuck. FUCK!” I shouted. Digging my hands through my hair, I wheezed as I thought about all the ways I would make that little prick pay. I’d thought it was weird when Briar mentioned that Adam had been in my office yesterday, but I’d chalked it up to him going the extra mile organizing scripts and contracts for me.

Not him fucking betraying me.

I swung around to Forrest and jabbed a finger in his direction. “I want that shit taken down. Whatever you got to do.”

“Already done.” Forrest inclined his head. “We’ve also let them know in no uncertain terms that lawsuits are imminent. No one has responded with justification yet —naming their inside source—but the initial articles have been taken down.”

“But the pictures have already spread through social media,” Jayne interjected. “You are all of the top five trending topics right now.”

Jayne held out her phone, showing me the list.

Kingston Grier

Nanny

#KingstonisaDILF

#IsKingstonHiring

#ProtectKingston

“Son of a bitch.” I hung my head. I didn’t even want to think about what they were saying about Briar.

Jayne pulled her phone back. “We’ve got our tech guys scrubbing all the images from the web, but it might be impossible at this point. They’re everywhere.”

“What do we do? What’s our next move?” I turned to Forrest.

He shoved his hands in his suit pockets and rocked back on his heels. “We’re already drawing up a lawsuit against Adam. Hopefully one of the sites will confirm him being the source, but I’m afraid that’s not the biggest problem you’ve got now.”

A sinking sensation spread through my body. “What could be worse than this?”

Forrest stared squarely back at me. “Your former in-laws have gone on record that they will be suing you for custody of Zoe. They’ve said that you haven’t provided a safe environment for your child.”

A buzzing sound filled my ears as I collapsed on one of the island barstools.

They were going after Zoe.

They wanted to take her away from me.

My little girl.

This couldn’t be happening.

This couldn’t be happening.

Everyone else in the room chattered on like I wasn’t having a mental breakdown. Like my entire world wasn’t imploding.

“What? That’s ridiculous.” Mom laughed incredulously. “Everyone knows there’s no better father on this Earth. You love that little girl to pieces. There’s no way they have a case.”

“Look, Kingston, I promise we’re going to fight this vigorously.” Forrest patted my shoulder. “But they now have evidence of you sleeping with your childcare provider, in the same house where your child is presumably sleeping. It’s not exactly ideal circumstances. I’m going to refer you to the best child custody firm in town.”

“Refer me? You can’t handle this?” I asked numbly. Forrest had been representing me for years.

This couldn’t be happening.

“We’re not dealing with a simple nuisance visitation request. They are going for your daughter, and no doubt they’ll be asking for child support too. This will be an all-out war. I want you to have the best representation possible. And this isn’t my area of expertise.”

I listened to him dully. My body felt numb. My entire life was imploding. I couldn’t lose Zoe, especially not to those vultures. They’d parade her in front of the media and twist her mind. If they won, there was no way Zoe would have a chance of a somewhat normal childhood. They wouldn’t protect my daughter the way I did.

This couldn’t be happening.

“I know this is a lot to take in, Kingston.” Jayne grimaced. “But I promise we’re going to do everything we can to keep your little girl safe at home.”

Mom wrapped an arm around me and squeezed my shoulders. “Phoenix and I are here for you too. We’ll be happy to testify on your behalf. You gotta keep your head up, son. You got this.”

Really? It didn’t feel like it.

I felt like I was drowning.

“I-I-I…” My voice cracked. “I gotta get to set. I’ll peek in on Zoe, but she should still be sleeping. Can you stick around and watch her, Mom? Pretty sure Briar needs a break too.”

My mom gave me a sad smile and nodded. “I’ll be here.”

“Thanks, Ma.” I turned to the rest of my team. “Keep me updated. I, uh, guess you’ll have to call or text me since I no longer have an assistant. Mak, can you make sure all his security clearances have been revoked, both here and at the studio? And Forrest, get me in with that attorney ASAP. I don’t care how much they charge or when their first available appointment is. I want to see someone tomorrow.”

“Will do.” Forrest nodded.

Mak inclined his head. “Already done.”

At least someone had their shit together. I sure as hell didn’t.

“Thanks, everyone.” I stood and headed for the back deck.

There was still one person I hadn’t talked to about this whole shit show.

But I was afraid to face her.

I hadn’t done my job. I hadn’t protected her like I should’ve. I didn’t know what I could possibly say to make it up to her.

But I had to try.

Pushing open the door, I found her on the far side of the deck, sitting on a chaise lounge with her head in her hands. I hadn’t thought it was possible for my stomach to sink any lower, but it did.

Without a thought, I crossed the deck, sat next to her on the chaise, and pulled her into my lap. My arms wrapped tight around her, I murmured, “I’m so sorry, baby.”

Briar’s breath wheezed. “Everyone saw us. Everyone. The whole world!”

“I know. I’m going to do everything I can to get them taken down. The initial websites have already removed them. And we’re going to sue their asses off.”

“You can’t put the genie back in the bottle! This is going to follow me for the rest of my life. Morality clauses are still a thing in private education. Pretty sure it was in my contract with the nanny firm too. I might not be able to work with kids again. I just…I don’t…” Whatever else she said was lost in the sobs shaking her body.

I hadn’t felt so powerless since Zoe was born. I wanted to fix it, but I couldn’t.

I just held her tight in my lap and wished like hell this wasn’t happening. That someone I’d believed in hadn’t violated that trust. I really wanted to fuck up that son of a bitch. But I couldn’t. I was too busy trying to hold Briar together.

After a few minutes, her sobs quieted into shuddering sighs. I kept rubbing a hand along her back. Things might be beyond fucked up, but somehow having Briar in my arms helped me feel a tiny bit better. Though even that was fleeting. I had to be on set soon.

“I, uh, I hate to say this, but I need to go into the studio. It’s my last day of filming. But after today, I’ll be here. We’ll figure it out, Briar. I promise.”

She gave a sad smile. “Yeah, okay.”

“But, um, as far as today goes, I don’t think you or Zoe should leave the house. You two should stay home and keep Mak close by. I’d feel better knowing my girls are safe.”

Briar snorted. “I’m not exactly eager to face the leeches right now anyway.”

“Good.” I pressed a quick kiss to her sweet lips. “You and Zoe have fun today. Maybe have her draw a picture for me? I need some new art on my office walls.”

Briar laughed softly. “I think she’d be thrilled to do that.”

Despite her laughter, shadows still lurked in her eyes.

I gave her another quick kiss, and then did the last thing I wanted to do.

I left her on the chaise chair and walked away.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Briar

You know that dream where you walk into class, and everyone is staring at you? And you look down to see you’re naked?

This was a million times worse.

For one, this was real life and not a dream. And two, not only did everyone see me naked, they saw pictures of me having sex. I didn’t know how I was going to get through today. All I wanted to do was dive into my bed, pull the covers over my head, and hide until all this was over and everyone forgot about little ole me.

But that wasn’t life. I still had a job to do and a little girl counting on me.

I stood up from the chaise lounge on the back deck where King had left me. Grabbing my cell phone on the end of the bench, I looked at the time. I had about thirty minutes before Zoe would be up.

I tried like hell to ignore the text and phone calls blowing up my phone, but a few leaked into my consciousness.

Amber Adams: Cannot believe you hooked up with Kingston Grier! How the hell did that happen? Call me! I want details!!

Chantal Stephenson: You’re with Kingston Grier? Wow! Lucky bitch. Call me! Haven’t talked to you in forever.

I couldn’t even remember who Chantal was. And as for Amber, I don’t think I’d talked to her since high school.

Thank god I’d deleted all my social media. I couldn’t imagine what the comments were like on social media and the sites that’d posted the pictures. I didn’t want to even think about it. I already felt like crap anyway. Doubtful they could make me feel any worse, but I wasn’t going to search them out. At least I wasn’t getting notifications with all that ugliness in my face.

Resolved, I turned and headed for the back door when my phone vibrated in my hand. I couldn’t deal with this anymore. Holding up my phone to power it off, I saw on the display who was calling.

Lyla Armstrong

My best friend who I’d been avoiding the last few weeks. And the person who’d gotten me this job.

Oh, this wasn’t going to be good.

But I still answered. “Hey, Lyla.”

“I honestly didn’t think you were going to answer.”

“I was just getting ready to turn my phone off. Things are a little crazy here.”

“’A little crazy.’ You think?! Do you know who called me this morning? Everyone. I’ve heard from almost everyone I know.”

I snorted and thought join the club but didn’t say as much. I knew I was on thin ice with my bestie.

“Including my boss.”

My stomach dropped. In all this, I never thought about the negative impact my decisions could have on Lyla. I’d thought about my friendship with Lyla and me, Zoe, Kingston, and my family. But the fact that this could potentially impact Lyla’s job had never even occurred to me. “Lyla, I didn’t—”

“She wanted to know if I knew about your relationship.” Lyla cut me off, tears obvious in her shaky voice. “I’d vouched for you. Hell, I practically promised that you wouldn’t try to sleep with Kingston Grier. I’d told her if there was one woman on earth who wouldn’t try to sleep with him it was my bestie. I was doing you a solid. What the hell, Bri?”

“I-I-I, I don’t know what to say,” I replied bleakly. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t set out to seduce—”

“I vouched for you! I got you a job in a field I knew you’d excel in. Plus that’d pay you a ridiculous amount of money so you could afford the IVF you desperately want. And seriously, this is how you repay me?”

“It wasn’t like that. I swear. And no one was supposed to know. We were only together in his house. We were so careful, but someone sold us out.”

Lyla scoffed derisively.

“Seriously? Do you seriously think I want pictures of myself—naked and having sex—out there for everyone to see? I get that I screwed you over, but can you at least appreciate the position I’m in? Everyone has seen. Everyone, Ly.” My voice choked up as tears clogged my throat.

Lyla’s voice gentled. “I understand you’re having an epically bad day, Bri, but can you understand the position I’m in? You signed a contract with a morality clause.”

“I know,” I whispered.

Lyla sighed. “I guess now I know why you were avoiding me. I thought you were just busy and not getting a lot of time off.”

“Well that was true too.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. I mean, we’ve been besties since forever.”

“I wanted to tell you. I ached to tell you. But I knew you would be disappointed. I never thought about how it would put you in the middle.”

“Of course I was in the middle. It took a lot of convincing with Olivia to get her to believe that I had no idea. I almost lost my job! I might still lose my job!”

“I never thought about that. I’m sorry, Lyla. I never thought that my actions would have consequences for you too. I guess I just wasn’t thinking.”

Lyla sighed. “You know that this means you can’t work for us anymore, right? The company is firing you and Kingston Grier. And I’m pretty sure they’re going to go after both of you for breach of contract and loss of compensation. You’re going to need a lawyer, Briar.”

My stomach churned. This was the last thing I’d expected. I mean sure, I get them firing me. But Kingston, too? And then to go after us for money? How was I going to afford that and a lawyer? I felt a distinct pounding behind my eyes.

This was the shitshow that kept on giving.

But all that could wait until after breakfast. First, I had to mend things with my best friend. I felt like trash for what I’d done to my relationship with Lyla. “Did I screw things up for you at work? Do you still have your job?”

“I still have my job.” Lyla sighed. “For now. But I’m definitely on thin ice with Olivia. She won’t be taking any character recommendations from me any time soon.”

“I am sorry, Lyla. I’m sorry for what this did to you at work, and I’m sorry for what I did to our friendship. I just… It wasn’t supposed to mean anything at first. It was supposed to be just two damaged people having a little fun in a safe place. But it turned into so much more, and then it all blew up in our faces. And now I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Honestly, I need some time, Bri. This hurt. I’m not saying I’m done with you, but I need a few to get over it. You betrayed me, privately and at work. I get the why, but that doesn’t erase the hurt. I’ll talk to you later.”

And she ended the call.

I stared down at my silent cell phone as tears streaked down my face.

None of this morning had felt good, but hearing the hurt in Lyla’s voice might’ve been the blow to wipe me out. I didn’t know how to do this. My parents were flying home from New York today. My best friend didn’t want to talk to me. I’d lost most of my friends in the divorce. There really wasn’t anyone I was comfortable reaching out to.

Heck, I didn’t even have a job anymore.

My phone vibrated in my hand again.

Jacqueline Warner: I cannot believe you hooked up with Kingston Grier. This is like a rom-com! So exciting! Call me!

A rom-com? Nothing about this felt romantic or light. The romance reader inside of me would’ve scoffed, but all I was capable of at the moment was more tears. My hand shook as I tried and failed to turn my phone off. Pushing more than one button at a time was beyond me, since my whole body was shaking so hard.

“Here, let me.”

I jumped, as Phoenix loomed over me and took my phone out of my hand.

His eyes darted as he obviously read the message visible on my lock screen. “Jealous bitches.”

Then his eyes widened, and he cursed again before he tightened his grip on my phone and successfully powered it off.

“What did that one say?” I asked weakly.

“Not important.” He shoved my phone into his back pocket then gently wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “King asked me to check on you before he left. And I have a feeling you need some breakfast. I know I’m starving.”

My mind was stuck on the King part of what he’d said. “King already left?”

Phoenix nodded as he steered me toward the door. “Yup. Last day of filming. He said we’d all sit down and pound out a plan when he got home tonight. And that he doesn’t want you out here worried about what trolls think or about that stupid custody lawsuit. So let’s get some breakfast. My mom makes a mean Monte Cristo.”

“What custody lawsuit? Who’s suing for custody?”

Phoenix had reached for the doorknob but froze with his arm outstretched. “He, uh, didn’t tell you about that part? Shit.”

“Who’s suing him?” My mind raced. “His in-laws? Because of the pictures? Really?”

Phoenix shoved the door closed. He turned and gave me a steady look. “I promise you everything is under control. Kingston has—or will have, anyway—the best lawyers in the state representing him. He and Zoe will be fine.”

But all I heard was custody lawsuit. The phrase circled in my head again and again. “Oh my god. I’ve ruined his life.” I dashed away the tears that continued to pour from my eyes and thought frantically. He’d gone from Hollywood hunk to porn pinup. And now he was going to lose his little girl. “I’ve ruined his life, and I gotta…I gotta get out of here.”

“Whoa!” Phoenix held his hands up. “Let’s not fly off the handle. No one’s life is ruined. This is just a minor blip. Trust me. I’ve gone through way worse shit, and I’m still here. I just signed with an agent yesterday. Hollywood loves a comeback story. And King is in a way better spot than me. He’s got loads of jobs lined up, a little girl who loves him to death, and an amazing woman in his life. If you ask me, King has everything in life that matters.”

Something about Phoenix’s easy demeanor and sweet words calmed my racing heart and stemmed the flow of my tears. “You really think so? I can’t be the reason that King loses Zoe. She means everything to him.”

“I’d argue that he still has room in his heart for someone else.” Phoenix hitched a shoulder. “But what do I know? I’m just his screwup little brother.”

“I think you have more depth than anyone has ever given you credit for. Thank you, Phoenix. I really appreciate everything you said.”

“Yeah well…I’m pretty sure whatever I said was a line from one of my shows. Or something.” He fidgeted like he didn’t know what to do with his hands. And like he didn’t know how to take a compliment. I wondered how often he’d heard them in his life—a genuine, honest compliment anyhow.

“Right. You said something about Monte Cristos? That happens to be my favorite brunch dish. I suppose we could have it for breakfast too. And Zoe should be up soon. I bet she’d love some French toast.”

“She’s already up. Mom brought her down a minute ago. She’s all riled up about some cartoon on tv. I guess Mom can’t find it or something?”

I laughed for the first time today. Zoe was a huge fan of CoComelon and their cutesy nursery rhymes and songs. Which reminded me of something I saw online yesterday while Zoe had been hypnotized by her favorite show. “That’s because it’s on streaming. I’ll get it.” I stepped past Phoenix and opened the door myself. “And then I want to talk about a little plan that came to me. I promised King I wouldn’t leave the house today, but I’m gonna need you and Mak to help me kinda, sorta break that promise.”

Phoenix trailed me into the house. “Does it have to be today? The paparazzi pressure is going to be insane. You think you know, but you really don’t. They’re already staked out at the front gate here, and I can guarantee they’re at the studio and your parents’ house, and maybe even your ex’s too.”

“King is used to it. My parents are flying back from New York today. They’re probably already in the air actually. And my ex is a tool who deserves worse, not that there’s anything I can do about any of that. But what I can do could help King with his custody lawsuit and with public opinion.”

“Huh.” Phoenix pulled a contemplative expression. “I’m listening.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Still Briar

I wasn’t supposed to pick my parents up from the airport, but I’d called my sister and got their flight details, so I knew when they would land. And since they were in the air when I came up with my brilliant plan, I couldn’t exactly warn them I was about to kidnap them after a six-hour flight.

My mom was going to kill me.

But I knew she’d help me if I could’ve asked. She’d just probably want to freshen up in the restroom before being confronted by a wall of paps photographing her every move.

It made hiding in the SUV in short-term parking a little bit more palatable. Hopefully Mom’s wrath would calm somewhat before she got into the SUV. I was hiding in the car because of my newfound notoriety. And so was Phoenix. Neither of us could approach baggage claim without causing mayhem, which left Mak to fetch my parents. He knew them, unlike Titus, the extra bodyguard Mak required to go with us before we could leave the house.

Actually, Mak called him Tee. When the huge, heavily tattooed man with a neck the size of my thigh arrived, he hadn’t said much, or anything really. I only learned his name through a riveting conversation we had while waiting in the parking terminal.

“So, um, what’s Tee short for?” I asked, trying to break the silence in the car.

“Titus,” Tee grunted.

“Is that first or last?” Phoenix asked with his characteristic snark.

Tee swung around and stared at Nix with this dead-eyed expression that made my blood freeze. Then he swung back to stare out the windshield like nothing had happened.

An awkward silence reigned once again.

Until Nix tipped his head down at me and muttered out of the side of his mouth, “I don’t think we should call him Mister T. Something tells me he won’t like it.”

I had to stifle my giggles. I don’t know why I found it so funny. Either the tension of the day or Nix’s delivery just really hit my funny bone, and then my giggles were getting out of control.

After a few beats, Nix frowned down at me. “You okay, lil sis? It wasn’t that funny.”

Titus grunted his agreement from the front seat.

Which set me off again.

I wiped at my eyes and sighed. “Sorry. It’s just been a day, and it’s not even noon yet.”

“I get it. I’ve had more than my share of days like this. It’s just nice to wake up and not see my wasted ass splashed all over the tabloids. Not that your ass isn’t fine.”

I gave him my angry teacher glower. “Nix?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t talk about my ass. Ever. But especially not in front of my parents.”

“I’ve got ya.” Nix smirked. “I won’t embarrass my little sister. Did I ever tell you I’d always wanted a little sister? It really sucks being the youngest. I would’ve loved to have someone to boss around like my brothers always did with me.”

“You know you’re only like four months older than me, right?”

“Really? You give off real little sister vibes. Like a cute little kitten.”

I shook my head then muttered, “You don’t want to know what vibes you give off.”

Titus snorted again. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed by our little back and forth.

My curiosity fled as I spotted Mak and my parents leaving the terminal.

“They’re coming!” I squealed like a little girl, thrilled to see my parents.

“Total little sister vibes.” Phoenix laughed.

“Shut up.” I purposefully elbowed him on my way past his seat to the side door.

“Stop,” Titus barked. “No leaving the vehicle.”

I huffed. “But they’re right there.”

“And so are they.” Titus pointed to three cars idling twenty feet away and pointing right at us. “It’s not a coincidence they got here a few minutes after us. I clocked at least ten other vehicles tailing us here from Kingston’s place. I guarantee you they didn’t give up and go home.”

I deflated, my excitement at seeing my parents for the first time in weeks draining away. “Oh.”

“Right now, Mak escorting a middle-aged couple out of the airport isn’t a story. But if the paps spot you, they’ll be all over your parents and you like that.” Titus snapped his fingers. “And as far as I know, that’s not the plan yet. Right?”

“Right,” I repeated weakly. Pivoting, I slunk into the captain chair behind the driver seat like a puppy with their tail between their legs. In all the lead up to the plan, I forgot about this part. The part where I had to explain to my parents what had happened—how I was sleeping with my boss and how there were pictures of us doing so all over the internet.

I really didn’t want to tell my parents. Especially with an audience. What was I thinking? Maybe it wasn’t too late to back out now.

“Chin up, lil sis.” Phoenix leaned over and patted my back. “Here they come.”

The side door opened at the same time as the back hatch. My mom came scrambling into the SUV, with my dad on her heels, as Mak loaded their luggage into the back.

“Briar. Rose. St. Clair.” My mom glowered at me from the back seat next to Phoenix. “What on earth is going on?”

Phoenix tried and failed to cover his laugh with a cough. “Damn, full named. And Rose? Really?”

I sighed. I guess I was really doing this with an audience. “Mom, Dad, this is Kingston’s brother, Phoenix. He’s here for moral support and to be a general pain in my butt.”

Mom smiled tightly at Phoenix. “Nice to meet you. I’m sure we’ll love you as much as we do your brother. And your niece.”

“Nice to meet you, son.” My dad reached over my mom and shook Nix’s hand.

Phoenix shook my parents’ hands and then laughed. “Nice to meet you folks. I gotta tell you this all has been so fucking entertaining for me. It’s really bizarre that perfect Kingston Grier is the one who screwed up for a change.”

I closed my eyes and groaned as my mom swung around and demanded, “What does that mean, Briar?”

“Uh, that depends.” I smiled weakly. “How much do you know?”

“Briar.” My mom gave me her disappointed mother look she was so flipping good at.

And I caved. “I’m dating Kingston.” It seemed like the best explanation for our tangled history. “We were keeping things between us kinda secret, so his assistant, Adam, didn’t know and didn’t appreciate it when I turned him down. I think. I’m still not a hundred percent sure what set Adam off. But he flipped out and sold some inappropriate pictures of me and King to the media. The pictures are everywhere, and now King could lose custody of Zoe.”

“Inappropriate?” my dad drawled. “What does that mean?”

Oh god. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at them when I said this part. “They’re pictures of us…naked…”

“There are naked pictures of you on the internet?” my mom shrieked. “That’s why those vultures are out there?”

My stomach bottomed out. Shame and humiliation blanketed me as tears burned my eyes. I didn’t know how to do this. I didn’t want to do this. I’d spent so much time this morning obsessed with the plan I’d purposefully blocked the whole naked/sex pictures thing from my mind. I’d rather be in bed with the blankets pulled over my head, avoiding reality.

Mom still had a horrified expression on her face. “Oh, Briar. Honey. I’m so sorry.”

My dad shifted in his seat. A muscle flexed in his jaw as he stared down at his hands. “Kingston could lose custody?”

“No,” Phoenix chimed in from his perch on the other side of the backseat. “He won’t. He can’t. We’re going to hire the best lawyers in town. We won’t let him lose his little girl.”

I smiled sadly at Nix. Some things you just can’t control. No matter how hard you try. “His ex-in-laws have said that they’re going to file for custody. That his relationship with me—and the leaked pictures—are proof that he’s an unfit parent. King, apparently, is confident that he’ll win.” I swallowed hard. “I’m worried.”

“Just to clarify,” Nix chimed in again. “Briar and Kingston didn’t do anything wrong. Two consenting adults should be able to have a relationship and not have the intimate details spewed all over the internet. The pictures were stolen. King’s assistant went into King’s office and took pictures of the security feed. He broke his NDA at the very least, but King’s lawyer is looking at—”

“Kingston was recording my daughter?” Dad yelled, cutting Nix off. Dad swung around to me, wrath vibrating his entire body. “That son of a bitch! I’m gonna kill him. He’s fucking dead.”

“Dad, no. It’s not like that.” God, this was embarrassing. “We weren’t making a film or whatever. It was from the nanny cam in the living room. I knew there was a camera in the room. I just kinda forgot in the moment. And so did he.” I buried my face in my hands. There were some things I never, ever wanted to talk to my parents about ever again. This topped that list. “Can we move on? Please? There’s a reason why we picked you guys up from the airport today.”

“Okay. Let’s all calm down. Take a breath.” Mom patted my dad’s leg and sent him a get-your-shit-together look. After a beat, she gave me a tense smile. “How can we help you with this whole crazy situation, honey?”

“I want to help Kingston. He might think he’s bulletproof or whatever, but he’s the most vulnerable when it comes to his little girl. He can’t lose her. Especially because of me.”

Everyone spoke at once, talking over each other. “Briar—”

“Oh, honey.”

“That’s not what’s going on,” Mak tossed in from the driver’s seat.

“However you see it.” I held up my hands. “He’s in this situation because he’s dating me. And I want to help him fix it. Public perception is so important. With the media, the general public, and you know judges see that stuff too. So I was thinking the best way to combat all this is to show that Zoe has a loving, stable environment. Which is why I’m taking you guys’ wedding dress shopping.”

“What? You’re getting married?” Dad asked, his eyes wide.

“Where’s the ring?” Mom grabbed my left hand. Her gaze ran over my bare ring finger before she stared incredulously at me. “He didn’t give you a ring?”

I winced. “He doesn’t exactly know about this.”

“What?” Mom shouted again.

My pulse pounded behind my eyes. I was definitely getting a headache. “It’s his last day filming, so he’s busy. We didn’t exactly get a chance to talk about it. But I think this is the best way to combat the insanity of those pictures and show that we’re a stable couple. My parents, and someone from his family, going to buy a wedding dress with me. We’re flipping the narrative.”

“I don’t know, Briar.” Mom grimaced. “Won’t people start questioning him about when the wedding is? Won’t you have to get married eventually?”

I leaned forward. “But that’s the point. People will be talking about us as a couple. About our wedding and storybook romance. The more we give them positive stuff to talk about, the less they’ll talk about the pictures. His publicist is totally on board. Along with King hiring a shark of an attorney, the best way forward for Zoe is a united front.”

Mom shared a look with my dad that was clearly full of uncertainty. They didn’t approve. They weren’t going to do it.

I swallowed hard. “I need to know if you guys are in or not. Mak can drop you off at home instead, and Nix and I will go to the boutique on our own. I understand if you’re not comfortable with this.”

My parents exchanged another charged look, then my mom nodded. “We’re in.”

“Are you sure?” I raised my eyebrows as I remembered her hesitancy from only a few moments ago. “It will be insane. There were dozens of photographers and news vans out front of King’s gates this morning. We think like half of them have followed us here.”

Dad nodded firmly. “We support you, Briar. We’ll go.”

“And we want to help King and Zoe.” Mom smiled sadly. “That little girl needs to have her daddy. She’s lost so much already.”

The last time I saw them I’d filled my parents in on the past on the tricks King’s ex-in-laws had tried to pull when he’d attempted visitation with them. And they knew firsthand how fervently he protected her.

I smiled in relief. “Okay. Great. We’re headed to the boutique, Mak. No pitstops.” He’d been driving in that general direction until my parents made up their minds. I turned back to them and took a deep breath. “The whole point of this is that we don’t say anything. The paparazzi will yell whatever questions they want at us, but we don’t respond. We’re not going on record that we’re getting married. I’m just going into the store with my parents and boyfriend’s brother.”

“But she will be trying on dresses while we’re there,” Phoenix tossed in, staring down at his phone. “It’s a real appointment so the shop girls can spill details to the media too potentially.”

“Well, here’s something that’ll help with appearances.” My mom slid off her wedding ring and held it out to me. “Might be best to twist the band around so the stone is in your palm. I doubt someone like King would buy a ring like this, but it’ll help with the story.”

Tears burned my eyes at my mom’s thoughtful, sweet gesture. This ring had literally represented everything I thought a marriage should be. And the thought of even temporarily wearing it…ermmygod.

“I thought we were over the whole Kingston obsession,” my dad muttered.

My tears melted away, and I laughed until my cheeks were sore. “Oh my god, can we please never talk about that again?”

“Yes. Please.” My mom’s eyes bulged. “Considering everything that’s happened, let’s never speak of that. Ever.”

Giggling, I avoided Phoenix’s questioning look. I definitely wasn’t filling him in about Kingston’s spot on my mom’s five freebie list in front of my parents. As I slid the ring onto my left ring finger, I stared down at the stone my dad had bought for my mom over thirty years ago. “I’d love it if King picked out a ring like this, Mom. It’s perfect. I’ve always thought so.”

“So do I.” Mom smiled tearfully at my dad then leaned over and gave him a kiss.

I had to look away so I could brush my tear away. But Phoenix didn’t. He stared at my parents like he’d never seen anything like them before.

I sighed as the car idled in traffic. This was such a perfect moment. I wished King and Zoe could be here too. I wanted to call him and fill him in on the plan, but since he didn’t have an assistant anymore, I’d never get through to him before my appointment.

What was that saying? It was better to ask forgiveness than permission? That was going to be my mantra today.

King would understand. I was doing this for him and Zoe. And we didn’t have to get married. People would assume whatever they wanted, and we could keep on going like we had before. Nothing had to change. We were just changing public perception.

Still, my nerves were obvious as I twirled my mom’s ring on my finger.

I tried to take a few deep breaths to calm down. It was going to be okay. King would understand.

I hoped.

The car pulled to a stop in front of the boutique, and insanity ensued. People crowded the car, pressing into the windows and shouting questions. Flashes all but blinded us inside the car.

Mak twisted around to address us from the driver’s seat. “Stay put. We’re going to make some room. No stopping for questions or pictures. We go straight into the store. Everyone clear on the plan?”

He’d been addressing us for most of his little speech, but he said the last bit to Phoenix.

Nix raised his eyebrows innocently. “I’m totally on board, big man. Let’s get my little sister a wedding dress!”

Mak sighed then looked at me. I shrugged. He was Phoenix. What could I say?

Our bodyguards exited, and the crowd roared even louder.

My pulse thundered in my ears. Oh my god. I was doing this. I was facing the media and then trying on wedding dresses. When had this become my life?

“Everyone put on sunglasses, and don’t look directly into the cameras.” Phoenix slid his sunglasses on. “It might be daylight, but you’d be surprised how many still use flashes right in your face. Keep your gaze down and don’t forget to smile. This is a happy occasion. Your daughter is trying on wedding dresses. Everyone’s happy.”

He said the last in a silly voice that instantly had me giggling. I was amazed that Nix knew exactly what to say to break the tension of the moment.

Then the doors opened, and the insanity hit me like a freight train.

Voices, questions, camera clicks.

Phoenix exited first and disappeared into the crowd.

Mak held his hand out to me, and I grasped it like a lifeline. He pulled me out of the car, then dropped my hand but stayed close to my side as we waded through the crowd.

The questions were relentless.

“Briar! Are you getting married?”

“Briar! Over here!”

“Any advice for other nannies looking to trap a man?”

“Look over here!”

“When’s the big day?”

“How’s Kingston in bed?”

“Do you sleep with all your bosses?”

As we approached the boutique, I was a bundle of nerves. I was conscious of all the eyes on me now, and later when the pictures would be published. Everyone was looking at me. Judging me. And they’d already seen me naked. How could I ever hold my head up high again?

Out of nowhere, Phoenix slipped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me into his side. His head tipped down so he could speak into my ear, and I could hear him over the cacophony of shouted questions and camera clicks. “When we get a minute, I wanna talk about that middle name, Briar Rose.”

I choked. “Yeah, let’s not.”

“Fine, but you are totally spilling the tea on your mom’s obsession with my brother. What was that about?”

“She had him down as one of her five celebrity freebies.”

Phoenix jerked away and stared at me with wide eyes. When I didn’t say anything more, he laughed so hard he had tears in his eyes. “Oh my god! I can’t wait to tell King.”

I shook my head frantically. “You’re not. And don’t say anything to my mom!”

“No promises.” Phoenix grinned mischievously, and I groaned.

But still I felt lighter than I had before as we entered the boutique.


Breaking news from The Babbler

Wedding Bells Soon to Ring for Kingston Grier?

The Nanny goes wedding dress shopping

Exclusive Details

Nanny to Kingston Grier (and confirmed bedmate) Briar St. Clair was spotted shopping with her parents at the exclusive wedding dress boutique, Di Capo Designs. Also along for the dress appointment? Kingston’s little brother Phoenix Grier! The Supernatural School of Shifting star was very friendly with Briar, laughing and joking as they approached the boutique.

*embedded photograph*

As you can see in the pictures below, Phoenix, Briar, and her parents arrived with two bodyguards to hold back the huge crowd of photogs.

*embedded photographs*

But what’s that silver band on Briar’s left ring finger?

*embedded photograph*

The stone has been turned around into her palm, but dare we say that’s an engagement ring on Briar’s hand? Is Kingston Grier off the market and engaged to his nanny? Considering the photo, the location, and the company—his brother and her parents?!—we think it’s all but confirmed that there will be wedding bells soon for the oldest Grier brother.

We’re waiting on an official comment from Kingston’s spokesperson.

Stay tuned…


Chapter Twenty-Eight

King

This was turning into the longest day ever. And I had to push through it with the knowledge that everyone had seen the pictures.

Three people had commented on my glutes, two had thanked me for the free promo, since a few outlets had mentioned our current project, and one asshole had asked where I’d hired my nanny since his didn’t put out. Despite my strong desire to punch the son of a bitch, I’d given him a cold glare and shoulder-checked him on my way by.

I didn’t have the bandwidth today for another scandal.

But apparently the shitstorm wasn’t done raining on me. In what was becoming a habit, my publicist Jayne waited for me outside my trailer.

I sighed. “Hey, Jayne. Who fucked up this time?”

“Huh?” She shook her head and laughed lightly. “No new fires. I just wanted to get your thoughts on a few things. Plus, since you don’t have an assistant, I’ve been getting some of the calls that Adam would’ve usually fielded.”

“Fantastic.” I unlocked my trailer—because I didn’t trust anyone at this point—and waved her inside. “Let’s get this over with quick. I want to video call Zoe.”

“Right.” Jayne followed me inside and set her bag and binder down on the little table. “Don’t forget you’re supposed to call your mom, not Briar.”

“Huh? Why would I call my mom?”

Jayne’s eyes widened. “Because she’s watching your daughter.”

“Where’s Briar?”

“You don’t know? Everyone said you signed off on the plan. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted Phoenix. But Briar said…” Jayne groaned and her jaw flexed as she no doubt grounded her teeth. “Dammit.”

“What is going on, Jayne? Where’s Briar, and why isn’t she watching my daughter?”

“She and Phoenix picked her parents up from the airport, and they’re all going to Di Capo Designs.”

“And?” Like I knew what Di Capo Designs was.

“It’s a wedding dress boutique. She’s going wedding dress shopping with her parents and your brother with a horde of paparazzi trailing behind them.”

I collapsed into a chair. “She’s going wedding dress shopping?”

My brain spun as Jayne went on about a plan and flipping the narrative, using the paparazzi attention to our advantage.

But all I could think was that Briar was trying on wedding dresses. Briar in a long, white gown with a veil trailing behind her as she walked up the aisle toward me at the altar, a clutch of flowers in one hand and Zoe’s little hand in the other.

I wanted that.

I wanted that more than air at the moment, judging by this lightheaded sensation.

Taking a gulp of air, I pulled out my phone and tapped out a text to my brother.

Me: Buy whatever dress Briar likes the most today

Nix: ARE YOU SERIOUS?!

Me: Yup. Buy it. I’ll pay ya back

“I’m so sorry, Kingston.” Jayne groaned. “I really thought you were briefed on the plan and approved. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted Phoenix. But we can fix this. I can fix this. We just need to—”

“There’s nothing to fix. I agree. It’s a great plan. Or was. But it’s going to be real, as soon as I can get a few people on board. Do you have Ilan Ice’s number?”

“Whoa. Um…” Jayne sank into the chair opposite me like her knees wouldn’t hold her up anymore. “Are you sure?”

“Why is everyone asking me that today? Yes, I’m sure. I love her. She’s it for me. And I’m pretty sure I’m it for her too.”

“That’s great, Kingston. I’m happy for you both. And if it helps any, I think your fans are definitely on your side, too.”

“Side? What do you mean?”

“People are actively posting other pictures of you, and Briar too, on social media to push down hits on the other pictures. #ProtectKingston is the number one hashtag on multiple platforms. Number two is #ProtectBringston.”

“Bringston?” I was a little bit ashamed to admit that I liked the sound of that. And I especially loved that they put Briar first rather than me. “They’re trying to protect us? They’re really doing that?”

“Your fans love you. After that post came out on the Babbler about the pictures being stolen, your fans all clamored to help and stop the reposting of the images.” Jayne smiled, her eyes shining with emotion. “I know you’ve had your doubts about continuing to work in this industry with everything that’s happened with Ariel, her parents, Zoe, and now with your former assistant, but you have made a difference. You’ve impacted people’s lives so much that they’re eager to give back. People love you, Kingston.”

I tipped my head in acknowledgement of Jayne’s rare, profound words. A sense of peace I hadn’t felt in a long time settled in my chest, easing the ache that’d been gnawing at me. I had to clear my throat before I could speak. “Thanks, Jayne. I appreciate that.”

“I hope you, Briar, and Zoe are as happy as I’ve been with my brood. Family’s really the only thing that matters—however and wherever you find it.”

It was humbling to hear Jayne compare my pending marriage to her successful relationship with San Fran’s former quarterback, who she’d married twenty years ago and had two children with. The publicist and the quarterback had been celebrity relationship goals since they started dating back when Ben had still been playing. They’d both juggled their jobs through pregnancies, two national championships, and countless client scandals—a few belonging to me. The fact that they were still together and going strong over twenty years later gave me a ridiculous amount of hope.

Not all celebrity relationships were dumpster fires after all.

“Thanks, Jayne. That means more to me than you know. After Ariel and everything, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do this again. But for you to think Briar and I have got a chance of making it? I don’t think I have to tell you how much that means to me. You’ve felt like an older sister to me since I signed on with your firm. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

Jayne blinked and turned her head away as she wiped at her eyes. “Thank you, Kingston. And I really appreciate you calling me an older sister and not a mother figure.”

I laughed with her, shaking my head. Women. But honestly, the past couple of years, Jayne filled a void not having my mom in my life had left me with. So she kinda had been a mother figure for me. Not that I was stupid enough to say it out loud. After a moment, I asked, “So Ilan’s number? Do you have it?”

Jayne shook her head. “I can dig around. I’m sure Ben does. Let me text him.”

“Nah, that’s okay. I have an in with him.”

“Okay. Um, pretty sure everything else you have on your plate can wait until after you’ve sorted all that out. Do you need me to hang around and help with Ilan?”

“Thanks, Jayne, but I think I can handle it.”

“Okay.” She smiled as she stood and headed for the door. “Congrats. And I think we both know you’re a lucky man.”

“I do. I mean, I am.”

Jayne smirked as she let herself out of the trailer. A few beats after the door closed, I heard her light laughter as she walked away.

I grinned. It was a pretty awesome slip of the tongue after all.

Shaking my head, I turned my cell back on, and navigated to my texts with my other brother. I ignored all his texts checking in with me because of the pictures and typed out a quick message.

Me: I need Ilan Ice’s contact info. Do you have his direct number?

Surprisingly Rome texted back quickly. I only had to pace around my trailer for a few minutes before he replied.

Rome: Shit, I knew I should’ve come down. You sure?

Me: Yup

Rome. Fine. Expect me and Sophia in a few days. Here ya go

He attached Ilan’s info.

Rome: Congrats, bro. I’m happy for you and Zoe. Can’t wait to meet my new little sister

I grinned. That sounded kinda awesome to me. Family.

I tapped on Ilan’s contact info and called him.

“You got Ilan.”

“Ilan, it’s Kingston Grier. How soon can you get out to Century City with some engagement rings for me to look at?”

“What kind of style are you thinking of? What’s your girl like?”

I snorted. “I know jack shit about rings. That’s your department. But I know I want the best for my girl. Something that looks antique but not ostentatious. My girl is classy, but I want her to be comfortable to wear it every day.”

“I feel you, I feel you. I have a few rings in mind. Give me an hour?”

“Can’t wait to see you. And uh, no need to be discreet. My girl is currently out trying on wedding dresses. I think it’s safe to say the secret is out.”

He grunted. “Text me the meetup location details. See ya soon.”

I pumped my fist as I ended the call.

I had a plan. And I had a date with the Ice Man. I couldn’t wait.

Now today was turning into the longest day ever for a whole new reason.

The anticipation was eating me alive. I wanted to get home to my girls with my ring in hand. But I couldn’t. I had a date to pick out the ring in an hour and then two more scenes to film before we wrapped.

I tapped a quick text to Ilan so he had my trailer location and made sure security had his info so he’d get through to me. Then with nothing else to occupy me, I pulled up the Babbler’s website and read all about my girl’s trip to the wedding dress boutique.

* * *

Of course nothing was going to go smoothly today. My last day filming ran over. It was almost two in the morning by the time I got home. Long after Zoe had gone down, and judging by Briar’s closed bedroom door, her too.

The only happy note at the end of my day was the weight a certain little ring box burned in my pocket. It was perfect—a mix of filigree and sparkle. The vintage halo setting reminded me so much of Briar, I didn’t even need to look at the other rings. I saw it and just knew.

But now I had to wait to give it to her.

And the moment had to be just as perfect as the ring.

I had a few phone calls to make.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Briar

I woke up the next morning alone in my own bed to a silent house. That wasn’t totally unusual. Staring hazily at the clock, I saw it was after seven in the morning. Apparently, I’d slept in after I’d waited up for King to come home. I’d conked around 1 am, unable to keep my eyes open. What time had he finally rolled in last night?

After quickly dressing and brushing my hair and teeth, I stumbled down the hall to check on Zoe. I carefully pushed the door open and found her toddler bed empty.

Empty?

Why was the house so silent if Zoe was up?

Where was Zoe?

I tore down the hall to King’s room, but it was empty too.

Oh god.

Something must’ve happened.

Something bad.

I ran down to the kitchen. All I really wanted to do was yell for Zoe and Kingston, but I didn’t.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe.

All the air left my lungs as I reached the bottom of the stairs and found Kingston standing there barefoot, in a simple white t-shirt and jeans while holding a single peach rose like a reality dating show contestant.

He was here. He was okay.

God, he looked amazing.

“Where’s Zoe?” I wheezed.

King frowned. “Having breakfast with my mom. Are you okay?”

I rested my hands on my knees as I panted, trying and failing to catch my breath. To go from all-out fear to calmness was impossible. And exhausting. And I was seriously pissed at King for making me worry. “What the hell?”

“I thought you’d appreciate sleeping in this morning.” King shook his head as he crossed the room to stand at my side and muttered, “Guess I was wrong.”

I would’ve laughed, but I was too busy trying to breathe.

His hand rested on my back, patting me gently. “This isn’t going at all like I’d hoped.”

“What isn’t?” The room swam for a second. “I’m sorry. You were being so sweet. But after yesterday, I was worried when I woke up late, alone, and in a silent house. I thought something really bad had happened.”

“Right.” King shook his head as he smiled slightly down at me. “Sorry for scaring you, Briar. But um, I wanted to talk to you about yesterday.”

I winced. Yesterday. Since we’d already talked about the pictures, I had a feeling he wanted to talk about that other thing I did. When I went wedding dress shopping with family and didn’t tell Kingston beforehand. “Yeah, about that… I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you about it, but I’m not sorry I did it. What we have and that little girl are worth fighting for. I’m going to do anything and everything to protect the ones I love. So sorry, not sorry.”

“Goddamn, I fucking love you.” King pulled me into his arms and held me tight. The rose in his hand pressed against my shoulder, the thorns biting into my skin.

But I didn’t care.

And then we were kissing. Hard and long. Until both of us were panting with need. My hands went down to his fly, and I already had the first button undone when his hands covered mine. He pulled away and cursed under his breath. “I’m really screwing this up. It’s hard to think when you’re standing right there looking like that.”

I had nothing. My brain blanked.

Because Kingston had stepped away from me and was on his knee in front of me, holding out the most gorgeous ring I’d ever seen in my life.

“Like I said, I wanted to talk about yesterday. I fucking love you, and I want to make it official. Will you marry me, Briar?”

“Yes.” I nodded, my voice choked. But it didn’t matter. King stood up and held me tight again. Only this time, it wasn’t the rose biting into my shoulder, it was the huge freaking ring in his hand.

He gave me another long, hard kiss then pulled back to slide the large, halo blue sapphire ring onto my finger. “I know diamonds are usually the stone for engagement rings, but the second I saw this ring it made me think of your gorgeous blue eyes, and I had to have it.”

“It’s perfect.” I stared down at the huge round cut blue stone with the halo of smaller diamonds circling it. Turning my hand, the light sparkled off the stones, but I couldn’t look away from the delicate filigree dancing down the band. It was modern but also kinda antique-y. “It looks like something a princess would have.”

“Then it really is perfect. King and his princess.”

I laughed and lightly smacked his shoulder. “Oh my god. You’re so corny!”

“You’re right. You’re not a princess, you’re a fighter. And the only woman I want by my side for the rest of my life.”

“I love you.”

“I fucking love you too.”

And then we were kissing again.

I loved this man.

I couldn’t believe this was real.

Holy shit. I was getting married again!

I pulled back to say as much when someone opened the back door and stuck their head in.

Phoenix frowned at us. “Can we come in yet?”

King groaned and rested his forehead against mine. “This had sounded like such a good idea last night.”

“What…?”

But my question was answered as Phoenix, Zoe, and Joyce entered the kitchen. Followed by Roman Grier, his new wife, and my parents. My jaw dropped. Because the parade wasn’t over. My sister Ella, her husband, my bestie Lyla—who hadn’t been talking to me last I knew—King’s publicist Jayne and some tall guy holding her hand, and Mak all crowded around us.

“Dada! Bwi-are. I want Bwi-are!” Zoe wiggled out of Joyce’s arms and raced over to us with her arms raised. “Up!”

I laughed and gave into the tiny tyrant’s demand to pick her up. “Good morning to you, peanut.”

“Wook. Pwetty.” Zoe held up the pendant on the silver necklace around her neck. A delicate trio of sapphires identical to mine sparkled in her tiny hand.

I gasped. “It’s gorgeous, Zo. And look. It matches mine.” I held my ring up against her necklace, and she beamed.

“You mine.” Zoe grinned.

King laughed. “I told her that we were getting married and that meant that you would be her new stepmom.”

“Oh.” It was so sweet, but still I felt a little pang at the ‘step’. And my slight disappointment must’ve leaked into my tone.

“Unless…” King raised his eyebrows.

I shook my head. “Ariel will always be her mom. I don’t think we should try to erase that. Ever.”

“No, I agree. But you’ll be the one here on a daily basis doing all the work.”

I tilted my head and gave him a look.

“Not all the work. You know I’m hands on too. I’m just saying…”

“I know what you’re saying—and I appreciate it—but I don’t think this is the time. With the pending case still hanging over our heads, the last thing we need is someone telling the caseworker or judge or whatever that we’re erasing her mom. Let’s just let things flow. She’s not even two, yet. There’s plenty of time to decide on titles later.”

“You’re right. We’ve got the rest of our lives together.” His arm came around me, and he pulled me into a hug with Zoe still in my arms.

Zoe’s little arms patted both of us, and I lost it.

Tears welled in my eyes and a few streaked down my cheeks. “I love you two so much.”

“Wuv you, Bwi-are,” Zoe repeated.

Kingston didn’t say anything. I suspected he couldn’t when I saw all the emotion burning in his eyes.

The moment was perfect.

“Gah, you guys are like a freaking Hallmark card!” Phoenix shouted from his barstool at the island. “Are you done with the goopy bull sh—stuff yet? I’m hungry. Where’s the breakfast you promised us, bro? Feed us!”

Joyce whacked Phoenix on the shoulder. “Leave them alone and get off your butt. Breakfast would be ready a lot sooner if you’d help.”

Nix grumbled but still stood up and stomped to the fridge.

Joyce turned around and grinned at us. “I’m so happy for you guys. Welcome to the family, Briar. We’re so very lucky to have you.”

“Thanks.” My face heated. I hated being the center of attention, but I guess that was something I’d have to get used to, marrying King. “I can help with breakfast.” I moved to pass Zoe back to King when his mom yelled across the room.

“Nope.” Joyce shook her head and gave me that mom look. “You guys enjoy the moment. Phoenix, Roman, and I have breakfast in hand.”

“I’ll help too,” Sophia offered, jumping off her barstool.

Joyce smiled fondly at her daughter-in-law, then turned back to me. “See? I have more than enough help. You guys just enjoy.”

“Thank you, Joyce.” I laughed before I was swamped by my family, all demanding to see the ring and give me a hug.

“I cannot believe you’re marrying a movie star, Briar.” My sister, Ella, beamed as she held my fingertips and examined my ring. “I mean, I don’t hear from you for a couple weeks and this happens? What the hell?”

“Hell!” Zoe yelled, somehow latching onto the one word she shouldn’t.

“Here, I’ll take her.” King pulled Zoe out of my arms. “We need to catch up with Rome. I haven’t seen him in months.”

Ella made a face and mouthed sorry to me.

All I could do was laugh. “Now you know why I talk like a preschool teacher all the time.”

“She’s adorable.” Ella’s head swung around as she watched King carry his daughter into the kitchen to talk to his brother. Then she leaned in and whispered, “And he’s gorgeous. I mean wow.”

I smirked. “Just remember, you’re married.”

“Yeah,” her husband grumbled next to her. “I mean, what the hell?”

I grinned and caught my sister up on all the details of my life for the past few months. It felt so good to have my family here for this. Despite their interrupting one of our few alone times, I loved that he wanted them here. Kingston really was the best man ever.

After talking to my family, I moved around the room, checking in with King, Zoe, and the cooking brigade.

Joyce quickly shoed me out of the kitchen in dramatic fashion. “You are not going to lift a finger in here today. Go!”

I was still laughing when I turned around and found Lyla standing nearby.

“Hey, Lyla. I’m surprised to see you here. Glad but surprised.”

“I know. But when Kingston Grier calls you, you kinda have to show up.”

“Does that mean he’s not fired from your agency anymore?” I had to admit I was a little salty that they would forgive him for the exact same transgression I’d been fired for.

“Nope. You’re both still fired. But that doesn’t mean I’m not happy for you. I am. You have the family you always wanted.” Lyla gave me a bone-crushing hug then whispered in my ear, “And congrats on bagging Kingston Grier. You have Captain America in your bed, babe. Bravo.”

I laughed in reply. Sure, he was Captain America to so many, but he was so much more to me. Looking over to where he stood holding Zoe in his arms and talking to my parents, I fell even deeper in love with him. He was kind, and gentle, but tough when he needed to be. He protected the ones he loved fervently, and I was so damned blessed to be included in that group.

He was everything.

“And I’m so sorry I was short with you when we talked last. I just… I was disappointed and hurt that you were avoiding me, and that I had to find out about you and Kingston along with everyone else. I thought we were friends.”

“I’m sorry for avoiding you for so long.” I shook my head apologetically. “It wasn’t my proudest moment. I mean, I was sleeping with my boss. I never thought I’d be that person. But it made sense and I…I can’t regret what happened. Even though it hurt you.”

Lyla nodded, but the sparkle had died in her eyes. “I get that. Regardless I am happy for you. Congrats again.”

As she walked away, I couldn’t help thinking that our friendship had been irrevocably changed. I’d betrayed her trust, and maybe there was no coming back from that. It sucked, but like I’d told her, I couldn’t regret what I did.

I had Kingston and Zoe now. And I’d fight like hell to keep them in my life. They were my world.

“All right, everyone!” Kingston hollered to get everyone’s attention. “I think breakfast is ready. If you don’t mind, Briar should fill her plate up first. She’s got a lot to do today.”

I crossed the room to King with a frown. A lot to do? Since when? But my frown lightened when Zoe tried and failed to dive out of King’s arms and into mine. King bounced her in his arms and attempted to hang onto his daughter.

“What do I have going on today? Are we getting some alone time?” I waggled my eyebrows, remembering how we’d been interrupted this morning.

King sighed. “I’m regretting my answer, but no. I’ve arranged for some people to come over to do your hair and makeup, and a stylist is supposed to be here soon with some outfits for you to choose from.”

“What? Why?” I blinked. “Where are we going?”

King moved behind me and prodded my back, urging me toward the kitchen. “The wrap party? You said you’d go with me.”

“We’re not going to that. You said there will be a red carpet with photographers and everything. We can’t go!”

“Are you serious? You faced the paparazzi all on your own and caused a hell of a firestorm, by the way, but you balk at a simple red-carpet walk?”

“I-I-I…” I couldn’t make my tongue work. He said red carpet walk like it was an easy, casual thing. It didn’t even compare to the stunt I pulled at the bridal shop. Yesterday had been a mad rush into the building to avoid the paparazzi. This was so very different. “It’s not the same. And I was petrified the entire time. The only thing holding me up at the bridal shop was Nix and his smart aleck comments.”

“You’re welcome!” Nix shouted from the kitchen as he served himself breakfast, clearly done waiting for our squabble to end. “I’ll go with you, King, if she doesn’t want to.”

I sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want to.” I caught sight of King’s face and my head fell back with a groan. “Fine. I’ll go.”

King grinned. “There’s my fighter. It won’t be that bad. You get to wear a new outfit, have me as a date—” his voice dropped to a whisper “—and I’m sure we can find a dark corner somewhere, just me and you.”

I gave King a kiss. “What more could I want than that? I love you.”

“Love you back, sweetheart.”

“Me too!” Zoe pouted her lips for a kiss. “Wuv you too, Bwi-are.”

My heart melted. Between the two of them, I had everything I’d ever wanted in my life. And I wouldn’t ever regret fighting for King. Or his little princess, Zoe.


Breaking news from The Babbler

Kingston Grier Puts A Massive Ring On It

And we’ve got the pics!

Exclusive Details

Kingston Grier has bought a massive engagement ring for his now former—we assume—nanny! The happy couple arrived arm in arm to the wrap party for Grier’s upcoming murder mystery film, Toxic Charm. As you can see in the pics below, Grier and Briar St. Clair walked the event’s red carpet with her ring in full view.

*embedded photos*

St. Clair’s stunning ring has a three-carat round cut blue sapphire in the center with ten smaller diamonds surrounding it in a halo style. The platinum band features delicate leaf vine filigree.

*embedded photo of ring on Briar’s hand*

“The ring is very reminiscent of the one Prince Xavier of Monaco gave Princess Vivian of York in 1983,” celebrity journalist, Tinsley Griffin commented. “Except the ring Kingston Grier chose is much more modern with the round cut center stone. And yet, it has that antique hallmark with the filigree band. Truly classy.”

Designed by the one and only Ilan Ice—jewelry designer to the stars who also made the engagement ring for Kingston’s brother, Roman Grier last year.

Despite walking the red carpet, Grier and St. Clair did not answer any questions about the pictures leaked yesterday or their upcoming nuptials.

But judging by their carefree smiles, they’ve already put the scandal behind them and are looking forward to their future. Wedding bells, and dare we say, the pitter patter of more little feet? The A-line skirt of St. Clair’s dress left much to the imagination.

Stay tuned…


Epilogue

King

Two Years Later

After years—over a decade really—of running around to the studio’s timetable, it was weird to be home with literally nothing to do. I mean, I knew how to relax; I’d been on vacation before. But to have weeks and weeks in my future with very little on my calendar? This wasn’t normal.

I needed a hobby.

Or maybe I should start a charity. I needed something to keep me busy and make my life worthwhile now that I’d scaled back my schedule. Instead of the four to five movies a year, I was down to one, with some light voice over work on the side.

And I didn’t even have Zoe to keep me occupied. She went to preschool three days a week, leaving me home all alone. And the little stinker loved every minute.

“Kingston! Oh my god! Kingston!” Ice rushed through my veins at Briar’s scream.

I was racing up the stairs before she’d even said my whole name. Ripping open our bedroom door, I froze when I saw my perfectly fine wife standing at the foot of our bed. No blood. No attacker. I just stood there panting as my adrenaline crash left me unable to form a sentence.

“What’s…” Puff. Puff. Puff. “Wrong?”

“Absolutely nothing.” Briar beamed as she stared down at her phone. “We’re getting a daughter. We’ve been approved to adopt Wynter. She’s going to be ours!”

I crossed the room and pulled Briar in for a bone-crushing hug. I couldn’t believe it. Finally! After over a year of fostering the adorable toddler, she was finally—officially—becoming part of our family.

I wanted to race down the hall and sweep the little girl into my arms and never let her go. But she was at her grandma’s—my mother’s, not my ex-in-laws.

Mom had moved to LA to be closer to her family. And to help out with all her grandchildren. Because in her eyes—and ours—there was no difference between Zoe and Wynter being part of the family.

But now it was official!

I grinned down at the woman in my arms. “I thought the day you married me was the best day of my life, but they just keep getting better and better.”

Briar grinned back at me. “Pretty sure you said the same thing after we won the custody battle with your ex-in-laws.”

“That was a great day too.”

We’d tried mediation with Ariel’s family, but when I’d stood adamant on the no media requirement to visitation, they’d refused. The case had drawn out so long Briar and I were able to get married. Between her good influence, the obvious public support, and our judge’s ability to see through bullshit, we’d finally won.

That hadn’t stopped them from pushing the woe-is-me narrative in some newspapers. I’d finally given in to Jayne’s demands and gave an interview about my personal life—Ariel’s death, her parents’ battling for custody, Briar, and our lawsuit against Adam. He didn’t have any money, but now he wouldn’t ever work in Hollywood again. After the interview aired, attention ramped up for a time, but at least it made Ariel’s parents back down. Literally no one was Team Bloodsuckers.

“So what do you want to do?” I asked the woman in my arms. “Have a party? Wait, when’s the court date?”

“Does it matter?” Briar laughed. “It’s not like you have anything else on your calendar.”

“I can think of one thing…” I raised my eyebrows.

“Hmmm.” Briar raised an eyebrow. “Okay, but it’ll have to be a quickie. I’m supposed to meet Lyla for lunch soon, and you need to pick up the girls from their grandma’s house.”

My lips cruised down her neck as my fingers worked on the buttons on her blouse. “My apologies to Lyla, but I think you’re going to be late.”

The End
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Reluctantly Royal Chapter 1

Le Palais Princier

Monaco

HRH Prince Lucien Alexandre Beauregard Mathieu Greiner

I couldn’t recall a time when my brother had summoned me to dinner at the palace with good news. I was doubtful that tonight would be any different.

The fact that he wanted to meet me in the York Room was enough to make my blood run cold. I think I could count the number of times I’d been in that room—all during official functions as a Prince of Monaco—photo ops mostly, when first mon Père and then my brother signed important legislation. The fact that my own brother, the Sovereign Prince, was treating me so formally did not bode well for my evening.

I searched my brain for anything I might’ve done lately that His Royal Highness the Sovereign Prince of Monaco would’ve considered scandalous, but I couldn’t think of a thing. I’d been a good little prince for a change. Although if I was being called to the carpet, I would rather have done something worthwhile to earn it.

As I passed through the Mirror Gallery, I remembered all the times I played in here with my twin brother, Julien, when we were little. The dramatic aesthetic effect of the succeeding mirrors made the room look like a long series of rooms, and at the time each had a pair of identical little boys running around. Mum would pretend to get confused by all the boys in the “fake rooms” and we’d all giggle until we were gasping for air.

Of course, that was after our older brother, Bastien, had been sent to boarding school at Institut Le Rosey in Switzerland. Until then, he’d been the leader of our motley crew. Older by two years, Bastien had been the one to instigate most of our hijinks—which was probably why mon Père had shipped him off so young. The person who came back on holiday breaks was not my brother. Bastien had become a pod-person replica of our father, all perfect posture and diction, no longer interested in roughhousing with me and Julien. Childhood over at the age of ten.

Fucking depressing.

Not that mine was much better, but at least Julien and I got to escape to Eton College in Great Britain together, and at the ripe old age of thirteen. I don’t think I would’ve survived those years away from home without Julien.

I had no choice but to survive without him now. My eyes burned at the reminder.

I left the Mirror Gallery, quickly passed through the Red Room, then nodded to the silent servant who pulled open the door to the York Room. Empty. Leave it to His Royal Highness the Sovereign Prince to keep me waiting.

My eyes immediately went to the marble table in the center of the room, where important documents were signed. I wasn’t sure how to feel when I saw it empty. At least if there were papers there, I’d have a clue about what this evening would hold. On the other hand, nothing involving me and papers on that hideous table would be a good thing. Knowing Bastien, he’d probably found a way to suck even more joy out of my existence as the spare.

I glanced over to the place where, for my entire life up until six months ago, the portrait of mon Père had hung. Now, instead, a plaque bearing the name and title of HRH the Sovereign Prince of Monaco Sébastien Laurent Pierre Hadrien Greiner was fixed under a painting of Bastien in his officer’s formal dress, staring serenely off into the distance. It mocked what my life had become a year ago when the plane carrying mon Père and the other half of my soul, my twin brother Julien, went down over the Atlantic Ocean.

I wasn’t supposed to be the spare. It should be Julien here doing what middle brothers did best—placating our bossy older brother and covering for me while I did whatever I wanted at a safe distance away from the palace and royal life. I’d taken my cushy life on the Continent for granted and now was paying the price. Or at least that was how it felt.

Shit, Julien was dead and here I was whining about having to play the dutiful spare.

I was an ass.

Just then the door opened and HRH the Sovereign Prince entered. “I hope you weren’t kept waiting too long.”

“Non, monsieur.” I bowed slightly as I replied to my brother in the same formal manner as I would mon Père. Out of habit, my eyes darted again to the place where his portrait had hung. My jaw clenched at the reminder of all that had changed.

Bastien’s eyes followed mine, and he tilted his head when he saw what had drawn my attention. Shared grief hovered between us for a moment before Bastien was back to his uptight self. “Shall we have a drink before we dine?”

I inclined my head in answer and followed Bastien to the tray on a gilded side table against the wall. Without asking, he poured me my usual Macallan whisky and himself a Cognac Prunier.

Bastien waited for me to take my drink, then raised his own in a toast. “Santé.”

I lifted my glass in reply and took a drink. It seemed tactless to toast to our health in the same room where the Duke of York had died, not to mention in the shadow of our father’s portrait, which had been relegated to this corner, but Bastien was the Sovereign Prince. And one never countermanded the Sovereign Prince.

“I’ve been thinking of starting a charity in honor of notre Père. Something to do with his love of racing, perhaps?” Bastien murmured over the rim of his cognac. “What do you think?”

I think he was a selfish bastard who marked a lot of lives, and I doubt anyone who’d met him will ever forgive—I mean, forget him. Not that I could say as much. Especially when mon Père glared down at me from his perch on his painted throne. Instead, I murmured, “Interesting. What about Julien? We should do something for him as well.”

“We named that section in the royal garden for him—the place where he always ran to escape diction lessons with Monsieur Roux.”

I waited a beat for him to say something more, but he didn’t. “And?”

“And what?”

“We’re just going to stop there? Notre Père had that library named for him just after the accident. And the damned racing horse that’s always in the news lately. What about Julien’s memory? What are we going to do for him?”

Bastien shrugged. “I suppose we could make it a family charity. In honor of both of them.”

I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached in order to bite back the roar that was boiling in my gut. Did Bastien not even care that we’d lost a brother? And Julien of all people. He was the best of all of us. He deserved better. He deserved to be remembered. Not just lumped in with mon Père because I’d asked. What would they have done if I were the one who’d died? Named the damned dog after me as tribute?

Bastien set his glass on the tray. “I’ll discuss it with Mum and see what she has to say.”

Fantastic. I was sure our mother had loads to say on the subject. Since the accident, she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as me without breaking out into sobs. Every time she looked at me she saw Julien’s ghost. What might’ve been. If I were honest, my reflection haunted me, too. But at least I knew Mum would fight for Julien’s place in the charity as viciously as I planned to. “Sounds good.”

“I believe dinner is ready. We shouldn’t keep the staff waiting.” Without pausing for my answer, Bastien turned and walked briskly to the door.

If he hadn’t spent all that time in his Swiss boarding school, I would’ve guessed Bastien had been brainwashed by our British cousins. He was so full of the stiff-upper-lip attitude it was a wonder he could walk for the pole lodged in his ass.

I set my empty glass down on the side table and poured myself another round before I followed my brother like the good little prince I’d never been until now. We walked down the series of hallways with their painted frescos and gilded mirrors. Meanwhile I slammed down my second whisky like it was cheap rotgut and not a fine Scotch that had cost several hundred euros.

Moments later we arrived in Bastien’s private dining room and went through the whole song and dance of chairs being pulled out and napkins draped in our laps. Wine was poured, and we were halfway through the first course before Bastien spoke to me again.

From the other side of the gilded dining table, my brother stared thoughtfully at his glass of wine. “I believe enough time has passed that we need to give our country something to celebrate. Something to look forward to.”

I barely resisted the urge to punch my arrogant, hard-nosed brother in the middle of his face. Enough time had passed? Was that really how he referred to the most horrific moment of my life? By skimming over it? More than anything, I wished that Julien was here in my seat, which would have meant that I could be back at my post in France—flying planes and running exercises with my men. Drinking and horsing around while on leave. Living the good life. I clenched my jaw and fought my baser urges like I’d been taught. Mostly because my prick of a brother would throw me in the gaol—perks of being the reigning monarch and not the spare.

A butler appeared at my elbow and soundlessly poured wine into my almost empty glass. That was another part of palace living that was still hard to readjust to. The past ten years in France, living without servants constantly underfoot, had been oddly liberating. I’d never realized how much of my life in Monaco had been spent under constant surveillance. At least tonight I’d get to escape the formality of the palace and return to my home down the coastline at Villa Clos Saint-Martin . . . where I lived with my own pack of servants. Fuck, that was depressing. And made my skin itch.

Bastien set his wineglass down and stared stoically at me from across the table. “Next week I will be announcing my engagement to Princess Helene. The wedding will be in the spring.”

I blinked. Princess Helene? When did this happen? I think I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen my brother in the same room with the third in line to the Belgian throne—at the Belgian Grand Prix, the Royal Ascot, and two Rose Balls. Hell, at the last Rose Ball I don’t think I’d seen them within ten meters of each other. And now they were engaged? “You’ve proposed?”

“Yes. We’ve officially agreed to terms through our representatives, and the contracts have been signed. We’ll hold a press conference next week to announce the union.”

“Congratulations?” It came out sounding like a question because I was still having a hard time processing my brother’s news. He’d described it like a damn business arrangement. This was how Bastien wanted to spend the rest of his life? Shackled to a woman he’d met a handful of times, in a loveless union? Hadn’t he learned anything from our parents’ disastrous marriage?

“Thank you. Our national grieving has gone on long enough. I hope my wedding will give our people the hope they’ve been needing.” Bastien sat back in his chair and gave me an ominous look. “And brings me to the point of our dinner tonight.”

Fantastic. Here it comes.

“It’s time you started considering your future as well.”

C’est pas possible. I couldn’t believe this. Was he channeling mon Père? The intonation, timbre, and expression were on point. It was spooky. But for the thirty-year age difference and the fact that mon Père was dead, it might as well have been him sitting at the table lecturing me on royal duty. Scratch that. Considering what Bastien was saying, the resemblance was terrifying.

I masked my rattled thoughts with an indifferent expression. “You can stop right there. I’m not doing it.”

“Luc, you must think of what’s best for our country. For our people. They need hope right now, and that means we—”

“It means we sacrifice our lives. It means we breathe for the citizens of Monaco.” I repeated the lecture verbatim without a thought; I could probably do it in my sleep. “Do you think I wasn’t paying attention every night at dinner when notre Père was lecturing us? I heard him then, just as I’m hearing you now. And I’m still not doing it.”

Bastien tilted his head like he’d heard me, but that was soon evidently not the case, given what he said next. “I’ll have Zara draw up a list of names, and we can start from there. I think you’ll change your tune as soon as you see who we are talking about.”

“Your assistant could write down the name of that Norwegian princess with her twin sister. I’m still not doing it.” My jaw clenched as my frustration boiled.

“Luc, this is our duty. We must—”

“I must nothing!” I pushed away from the table, and my chair landed somewhere behind me with a violent crash. But I didn’t care. I leaned forward and drove my pointed finger into the table. “I am not sacrificing every shred of myself and my dignity to marry a fucking stranger on your say-so. I will not be a miserable mess like Mum or a lecherous bastard like notre Père was. I’m not participating in a dynastic marriage. End of story.”

My chest heaved with my panting breaths. He got me so angry. I was tired of the “you must’s” and the lectures on duty that I’d been getting my entire life. There was no way I was consigning my life to the same miserable existence that our parents had suffered, all for the sake of duty and country. It was ridiculous. Why did he think I moved to France ten years ago and joined the Air Force the second I was able?

Bastien stared narrowed-eyed at me. After a moment, he broke eye contact and nodded to the servants who had scattered when the furniture started flying. “If you would please excuse us? Thank you.”

Bastien watched as the silent staff scurried through the door at the end of the room, hidden in the stucco wall and camouflaged amid the gilded paneling. Not that I gave a shit. I didn’t take my eyes off my brother.

When the door closed behind the last servant, Bastien sat back into his chair with a sigh. “I don’t know what I’m to do with you, Luc.”

“You don’t have to worry about me. I left the Air Force and came back. I’m here. I’m toeing the line, playing the dutiful spare to Your Sovereign Highness. But I will not be forced into some horror show of a dynastic marriage on the off chance you cannot sire a legitimate heir. I won’t.”

I might as well have not said a thing with the way Bastien waved aside my speech with the twitch of a well-manicured hand.

“You cannot behave that way in front of our staff. It’s completely inappropriate for a prince. You know that.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’ll apologize later. That doesn’t negate my point. I will not be some royal pawn you pimp out to the highest bidder. It’s my life, dammit!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, brother. It’s not your life. You live for the Principality of Monaco now. You do what’s right for the country. For our people.” Bastien lifted his wineglass and murmured, “Merde, I’d think after some twenty-odd years of lectures you would finally understand what your function in life is.”

“My function?” I barely resisted the urge to hurl the bottle of wine across the table and directly at my brother’s head. “Up until eight months ago, my function in life was to do whatever my commanding officer wanted. Don’t talk to me about royal duty. This wasn’t my life last year. Considering everything that has happened, I’m doing the best I fucking can.”

“Okay. Okay.” Bastien set his wine down and sat back in his chair. “I understand where you’re coming from, mon frère. This past year hasn’t been the easiest for any of us.”

I laughed derisively. Considering that in one fell swoop Bastien had gotten everything he’d ever wanted, I kinda doubted it’d been all that difficult for him.

Bastien narrowed his eyes at me in the same way our father used to do. “But you have to remember what we’re working against. We can’t have the same sort of scandals that plagued notre Père and our aunts. They made a mockery of the House of Greiner. We must learn from the past mistakes of our elders. It’s up to us to provide a better future for the citizens of Monaco, because otherwise we’re just a couple of pretentious, spoiled brats who literally serve no purpose. And that’s the kind of party that will end with us exiled, at the very least, or imprisoned—if not worse.”

I jerked my head in a nod to indicate that I heard my brother. I knew all this. I’d sat at the same table night after night and heard a variation of the lecture my entire life. It didn’t make the impotent anger I felt disappear. This wasn’t the life I was supposed to be living.

“Look, the real reason I called you to dinner was to ask you to take my place at the Global Gaming Expo at the end of the month. I’ll be busy with press conferences and negotiating wedding plans with Belgium, so I need you to attend in my place and give the keynote speech. It’s already written and been approved by the council.” Bastien smirked. “Think of it as a last hurrah before you settle down.”

My jaw clenched again as I glared at my brother. I really wanted to tell him what I thought of his last remark, but what was the point? I was the spare. I had to toe the line with the ruling monarch. But he really knew how to push my buttons. And the fact that he thought my attending some boring conference was an equivalent exchange for my freedom was laughable. I wasn’t changing my mind. He couldn’t force me into any marriage against my will.

But one thing I’d learned during my time in the armed forces was the importance of retreat. So I let him think I was playing along for now.

I nodded tightly. “Have your assistant send the details to my assistant.”

“Already done.”

“Fantastic.” I walked over to the place where my chair had landed earlier and dragged it back to the table. “I guess all that’s left is to have a drink in honor of your pending doom—I mean, your pending nuptials.”

Bastien toasted me with his wineglass. “And while you’re at the conference, try not to get caught doing anything . . . embarrassing. Let’s leave the scandalous photos to our British cousins.”

Now sitting, I lifted my wineglass and toasted my brother’s loathsome advice. Like I’d ever go bowling, let alone bowling naked.

My brother was an ass, but at least I was getting out of here for a few days, even if only to attend some ungodly dull conference.
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