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Description: She sought a new start under the billionaire’s roof,
Little did she know, she’d be starting a new life entirely...

Maddie Foster didn’t set out to be a nanny, but when the opportunity
arose to be a live-in nanny to a billionaire, she grabbed it with both
hands.It's not long before she forms a bond with his adorable son
Charlie,and Eli, the seemingly cold workaholic, reveals himself to be
a much more complicated, and problematically enticing prospect than
he first appeared.

Maddie tries to tell herself that she definitely isn’t crushing on her
new boss; that he doesn’t have time for his son, never mind a
relationship, because giving into temptation, that wouldn't be
professional at all...

Eli Sinclair is one of the most successful men in the country.
Unfortunately, he’s so devoted to his work that real life is slipping
through his fingers, and he soon realizes he’s crushing on the new
nanny...

Maddie’s already made herself indispensable, and the last thing Eli
wants to do is jeopardize the only stable presence in his son’s life. He
tells himself he can control it. But sometimes, giving in to temptation
is a risk is worth taking...

It's not long before things get dangerously complicated,

And just as Maddie starts to wonder if leaving might be the best thing
for all of them,

She gets a surprise that will change everything...
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CHAPTER 1
ELI
“Today’ s going to be my last day.”
Eli Sinclair stared at his live-in nanny. He had just walked in the door. He hadn’t
even put down his briefcase yet, and she was hitting him with this. “What are you
talking about?’ he asked.
“l can’'t do this anymore,” Katie said. “I can’'t take it. The long hours, the never
knowing when I’'m going to be done for the day... This wasn't what we discussed

when you hired me.”

“We talked about you living in and caring for Charlie when | was at work,” Eli said.
“We agreed that your time would be your own whenever | was at home.”

“But | never know when that’s going to be,” Katie said. “You told me you worked
eight to six most days.”

“l do.”
“Look at the clock,” she said.

Eli glanced at the clock over the kitchen stove. It was ten forty-five a night. He
sighed. “I’'m sorry,” he said. “ Things have been so busy lately.”



“It's notlately. It's been every night for six weeks. And | haven't had a day off in
over amonth. | have no life of my own at this point,” Katie said. “I haven't seen my
boyfriend in weeks. | haven't been out with my friends in ages. By the time you get
home, it's too late for me to do anything for myself — especially because | know
you're going to be leaving early in the morning to go back to work, so | can't ever
sleep in. Because you work such long hours, I’ m forced to work long hours too, and |
can’'t do it anymore.”

“So you're leaving just like that? You're not even going to give me two weeks
notice?’

“l can't,” Katie said. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry. | know this leaves you and
Charliein abind. That’s not my intent. But I’'m burnt out, Eli. | can’t keep living like
this.”

“Have you thought about what it’s going to do to Charlie to lose you? He adores you,
you know.”

“Please don't make this harder than it has to be.” Katie sighed. “I adore Charlie too.
He's such a sweet kid. But... Eli, I'm not the one he needs. You're his father, and
you're never home. In ten years, do you think he's going to feel the lack of the nanny
he knew for six months? Or do you think he’s going to wonder why his dad was
never around?’

Eli smmered. The fact that she had the nerve to criticize his parenting while she was
in the middle of quitting her job and leaving them high and dry was maddening.
“Don’'t worry aboutmy relationship with Charlie,” he said. “If you really are leaving
us, that’s no longer your concern.”

Katie nodded. “You're right,” she said. “I just couldn't leave in good conscience
without saying it.”



“WEell, I'm certainly glad you cleared your conscience.” He rubbed a hand across his
face. “Look, Katie, don’t do this to us right now. We need you. We both need you. If
it's about the money, we can talk. Do you feel like you're not being fairly
compensated? | can increase your pay.” Hell, he'd double her pay if it would make
her stay. He hadn’t realized until this moment just how much he depended on her,
and how dire things were going to get for him and for Charlie if she was gone.

But Katie shook her head. “It's not the money,” she said. “The problem is the
schedule. If you could tell me — and make me believe — that things would change
on that front, I’d reconsider. But the truth is, even if you promised me right now that
you' d be home at five p.m. on the dot every evening, | don’'t think | would believe it.
| don’t think you’ re capable of limiting your work hours. And you have to make your
own choices for yourself and your family — that’s your business. But | can’'t keep
going like this. | have to prioritize the life | want to have, and working for you makes
it impossible to have any work-life balance. | can’t take it anymore.”

“So you're just going to leave. Y ou won’'t even finish out the week?’

“My boyfriend came by earlier and picked up most of my things,” Katie said. “I'm
already moved out. He'll be back in an hour for me. | just wanted to make sure | took
the time to have this conversation with you before | left.”

“Oh, well that was considerate of you.”

Katie ignored his sarcasm. “| already said goodbye to Charlie,” she said quietly.

“You told him before you told me?’

“1 had to,” she said. “He was going to bed. It was either say goodbye to him tonight

or sneak out in the night and never tell him anything at al, and | couldn’t do that to
him. Y ou wouldn’t have wanted me to do that to him.”



No, he wouldn't have. Eli could admit that. But even so, it was hard to accept that all
this had been happening behind his back — that it had all been decided before he had
so much as walked in the door.

“How long have you been planning this?’ he asked.

“If I had been planning it, | would have told you,” Katie said. “I didn’t mean to catch
you by surprise. Honestly. | just... woke up this morning and realized that | couldn’t
take it anymore. | don’t know how to explain it, exactly. The way | felt this morning,
realizing that | was getting up to work another sixteen-hour day, that | had no way of
knowing when | was going to get any time to myself, if ever... | mean, | can’t keep
doing it, Eli. | love Charlie. You know | do. | hate to do this, and it’ll make me sad to
leave him. But | have to do the right thing for myself.”

Outside, Eli heard the sound of a car pulling up.

Katie turned toward the door. “That’ |l be Evan,” she said.
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“Your boyfriend?’

“Yeah. | really am sorry about this.” She hesitated. “You know, if Charlie wants to
see me again sometime...”

“l don’'t think that would be such a good idea,” Eli said. “I think that would be
confusing for him. If you're leaving now, that’s going to have to be the end of your
relationship with one another.”

“All right,” Katie said. “I understand.”

“You can walk away from him that easily?’

Katie gave him alook. “Nothing about this is easy,” she said. “1 care about that kid.

But he’s not my child. If you want to judge someone for being away from him, take a
look in the mirror.”

Eli was about to object to her saying that, but she held up a hand. “Don’t bother,” she
said. “I don't work for you anymore. And you're right. It's not my concern anymore.
But you should at least try to hear it.”

“If that’s all you have to say to me, | think you should go.”

“1 think | should,” Katie said. She picked up a backpack that Eli hadn’t noticed at first
and slung it over her shoulder. “Thanks, Eli,” she said. “It was good while it lasted.”

He wanted to call after her, to tell her that she shouldn't depend on a good



recommendation from him if she wanted a reference for her next job — but he
couldn’t lie. She had been good at what she did. That was why she would be so sorely
missed. He might not like the way things were ending for them — he hated the way
things were ending, as a matter of fact — but that didn't erase six months of great
childcare, or the relationship she had had with Charlie.

Speaking of whom...

“Dad?

Eli turned and saw his six-year-old son standing in the doorway to the kitchen.
Charlie was the spitting image of his mother — blond, blue-eyed, with dimples when
he smiled, which he wasn’'t doing now.

“IsKatie gone?’ he asked.

“Yeah, bud. She’'s gone.”

11 Oh-”

“Are you okay?’

“1 thought she might change her mind,” Charlie said. “ She told me she still liked me.”

“Of course she still likes you,” Eli assured his son. “You know that’s not why she
left, don’t you?”’

“She said she couldn’t work here anymore and that she was sad about it.”

“Y eah, that’ s about right.”



“Did you fire her?’

“No, no, | didn't fire her.” Eli went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange
juice. He poured two glasses and put one of them on the table.

Charlie climbed up into his usual chair and took a sip. “Can | have cookies too?’

“It'salittle late for cookies.”

“1 know, but please?’

“Okay, just this once.” Eli went to the cupboard, only realizing once he was halfway
there that he didn’'t actually know whetherthey had cookies. Ordering groceries had
been one of Katie' s responsibilities, and she had always done a good job, but he left
the weekly treats up to her discretion. He didn’t know what they might have.

He was in luck, though — an unopened bag of chocolate chip cookies was at the front
of the cupboard. Eli pulled it down, took out two cookies, thought for a moment, and
then added a third.

Charlie brightened up at the sight of them. “Katie only ever lets me have two,” he
said.

“Well, we could each use atreat tonight, | think.” Eli kind of wished his treat could
have taken the form of a splash of vodka in his orange juice, but he never drank while
he was in charge of Charlie. Now that there was no nanny on duty, he knew the time
wasn't right for adrink. He grabbed himself a couple of cookies instead.
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“If you didn’t fire Katie then why did she haveto go?’ Charlie asked.

“She wanted to live with her boyfriend.” It was the simplest explanation Eli could
come up with for what had happened.

“Oh,” Charlie said. “Why couldn’t her boyfriend come and live with us here?’

“1 don’t think they really wanted to do that,” Eli said. “And we didn’t really want to
do that either. We didn’t want to invite him to live here.”

“Is he abad guy?’

“No, I'm sure he's fine. It's just that this is our house, not a home for Katie and
everyone she wants to live with. We had her here aslong as she was working for us,
but she's ready to move on and do other things now. And that’s okay.”

“Is she going to marry her boyfriend?”’

“1 don’'t know,” Eli said. “She didn’t tell me. Maybe she will.”

“ And maybe she'll have kids.”

“l guess. She didn’t tell me that either.”

“1 hope she does. Maybe | could be friends with her kids someday.”

“Maybe,” Eli agreed, knowing full well that Charlie would forget all about that idea



in amatter of weeks. There was no need to argue with him about it right now.

“Well,” Charlie said. “| guessthat’s all right, then.”

“Yeah? That’s okay with you?’

“Yeah, | want Katie to get married if that’s what she wants,” Charlie said. “| hope we
get to go to the wedding.”

Eli hummed noncommittally.

“Dad?’

“Yeah?’

“Do you think you'll ever get married?’

It wasn’t the first time Charlie had asked that question. He was aware that his parents
hadn’t been married, even though he didn't have any real memories of his mother.

Fiona had died in an accident when Charlie was only two years old.

“1 don’'t know, kid,” Eli said. “Seems to me our family is pretty good as it is, don’t
you think?’

“l1 mean, yeah,” Charlie agreed. “It’s good.”

“So why would | want to get married?’

Charlie shrugged his shoulders and set about breaking his cookie into quarters, a habit
he had to make his snacks seem to last longer.



Eli watched his son and pondered the question Charlie had asked him. Would he ever
get married?

Honestly, he couldn’t imagine it happening.

He was barely able to keep his head above water as it was, and that was going to get
even more difficult now that Katie had left. The responsibilities of hisjob kept him so
busy that he barely had time to be a father to his son. Kate had been right about that,
though he didn’t like to admit it — he felt a lot of guilt over the fact that he had to
spend so much of histime at work, and that he wasn’t able to be with Charlie.

But he was al his son had. Fiona's death meant that Charlie was aone in the world
apart from him. Eli and Fiona had never had a romantic relationship, but they had
been wonderful coparents, and Eli missed having her around.

He knew he would never marry, though. As much as he had enjoyed coparenting, he
just couldn’t see how he would ever balance all the different sides of his life with a
romantic relationship. When would he find the time to go on dates? It couldn’t be
done.

“You'd better get back to bed, kid,” he told Charlie. “You're up way past your
bedtime.”
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“Yeah, okay.” Charlie had always been good about observing bedtime — it was one
struggle, at least, that they didn’t have.

But as he watched his son disappear up the stairs to the bedroom, Eli wondered what
he was going to do. Without childcare, he was going to have to stay home from work
tomorrow, and probably the next day as well.

Arrangements were going to have to be made for a new nanny as quickly as possible.
CHAPTER 2

MADDIE

“lhave amazing news!” Tess said happily as Maddie came in the door of the small
house the two of them shared.

“You look excited,” Maddie observed.

“l am!” Tess agreed, bouncing up and down on her toes.

“Can | take a shower first?” Maddie laughed. She'd just come from the beach and
was still in her lifeguard suit. It was getting cold underneath the tracksuit she always
wore over it when her shift was over, and she had been thinking of a nice hot shower

ever since she' d left work.

“Thiswon’t take long,” Tess promised. “I’ ve been anxious to tell you all day.”



“Okay, okay,” Maddie agreed with a smile — Tess's energy was infectious. “What's
the big news?’

“Damian wants us to live together!”

“Oh, wow.” Maddi€’s eyes widened. “That’ s big.”

“1 know, right? | had no idea it was coming so soon!”

To tell the truth, Maddie hadn’t expected it either. Tess and Damian had only been
dating for six months, and while they made a fairly cute couple, the move seemed
rushed to Maddie. She didn’t want to rain on her friend's parade, but she couldn’t
help wondering whether Tess had really thought this through.

Between the two of them, Tess had always been the flighty, impulsive one. And
sometimes that was great. It had been Tess sidea for the two of them to move to San
Diego after college. It had been Tess who had suggested renting this house — they
hadn’t even looked at any other places. They had been out for awalk one day and had
seen the place with a for-rent sign, and Tess had been immediately in love. She'd
insisted on walking in for a look, and they had submitted their application later that

day.

Maddie wasn't like that. Her approach to life was much more cautious. Maybe that
was why she hadn’t been on adate in over ayear. She' d been asked, but it had always
seemed like such a big step to take with someone she didn't even know. It was an
idea that Tess laughed at, reminding her that going out on one date was no
commitment at all and that she might as well giveit atry, but the longer Maddie went
without dating, the more difficult a hurdle it began to feel like.

“S0 when are you going to move in with him?’ she asked.



“As soon as possible,” Tess said. “Now that we' ve decided to do it, neither one of us
wants to wait.”

Maddie had to smile. That was classic Tess. “I think this calls for some champagne,”
she said. “Do we gtill have that bottle?’

“1 think s0.” Tess went to the fridge and pulled it out. “I knew there would be a good
occasion to open this soon. | had a sixth sense about it.”

“You and your sixth senses,” Maddie laughed, getting down a couple of glasses. “I'm
going to miss having you as a roommate, Tess! We've been living together since we
were teenagers!” The two of them had been assigned to one another freshman year,

and they had never looked back.

“l know,” Tess groaned. “You're like one of my sisters at this point, we've lived
together so long. Whose clothes am | going to borrow? Not Damian’s!”

“Y ou may have to start doing laundry more regularly.”

“Gross. Maybe | can get Damian to do that for me.”

“You probably can. He adores you.”

“Well, it's not as if it's going to be right away,” Tess said, sipping her champagne.
“Us being separated, | mean.”

“What are you talking about? You just said you and Damian wanted to move in
together as soon as possible. | assumed you were talking about doing it this week or

something. That sounds like you.”

“Oh, yeah, | mean he' s going to start moving his things in tomorrow,” Tess said. “But



we already talked about it, and we don’t want to kick you out right away or anything.
Y ou can take as much time as you need to find a new place.”

Maddie set her glass down dlowly. “Oh,” she said, redlizing that she had
misunderstood. “Y ou’ re talking about him moving in here.”
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“Well, yeah,” Tess said.

Then she seemed to catch up to Maddie's train of thought. “Oh, no,” she said. “You
thought | meant | was moving out.”

“I'm sorry. | shouldn’t have assumed. | just figured the two of you would want a
place of your own.”

“No, | should have said that right from the start,” Tess said. “I’'m sorry, Maddie. |
didn’t mean to be misleading. It's just... you know how much | love this place. |
aways have.”

“l1 know,” Maddie said. “You were the one who fell in love with this house back
when we first found it. It never meant as much to me asit did to you.”

What neither of them was saying was that Tess paid the lion’s share of the rent on the
house. It had been part of their agreement when they had decided to rent the place,
because they had both been aware of the fact that Maddie ssmply couldn’'t afford a
place like this and still continue to contribute to her savings account. The thought that
Tess was leaving had definitely been financialy scary, and Maddie had known in the
back of her mind that she would have to consider leaving, but she hadn’t started to
thinking about that yet.

She was thinking about it now, though. It was so like Tess to get so excited about her
big news that she' d forget the fact that it wouldn’t be exciting news for Maddie. Tess
wasn't unkind, but she could be alittle thoughtless sometimes.



Maddie wasn't angry, of course. She understood. Tess was just excited about what
lay ahead for her, and Maddie felt excited on her behalf. But that didn’t change the
fact that this was going to be difficult for her to cope with. Where was she going to
go now? What was she going to do?

Tess was watching her. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “1 wasn't thinking. Therereally is
no hurry for you to move out. Take as long as you'd like to figure it out. It’s not as if
Damian is going to need your room. In fact, if you just want to go on living with us
for a while, that would probably be okay. I can talk to him. We could al be
roommates!”

“Don’'t be silly.” Maddie gave her friend a warm smile. “1 appreciate you letting me
stay until | get it figured out, Tess, but we aren’t kids anymore. We'll be thirty in a
few years. You and Damian are taking a big step, and | want you to be able to do that
without your college roommate living in the next room.”

“Itisabig step, isn't it?’ Tess giggled, her good humor restored.

“So big,” Maddie assured her. “You're going to be taking your relationship to a
whole new level. I’'m really happy for you.”

“Areyou sure? | know thisisalot to ask of you. | probably should have talked to you
about it first. Or differently. | don’t know.”

“Stop,” Maddie said, picking up her glass of champagne again. “We're celebrating,
okay? We aways knew that you and | weren't going to live together for the rest of
our lives. This will be a good opportunity for me to strike out on my own and try to
figure out what I’ m doing next. It was about time for me to do that anyway.”

“l just feel bad,” Tess said. “I mean, thisisabig deal for me, but | feel bad that you
have to change your life because of it.”



“Just promise methat | can be maid of honor in your wedding,” Maddie teased.

Tess laughed. “Nobody is getting married!”

“Yet. What do you think comes next after you move in together?’

“Do you think we're rushing things? We've only been dating for six months, after
al.”

“1 definitely think you're rushing things. But you wouldn't be you if you didn’t,”
Maddie told her friend. “You're not one to wait when you've seen something you
want. You never have been. I'm happy for you, Tess, really. This is going to be
great.”

“I'll help you look for anew place,” Tess said.

“Don’'t worry about that right now. I’'m sure something will present itself. | have a
way of landing on my feet.”

That much, at least, was the truth. When the hits had come Maddie's way — and
there had been plenty of hits over the years — she had always found a way to rise to
the occasion.

Her biggest supporter in life had been her father. He' d been there for her every day
when she was younger and chasing the dream of becoming a professional dancer. He
had been the one to drive her to all her dance lessons, and he had been in the front
row at every recital. He had filmed her performances and watched them with her
afterward, discussing the performances, telling her which parts he liked the best and
listening as she critiqued her own performances.

His death, caused by a sudden heart attack, had been the most difficult trial of



Maddie's young life. She had been fourteen years old at the time, and it had rocked
her whole world. But she had recovered, promising herself that she would do what he
would want to see her do with her life. He had always stressed the importance of a
good education, so she had applied herself and had gotten into a good college. And he
had supported her dream of dancing, so she had continued to pursue that as well.

And then Maddie had faced the second ordeal of her life — at the age of twenty-one,
she had suffered atorn Achilles tendon.

It had meant the end of her career. Although the injury was long since healed, her
strength and mobility would never be what they had been before the injury. She could
dance for fun now — and she did — but she would never be a professional ballerina,
as she had once hoped.

She had grieved the loss — and then she had adjusted her dream. Now her hope was
to open up a dance school of her own, to bring the joy of dance to the next generation.
But as of now, there was no hope of that happening. She didn’t have anywhere near
the kind of money it would take to make something like that happen. And the fact
that she was going to have to find a new place to live, somewhere she would have to
pay the rent on al by herself, was going to put her dream that much further out of
reach.

But she’'d meant what she had said to Tess. She would get through this and find a way
to land on her feet.

“I'll start looking for a new apartment tomorrow,” she told her friend, with an
unpleasant twinge of realization. This house had been Tess's fantasy, not hers, but
Maddie had definitely gotten used to it. It was small, but it was modern and had been
recently renovated, and it was only a few blocks from the beach, which meant that
Maddie could walk to work. She’d have to find a place that was similarly close to the
beach, since her car was an old clunker and she didn’t want to have to worry about



buying a new one. She couldn’t afford to depend on it too heavily.
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“You don't have to start looking right away,” Tess assured her. “There's plenty of
time for that.”

“No, it's dl right.” Maddie wanted to begin the search, if she was honest. Now that
she knew what lay ahead, there was no sense in putting it off. It would be awful to
linger around this house, watching Tess move on with her life and knowing that she
herself hadn’t done so yet.

Maddie had felt as if she was lagging behind her friend for years. When they had |eft
college, they had been in the same place in their lives — looking for jobs, going out
on casual dates on Friday and Saturday nights. They had both worked as bartenders
for afew years, and it had felt like their lives were on the same track. But then, all of
a sudden, Tess had landed a job as an office manager at a law firm and had started
pulling down a much larger salary, one that had allowed her to pay the rent on this
house. Maddie had considered getting an office job, but after a few of her
applications had yielded no results, she had given up. She didn’t want to work in an
office anyway, and to do so would have felt like giving up on her dream of opening a
ballet studio.

But that didn’t make it any easier to see Tess doing so much better than she was.
Moving forward in her life, while Maddie felt as if she was stuck in place and might

never move forward.

Leaving the house she had shared with Tess would be a change. She wasn’t sure if
she was ready for it.

But maybe it was a step she needed to take.



CHAPTER 3

ELI

“lwant to go to the beach,” Charlie whined.

“I have to work, Charlie,” Eli said. “Y ou know that.”

He hadn’t been able to go in to the office thanks to the fact that Katie had quit,
leaving him with no childcare to speak of. But work still had to get done.
Unfortunately, neither Eli nor Charlie were used to this configuration. Eli had a home
office, but he rarely used it, and he had never bothered to establish rules about it for
Charlie. As aresult, Charlie seemed to feel that it was fine to come into the office at
any time and to interrupt his father’s work with requests to go to the beach.

“Katie was going to take me to the beach today,” Charlie said. “ She promised.”

“When did she promise that? | know she didn’t say anything about the beach to you
yesterday.” There was no way Katie would have done that while she was in the
process of quitting. It had been inconsiderate of her to leave so quickly the way she
had, but she wasn’tthatinconsiderate. She wouldn’t have made Charlie a promise she
couldn’t keep.

“She said we could always go on Saturdays,” Charlie explained. “And we always did.
Today was supposed to be beach day.”

“1 didn’t know you knew it was Saturday. When did you learn the days of the week?’

“I'm six, Dad,” Charlie said. “And there's a calendar in my room. Plus, it says the
day of the week on my tablet.”



“Okay, okay.” It was moments like this that left Eli feeling a little ashamed of
himself. He should be more aware of what his son knew and didn’t know. These were
the things you missed out on when you were away from home as much as he was.

But it couldn’t be helped. Work was important. It wasn't just that Eli loved his job.
Hedid loveit, of course. He took pride in the tech security software he had developed
and knew that it was the best on the market. He also knew that having the job he did
meant that his son would never want for anything in his life. Charlie had lost his
mother at such a young age that Eli wanted to make sure he had everything else he
could possibly want or need.

The trouble was, right now what Charlie wanted was to spend the day at the beach.

It was a perfectly reasonable thing for a child to want, and Eli knew it. Of course
Charlie didn’t want to sit around the house in front of the TV while his father worked
all day. Of course he wanted to do something fun.

It wouldn’'t be able to be like this every day. But maybe Eli could take him to the
beach for afew hours. It wasn't asif he would have to unplug completely to do it. He
could bring his phone along with him and try to get some emails answered.

“All right,” he said. “Go change into your swimsuit and I’ [l meet you in the kitchen.”

“Aren’t you going to change?’ Charlie pressed.

“Yeah, | am.” Eli was wearing nice pants and a collared shirt, and even though he had
no intention of going in the water, that was no attire for the beach.

He went up to his room and changed into track shorts and a tank top. By the time he
came downstairs. Charlie was ready to go and had been trying to spray himself with
sunscreen. It was clear that he had missed his skin more often than he'd hit it — there



was going to be a cleanup job to do later. The house cleaners only came every other
day, and someone would dlip on that sunscreen if it was allowed to sit there.

But right now, Charlie was bouncing on his toes and was clearly beyond eager to get
going. Eli grabbed a couple of towels from the linen closet and tossed one to his son.
“All right,” he said. “Just a few hours, okay? And when | say it’s time to come back,
no arguing — it’ stime to come back.”

“Okay, Dad.”

The public beach was only a few blocks away, so they were able to walk there. Eli
didn’t enjoy the walk. He was deeply conscious of his phone in his pocket and the
amount of time he had spent without looking at it. So many emails might have come
in during that time, and what if one of them had been urgent? What if he had a client
waiting to talk to him, wondering why they couldn’t get hold of him? Eli prided
himself on his ability to respond quickly to his clients, and he knew they valued the
fact that he didn't keep them waiting when they needed something. If he hadto go
through very many days like today, that reputation might be damaged, or even lost.

By the time they reached the beach, he felt like he was coming out of his skin. “I'm
going to check afew emails,” hetold Charlie.

“You're not going to play with me?’
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“1 will, but give me afew minutes to get caught up here.”
“1 want to go in the water,” Charlie said.

“That’ sfine, but stay right on the edge,” Eli said. “ Stay where you can sit down and it
doesn’t go over your head, okay? And right in front of me, so I'll be able to see you.”

“1 want to go out deeper than that, Dad.”

“No. Absolutely not. If you go past where I'm telling you, we' re going to turn around
and go back home.”

Charlie scowled. “Katie would have gone into the water with me.”

“Katie isn't here. Look, just stay on the shore. It's not safe for you to go into the
water by yourself.”

Charlie scowled, turned, and stormed off down the beach.

Eli sighed. Even though he had gone out of hisway to try to do something special for
his son, it already seemed to be backfiring on him. Now he was going to struggle to
get his work done, and he wouldn’t even get the benefit of Charlie being happy with
him for it. It was deeply frustrating.

Thisiswhy | need to have a nanny. He was going to have to hire someone as soon as
possible, and he knew it. But he didn’t want to cut corners and hire someone subpar
because hewas in a hurry. He had to make sure that whoever he found was competent



to take care of Charlie. Eli knew that he wasn't the most involved parent in the world,
but that didn’t mean he neglected his responsibility to his son. Charlie would aways
have the best.

He opened his email inbox, and it was as he’' d feared — emails from clients had come
pouring in, just in the few minutes he'd been distracted. Most of the emails were
things that could wait, but one of his clients was angry that her copy of the software
wasn’t working properly and was threatening to cancel and demanding refunds. Eli
wished he was in the office so that he could have called the client from a nice quiet
environment. He couldn’t do it here, he knew. Waves were crashing, children were
shouting — it would be completely unprofessional.

He drafted a quick email offering to come in and personaly take a look at the
software. He knew he was going to have to bring Charlie with him, most likely, but
that was something that could be dealt with. And maybe if he gave himself a few
daysto prepare, he might be able to find a babysitter. It was possible.

He read the email over, decided it was as good as it was going to get, and hit send. He
watched his phone for a moment, wondering if he was going to get a reply, but he
knew how unlikely an instant response was. It would make him feel better to hear
something back right away, but that didn’t mean he could expect it.

Maybe he ought to walk down to the water and spend a little time with Charlie. It
seemed like the least he could do. He tucked his phone into his pocket and got to his
feet?—

And frowned.

Charliewasn’t in front of him. He was nowhere to be seen.

Panic leapt up into Eli’s throat, and he tried his best to control it. He shouldn’t



overreact. Charlie was around here somewhere. He wouldn’t have gone far. He knew
better than to go out into the water. He had probably wandered down the beach, that
was all.

But he had been talking about wanting to go out into deeper water ...

No. No, he wouldn’t have.

Eli started jogging down the beach, turning this way and that as he went, aware that
he might be running in the wrong direction and moving farther away from his son.
“Charlie!” heyelled.

Several people looked at him, but there was no sign of Charlie.

Starting to panic in earnest now, Eli ran to alifeguard tower. The guard wasn’t there,
so he started to climb it, hoping to get a better look at the beach. Maybe he would
catch sight of Charlie that way.

“Um, excuse me,” avoice called. “You can’'t be up there.”

He looked down, prepared to shout at whoever was daring to interrupt his search for
his son, and his knees went weak with relief.

The voice belonged to a sun-bronzed lifeguard with strawberry blond hair that fell in
waves down her back. She was looking up at him with a stern expression on her face

— but he couldn’t focus on that, because she was also holding Charlie by the hand.

Eli jumped down at once and fell to his knees in the sand. “Charlie, where the hell
were you?”’

“Swear jar, Dad.”



“1 told you to stay right in front of me! Where did you go?’

“1 was looking for sand dollars!” Charlie held up his hand so his father could observe
the one he had found. “L ook, it’s perfect. Not even chipped.”

“You were supposed to stay right in front of me. What were you thinking, wandering
off like that?’
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The lifeguard cleared her throat. “ Sir, | don’t mean to interrupt, but we do require that
kids of his age be supervised by a parent or guardian if they’'re going to be on the
beach.”

“I know,” Eli said. “I only took my eyes off him for a second. He knows better than
to wander off like that.” He looked Charlie up and down. “Did you go in the water?’

“No. Obviously. My swimsuit isn’'t wet.”

“Don’'t catch an attitude with me. Y ou broke the rules. | told you we would be going
home if this happened.”

“Dad!”

“Don’tDadme.” He looked up at the lifeguard. “Thank you for finding him,” he said.
“Honestly, anything could have happened.”

She nodded. “Don’t worry. These things happen to the best of us. You’'re just lucky it
wasn’'t any worse.”

“I know | was.” He knew all too well. He had read horror stories in the news about
what happened when little kids got caught in riptides.

Eli took a breath. Now that he was feeling slightly less panicked, he was beginning to
really appreciate what this woman had donefor him. “I owe you one,” he told her.
“You might have saved my son’slife today.”



“l wasn’'t drowning, Dad, | was digging up asand dollar.”

Eli wasn't about to alarm his son with stories of freak waves or kidnappers. He kept
his attention on the pretty lifeguard instead.

There were definitely worse things to be looking at. The wind had caught her hair,
making it blow around her face. She didn’t seem at all self-conscious about the fact
that she was standing in front of him in nothing but a one-piece swimsuit while he
was fully dressed. Of course, she was probably used to standing in front of people in
her swimsuit since it was a part of her job, and Eli was used to pretty girls in their
suits at the beach. Usually they were even less covered up than she was, in string
bikinisinstead of one-piece lifeguard suits.

But that didn’t seem to make a difference. The fact of the matter was that she had his
attention in away no woman had in avery long time.

He and Fiona had not been in a relationship. Charlie had been the result of a one-
night stand, a pregnancy they had mutually decided to keep because they had both
wanted a child and had liked each other as friends enough to give coparenting a try.
Eli had continued to date after his son’s birth.

But he hadn’'t dated since Fiona's death. It had changed everything for him. There
had been no more nights when Charlie was with his mother, so bringing girls home
had become completely impractical, as had staying at their places for the night. He
had resigned himself to the idea that he would have totake a few years off from dating
— and with that ideain his mind, he realized now, he had stopped noticing women.

But he was definitely noticing the one standing in front of him now. She made his
heart beat faster and his blood rush. He had forgotten what those sensations felt like.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I don’t even know your name.”



“Maddie,” she said. “Maddie Foster.”

“Maddie, I'm Eli Sinclair.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Listen, would you like to come out for ice cream with me and Charlie?” The idea
came to him on awhim. “My way of saying thank you for this.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she said quickly. “I was only doing my job.”

“It really would be my pleasure. And our treat.”

“Come with!” Charlie urged. “I want ice cream.”

Maddie chuckled. “ That’s hard to say no to.”

“Are you off work soon?’

“Now, actually. | was about to go punch out for the day.”

“Let us get you some ice cream. There’'s agreat place around the corner from here —
Sprinkle Time?’

“I know it.”

“What do you say?’
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“Okay,” Maddie agreed. “You’ ve convinced me. Let me go punch my time card and
I’ [l meet you back here, and then we can go.”

CHAPTER 4
MADDIE

Maddie had to wonder, as she rinsed off in the guard showers and pulled her track
pants on over her suit, if she was losing her mind. Going out with a strange man?
That wasn't the kind of thing she would ordinarily have agreed to — what had come
over her?

Maybe it was just the fact that the little boy — Charlie — had seemed so eager to
spend time with her. She had to admit, she'd found him charming, and she was
excited to spend a little more time with him as well. She had been worried when
she’'d first found him wandering alone on the beach, wondering why he didn’t have
an adult with him, but after meeting Eli, she' d relaxed a bit. She' d been doing thisjob
long enough to tell the difference between a negligent parent and one who had just
looked away for a moment, and it was obvious that Eli was the latter sort. There was
no excuse for taking your eyes off your kid at the beach, of course, but maybe this
would be a learning experience for him and he wouldn't make the same mistake

again.

It was also possible that Maddie had agreed to go out for ice cream because of
everything that had been going on with herself and Tess. The fact that she had to
move out of her house and find somewhere else to live — and more importantly, the
fact that Tess was making such progressin her life while Maddie felt stagnant — had



her wanting to try new things. She wanted to come home tonight with a story to tell
her friend about something wild and exciting that had happened today, even if it was
nothing more significant than ice cream with a cute guy she'd met on the beach.

He really was cute, with his dark hair and dark eyes, with his shorts that showed off
the lean muscles of his thighs. She had wondered for a moment, upon first seeing
him, whether he was a movie star, but she couldn’t think of any movie stars named
Eli, so she had to concede that he probably wasn't. Still, he was handsome enough
that she would have believed it if someone had told her he was in movies. She would
definitely be including that in the story she told Tess when she got home tonight.

She toweled off, hating the fact that she never got fully dry after work. She knew she
ought to start packing a change of clothes — but she so rarely went out after work
without coming home first that it had never seemed necessary, and she didn't like
changing in the staff room. Now she wished she had brought something along so she
could have worn a cute sundress instead of her track pants and guard suit.

It couldn’t be helped, though. She went back out and found them waiting for her
beside her lifeguard chair. Charlie was hopping around in the sand, still clutching his
sand dollar.

Eli smiled when he saw her coming, and Maddie felt dightly weak. He was even
better looking when he smiled. She hadn’t had the wind knocked out of her by a guy
inavery long time.

“Ready to go?’ he asked her.

“Ready,” she said.

“Ready!” Charlie chimedin.



They started up the beach toward the boardwalk that would lead them to the ice
cream shop.

“Listen,” Eli said as they walked.

Maddie looked at him.

“You must think I’'m aterrible father,” he said.

“1 wasn't thinking that. | don’t even know you.”

“1 just want you to know — | wouldn’t usually take my eyes off of him at the beach.”
“1’d hope not.” She had no problem giving him this warning, even though they didn’t
know one another. “Charlie seems like a bright kid, but you never know what might

happen to kids on the beach. It's a dangerous place. It’s not a good ideato take risks.”

“l know. | didn’t mean to. I... well, | had an important email from work.” His cheeks
colored dlightly. “1 know that’s not an excuse.”

“If you can’t give Charlie your full attention, maybe you shouldn’t bring him to the
beach.” She said it as gently as she could.

“Yeah, maybe not. He really wanted to come. Ordinarily his nanny would be the one
to take him so that | could focus on work.”

“It’s her day off or something?’

“No, she quit on us unexpectedly.” His jaw tightened. “She left yesterday with no
warning. Moved all her stuff out.”



“Shewaslive-in?’

“Yeah. Which means | have a huge gap to fill for Charlie, obvioudly. | can’'t stop
working, but I don’t want his whole life to be derailed either. He's used to getting to
do fun things like having beach days. | was trying to give him everything, and |
overestimated my ability to do that.”

Maddie felt a little more sympathetic, hearing their story, than she had at first. “ That
does sound hard,” she said.

They’d reached the ice cream shop, and they went inside. Charlie began to puzzle
over which flavor he might like.

“Y ou should taste them,” Maddie advised him.
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“Taste them?’ He looked up at her, obviously mystified.
“You've never done that?’
“I’ve tasted ice cream before.”

“Nah, that’s not what | mean.” She turned to the ice cream scooper. “Can we taste a
couple?’

“Which ones?’ The teenage girl behind the counter pulled out a handful of wooden
tasting spoons.

Maddie turned to Charlie. “What do you want to try?’
“Everything!”

“Nah, not everything. Pick three.”

“But | still get awholeice cream, right?’

“Yes. Thisisto help you decide which kind you want.”

Charlie began to discuss his options with the ice cream scooper, and Maddie fell back
afew pacestotalk to Eli. “I can't believe he' s never tasted ice cream before.”

“He' stasted ice creambefore.”



“You know what | mean. He' s never sampled it like this.”

“l didn’t realize he hadn’t, to be honest with you,” Eli said. “I’ve brought him here
myself a few times, but he usualy just orders something quickly. Usually, his nanny
would be the one to bring him. I’ ve never seen him take histime like this.”

Maddie hesitated, unsure whether she should say what was on her mind.

“What?’" Eli asked. “You look like you’ re thinking something.”

“Well, it's just that... | wonder whether he's been quick about placing his orders in
the past because he's sensed that you're in a hurry,” Maddie said. “You seem like a
guy who doesn’t take a lot of time to enjoy the small things in life. If you brought
him to get ice cream, maybe he felt like he needed to order quickly so you could get
back to whatever you were doing.”

She held her breath, wondering if she had overstepped.

“Youseealot,” Eli said.

“I’m sorry. Maybe | shouldn’t have said anything.”

“No, you've got a point,” he said. “I don’'t take my time with him when we go out
together. It's the same as what happened on the beach. | split my focus with him. | try
to be a good father, but my job just keeps me so busy — thisiswhy | need to have a
nanny.”

An idea had been playing at the back of Maddie’'s mind. It felt a little crazy — she
couldn’t believe she was even thinking it. But at the same time, she saw potentia in
it, and it had been a long time since she had felt on the verge of anything new in her
life.



She swallowed. “Listen... you're looking for a new nanny. I’'m looking for a new
job.”

“You are? What about the lifeguard job?’

“I’'m only a beach guard during the summer,” she said. “It was ending in a month
anyway. Usually | work at the country club pool during the rest of the year, but I'm
not attached to doing that. And you said it was a live-in job... I’'m looking for
something like that.”

“You are? Why?’

Maddie didn’'t want to get into her whole situation, so she gave him the short version.
“I’m about to have to move out of my house,” she said. “My circumstances have
changed.”

“Money problems?’

“Nothing like that.” She was surprised he had been so forward with his question, but
maybe it made sense. If he was honestly thinking about hiring her, he’ d want to know
that she was responsible, and this spoke to that. “It's just that my roommate is

moving in with her boyfriend, so | need to find a new placeto live.”

“1 see.”
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“l was going to rent a place, but... well, Charlie seems like such a cool kid, and |
wouldn’t mind doing something different for alittle while.”

“Do you have experience with children?’

He was actually considering it. “1 teach swim lessons at the country club during the
school year,” she said. “I’ve done that for several years now. And my long-term goal
Isto open up aballet school. | have a passion for working with children.”

“He does seem to like you,” Eli said.

“Does he? | got that feeling, but of course, as his father, you know him best. | like
himalot.”

“When could you start work?”
“In a week. I've got to give them enough time to replace me at the beach if I'm
leaving a little early. But there are always people applying for guard jobs. They’ll be

able to replace me easily. |s a week soon enough?’

“It means | won’'t have to spend time on hiring, so yeah, | can make that work,” Eli
said. “Thisisreally something you want to do?’

“I"d loveto. I'm just surprised you're willing to take me on. | thought I might have to
push alittle harder than that to convince you.”

“1 really need a nanny, and you seem to be good with Charlie,” Eli said. “We can give



it atry. If things aren’t working out after a couple of weeks, we'll make a change, but
I’m definitely willing to give you a chance here.”

Maddi€' s heart leapt in anticipation.

She told herself that her excitement was only for the fact that she was starting
something new. It was the first time in a long time that she had had a sense of
forward motion in her life, and thatfelt like a big deal to her. And she readlly did like
Charlie and was looking forward to spending more time with him and getting to know
him better. There was no doubt that this was going to be a positive step.

But she had to wonder if she would have done something quite so impetuous if the
man in question hadn’t been so handsome. Already, she felt affected by him, asif she
was in the early days of having a crush.

Which she wasn't, of course. She couldn’t be. This wasn’t a crush. She couldn’t feel
that way for someone she wanted to have a professional relationship with. It was the
kind of thing you learned fast working as a lifeguard and running around all day with
attractive, athletic people in swimsuits. The ones who couldn’t manage to keep their
hands to themselves were the ones who didn’t last. They either ended up getting fired
for unprofessionalism or they quit voluntarily because of the drama they had created
for themselves. Maddie had always prided herself on being above that sort of thing,
but looking at Eli Sinclair, she found herself feeling less secure in her usual
determination. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to allow herself a bit of fantasizing about Eli,
even if he was going to be her new boss? It wasn't as though anything was ever going
to come of it.

“Can you come meet with me for a cup of coffee tomorrow?’ Eli asked her. “We can
sign papers and make it all official.”

“l can do that. Tomorrow is my day off anyway.” Maddie was aready looking



forward to tomorrow, knowing that she would be seeing him again.

She needed to be careful with this. It was a promising situation, and she was excited
about it, but she couldn’t afford to let herself get carried away here.

After all, she wouldn’'t be any good at the job she was being hired for if she couldn’t
keep her eyes off the boss. And then she would find herself right back where she had
started.

CHAPTER 5

MADDIE

Maddie checked the address that Eli had texted to her and then looked back up at the
house in front of her. “No way,” she murmured.

She had known the Sinclairs were probably well off, of course. Nobody had alive-in
nanny who didn't also have a pretty hefty disposable income. And when she had
turned into this neighborhood, her suspicions had been confirmed. She had been
embarrassed to drive her beater car through the streets of aritzy place like this, afraid
that the residents were peering out at her through their bespoke curtains and clutching
their expensive phones in case they decided she looked like she was coming to rob
one of these houses and they needed to call the police on her.

She was grateful not to have been stopped yet. It felt like asmall miracle.

But now she was standing on the driveway, looking up at the house that matched the
address Eli had given her, and she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.

Even calling this a driveway seemed a bit ridiculous. It was the size of a small
parking lot, but it was much too glamorous to be called that either. It ran in a wide



horseshoe shape from the street up to the double front doors, with immaculate
shrubbery and flowers on either side. Obviously Eli wasn't handling the
groundskeeping himself if he couldn’t even find time to relax over ice cream with his
son. He must have someone on staff to do that too.

How many people work here?

Who isthis guy?

She was beginning to wish that she had insisted on having the job interview at his
house instead of a coffee shop. It wouldn’'t have changed anything for her — she was
already feeling a stir of anticipation at the thought that she was actually going to be
living in this insane house — but it would have helped to be alittle more prepared for
what she was walking into. Had Eli thought about that? Had he kept this a secret from
her on purpose for some reason? Or was he just so used to this kind of [uxury that
hadn’t occurred to him that she might need to be warned?

It was the biggest house on the block. It was the biggest house in the whole
neighborhood. Maddie glanced back at her car and felt even more embarrassed at
having needed to drive that thing, packed full of all her stuff, to get here. Thiswas not
a place she was ever going to fit in, and she knew it.

Even so, she'd made a commitment, and besides, she had already moved out of
Tess' s house. It was time to see this through.
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She walked up the wide, shallow steps that led to the front door.
Eli had the door open before she got there. “| see you found the place.”

“1 could probably have found this place from orbit,” Maddie blurted. Then she felt
her cheeks go hot. “Oh my God. | can't believe | said that. Inside thought, Maddie.”

But Eli was laughing. “It's dl right,” he said. “You'reright. It's a big house. Too big
for the two of us, redlly, but | like to take care of my staff too. You'll have your own
suite, so there will be plenty of privacy.”

“My own suite?” Maddie hadn’t expected that. When she had told Tess she was
taking a job as a live-in nanny, the two of them had joked about how she would
probably be sleeping on a twin-size bed in a small room and sharing a bathroom with
Charlie. It was what Maddie had expected with a job like this one, and she hadn't
even minded. It had seemed like an adventure.

But her ownsuite?

“Would you liketo seeit?" Eli asked. “Maybe get settled in a bit?’

“I"d loveto,” Maddie said. “Let me grab my duffel, and I’ll come back for the rest of
my things.”

“No, there' sno need,” Eli sad.

“Oh, God, don’t tell me — you’ve got a butler or something who's going to bring my



stuff in?”’

Eli burst out laughing. “No, | don’'t have a butler,” he said. “But | do like to be
courteous. I'll bring your things up for you.”

“l can't let you do that.”

“Yes you can. Let me take you up and you can start to get settled, and I'll start
bringing things up and putting them in the hall so | won't disturb you while you're
getting the lay of the land.”

“All right,” Maddie said. Thatdidsound pretty good. “But | will bring my duffel with

me.

It had been in the passenger seat of the car, and she pulled it out and slung the strap
over her shoulder. The bag had all the most important things she owned, the things
that would make her new room — no, her newsuite— feel like her own once they
were arranged within it.

It was quiet inside the house. They walked into what felt to Maddie like a massive
foyer — the ceiling must have been three stories up. She looked around. “Is Charlie
here?’

“He's having a playdate with afriend of his,” Eli said. “1 thought it would be better if
he was out when you arrived, so he wouldn’t be all over you.”

Maddie nodded. That had been thoughtful, but actually, she thought she would have
preferred it if Charlie had been here. A child’s presence would have made all of this

feal alittle more relaxed.

But maybe Eli had a point. It would be nice to unpack her things and settle in without



feeling like she was on the job, and she couldn’t deny that Charlie’s presence would
have made her feel like she needed to engage with him and entertain him. This way,
she could have afew hours that were just about her and her new life.

He led her up the stairs to the second floor and down the hall. “Your room is in the
same part of the house as Charlie’s, but not too close,” Eli said. “I want you to be
able to get to him easily inthe night if he needs you, but | don’t want him bothering
you at all hours. My intention is that your rooms should be a place for you to go when
you want to be alone — when you're off duty — and Charlie won't be allowed to
bother you here unless it’s an emergency. | know living in can be hard, and | do want
you to feel asif you have your own private space while you're here.”

“1 appreciate that,” Maddie said honestly. She had wondered what to expect in that
regard, whether she would be expected to aways be on call and to tend to Charlie's
needs day and night. Tess had been shocked to learn that she hadn’t cleared that up in
the interview and had warned Maddie that she was going to be taken advantage of by
her new employer, and Maddie had been at a bit of a loss to explain why that was a
risk she was willing to take. The truth was that there was something so exciting about
this new opportunity — and about Eli, who she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off of
— that she would have accepted almost any working conditions in the short term. At
least it meant that her life was moving forward.

Eli stopped outside a large wooden door. “All right,” he said. “ Thisisyours.”

“Should I...?

“Yeah, goonin.”

Maddie opened the door and stepped inside. She was immediately stunned by what
she saw.



The room she'd walked into wasn't a bedroom. It was more like a living room or a
sitting room — a tan couch, deep and soft-looking, positioned in front of a wide-
screen TV. There was a little mini-refrigerator in the corner of the room. She went
overand opened it and saw that it was stocked with a variety of drinks.

“Those are still the drinks my last nanny ordered,” Eli explained. “But give me a list
of what you like and we'll have it ordered for you. A few small snacks can go in there
too — and non-refrigerated snacks can be kept in that cupboard. You're aways
welcome to anything in the kitchen, but if you want to have access to something in
the middle of the night, it's easier to have it here. All | ask is that you don’t drink
alcohol when you're going to have Charlie.”

“Oh, God, of course not.” Maddie wouldn’'t have even thought of doing that.

Eli nodded. “If you need help figuring out the TV, let me know, but | think it’s pretty
standard.”

“1 should be able to handle it.” It was the same brand that Tess had owned, though a
nicer model.
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“The bedroom is through there, and the bathroom opens off of it,” Eli said. “I'll let
you start settling in and go bring up the rest of your things.”

“Thank you,” Maddie said. “Thisisamazing. | really appreciate al of it.”

“No, you're the one who is doing me a huge favor here,” Eli said. “You have no idea
how good it is to have this nanny problem solved — and to know that it’s going to be
someone my son actually likes. He' sreally excited about this.”

“Soam |,” Maddie assured Eli.
Eli grinned at her.

Maddie caught her breath. That expression on his face was enough to make her feel
weak in the knees. It was an entirely different experience from noticing how
handsome he was, because it felt as though he was trying to charm her. As if
hewantedher to notice him.

But that couldn’t be true, of course. She was reading into things, seeing what she
wanted to see. She was indulging her own fantasies. He was smiling at her because
that was a polite way to act toward a person — that was asfar asit went.

He turned and left the room. Maddie was glad — and she was also glad that he had
promised to put her things out in the hall instead of bringing them in. She closed the
door behind him and, after a moment to ponder whether what she was doing was
allowed, decided it was okay to lock it. She didn’'t have childcare responsibilities
right now, after all. It was okay to be on her own.



She took her laptop out of her duffel bag, plugged it in, and checked the charge on
her phone. There was enough, so she placed avideo call to Tess.

Tess answered in onering. “You al moved in?’

“Tess, you wouldn’t believe this place. It’ sinsane.”

“Show me,” Tess urged.

Maddie flipped the camera on her phone and began to walk around the room. “I
haven't even seen the bedroom yet,” she said. “Thisis just the... | don't know what
to cal this. The living room, | guess.”

Tess let out alow whistle. “That’ s this guy’ s living room?’

“No, this ismyliving room. Part of my private suite.” She walked down the hall
toward the bedroom. “This whole space is mine.”

“Oh, you're kidding,” Tess said envioudly. “Maybe we should swap places. You
come back here and live with Damian, and I'll livein the rich guy’s house.”

Maddie laughed. “Y ou’ d have to be a nanny,” she reminded her friend. “I don’t think
you'd like that part very much.”

“No, you'reright, | wouldn’t, but... wow. Is there a bathroom?”’

“1 haven't looked at it yet. | bet thisisit.” Maddie opened a door off of her bedroom.
“Oh — no, thisisawalk-in closet.”

“Awalk-in? What else do you have, a butler?’



“No butler. | already asked about that, actualy. But he is downstairs bringing my
boxes up for me.”

“He — you mean the guy you' re working for? He' s bringing up your stuff for you?”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds like he' s the one working for you.”

“He'sjust being nice.” Maddie sat down on the bed and immediately felt herself sink
into the mattress. This was going to be so comfortable to sleep on. “He’s areally nice

guy.”
“Yeah, seemslikeit,” Tess said dubioudly.
“What’ s that all about?’
“Y ou said he was cute.”

“Heiscute. I'll take a picture for you.”

“You'’ re going to send me a picture of your cute boss?’
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“When | do, you'll have to agree that he' s the cutest guy ever. Only don’t let Damian
seeit,” Maddie warned. “He’ll probably be jealous.”

“He's not going to be jealous because | looked at a picture of your boss. How cute
can this guy possibly be?’

“Heart-stoppingly.”

Tess grew serious. “ Y ou need to be careful, Maddie,” she said. “Y ou know that, don’t
you? | mean, you know you can't get involved with your boss.”

“Of course | do,” Maddie said quickly. “Do you really think | would do something
like that?’

“Generdly, no, but | also didn’t think you'd quit your job lifeguarding and become a
live-in nanny for aguy you just met. You're surprising me quite alot lately, and | just
want you to be careful. Y ou cannot get involved with this man, no matter how cute he
is. There s no way that would end well.”

“1 know,” Maddie agreed, half grateful for her friend’s advice and half annoyed that
Tessfelt the need to give it. “Nothing is going to happen.”

But as they ended their call, Maddie had to admit that she wasn't completely
confident in her ability to stay away from Eli Sinclair.

| can do it,shetold herself firmly.It'sjust a crush, and thisisjust ajob. | can look, but
| won't touch. It's as simple as that.



CHAPTER 6

MADDIE

“Charlie, breakfast time.”

Charlie, who was clearly a morning person, opened the door to his bedroom. He had
already dressed for the day, Maddie saw. It was no surprise to her that a six-year-old
could dress himself, of course, but she did find it a pleasant surprise how much joy he
seemed to take in the task. She had also been happy to see that he had some of the
options an ordinary boy of his age would have had — she'd wondered whether his
father would always dress him in clothes with designer labels, but today he was
wearing a T-shirt with a superhero on it.

“What' s for breakfast?’ he asked her.

“What do you want?’

“1 don’'t know,” he admitted. “Do you know how to cook?’

“I'm all right at it. Let me know what you want and | can giveit atry.”

“French toast?’

“1 think | can manage.”

Charlie grinned and joined her in the hallway. The two of them made their way down
the stairsto the kitchen.

Asit turned out, the staff was nowhere near as large as Maddie had imagined it might
be when she had first moved in. There was a groundskeeper, as she’ d thought, but she



rarely saw him. There were cleaners, but they were hired to come intermittently. Eli
did have a cook, but the cook’s job was to make dinner, not breakfast — breakfast
had turned out to be one of Maddi€'s duties. Eli had said she was welcome to just
pour Charlie a bowl of cereal each day, but she'd gotten into the habit of making him
something alittle nicer, and she could tell that it meant a great deal to him.
Something occurred to her as they reached the kitchen. “It’'s Sunday,” she said.

“1 know,” Charlie said. “| have a calendar in my room.”

“lsn’t your dad at home?’

“Probably not,” Charlie said. “Probably he's at the office.”

“On Sunday?’

“Yeah. Why not?’

“Well... most people don’t go to the office on Sundays,” Maddie said.

“Oh. They don’'t?’

“lI don't know about everybody, but a lot of people take Sundays off and stay at
home. Some people do that on Saturdays too.”



Page 15

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 7:18 am

“Well, not Dad,” Charlie said. “He works every day. Hey, can | have strawberries on
my French toast?’

“Sure you can.”
“ And powdered sugar?’

“No problem.” If Maddie could find powdered sugar, that was. She went to the
refrigerator to look for the strawberries.

“Your dad is a hard worker, isn’'t he?’ she asked Charlie, knowing that she needed to
approach this subject with care. She didn't want it getting back to Eli that she had
talked to Charlie about him. For that matter, she didn't want to question Charlie's
father to him. He shouldn’t have to wonder whether his father cared more about work
than he did about family. He was only six years old, after all.

She started the French toast. Charlie climbed up on a barstool at the kitchen island to
watch her work.

“Yeah,” he said. “Dad works hard. He has to.”
“Does he?’
“He has aredly important job,” Charlie said. “ Do you know about Dad’ s job?”’

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” She knew that Eli did something in tech, but she
wasn't sure exactly what it was. She also wasn’t confident that Charlie was going to



be able to explain it, but maybe she would be able to figure it out based on what he
could tell her.

“He works on computers,” Charlie said.

“Do you mean he uses acomputer?’ That could be almost anything.

“1 mean he fixes other people’ s computers,” Charlie said. “Or something. He says he
makes them safe to use. | don’t know why computers wouldn’t be safe to use.”

“Got it.” It had to be some sort of data protection. In Eli’s defense, Maddiecoul dsee
why that work was important, and why his clients might need him to be available all
the time. “ That sounds like an important job,” she said.

“Yeah, itis,” Charlie agreed rather importantly, asif he was the one with the job to be
proud of. It made Maddie smile — it was nice that he took such pride in his father

and hiswork.

“Is that what you want to do when you grow up?’ she asked. “Work with computers
like your dad does?’

“No, not really,” Charlie said. “I know it’s an important job, but it seems boring. And
he has to workallthe time. That's what he told me — he has to work all the time
because of how important hisjob is. So maybe | want to have alessimportant job.”
“Oh yeah?’

“Yeah. And that way, if | have kids someday, I’ [l be able to play with them.”

He said it matter-of-factly, but it still made Maddie' s heart break a little. It was clear
to her that he was aware of the fact that he was missing something in his relationship



with his father, and that was immensely sad.

Charlie didn’t seem to be sad about it, though. He went to the fridge and took out the
carton of orange juice. Over the past week, Maddie had come to realize that he was
capable of pouring it for himself, so she didn’t try to help him. She focused on the
toast she was making instead.

“S0,” she said, “What kind of job might be less important than what your dad does?’

“1 don’t know,” Charlie said. “Maybe a doctor or something.”

Maddie choked back a giggle. “I think you could be a great doctor,” she told him
sincerely.

“You do?

“1 do. But you have to go to school for along time to become a doctor. Do you like
school 7’

“Sometimes,” he said. “I liked my teacher last year, but everyone says one of the
first-grade teachersis mean. So I’m not sureif I’'m going to like that or not.”

“Maybe the teacher won’'t be as bad as they say,” she suggested.

“Maybe,” he agreed.

“And anyway, it’sonly for one year.”
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“Oneyear isalong time,” he informed her.

She supposed that was true when you were six. “Well, you have alot of time to figure
out what you want to be when you grow up,” shetold him.

“1 know. Maybe I'll be alifeguard like you were. Is that fun?’
“Very fun,” Maddie said.
“Do you have to go to school for along time?’

“Not as long as doctors. You need to be a good swimmer, though, so you'll have to
practice that.”

“I"'m already a good swimmer.”

“Great! Maybe we can go out to the pool and you can show me.” She had noticed the
pool in the backyard on her first day here, and she had been itching to get out and try
it. She suspected that Eli would tell her it was fine to go during her downtime, but the
fact of the matter was that she hadn’t really had any downtime yet.

That was why she was asking Charlie about Eli’s schedule. It wasn’t only about
today. She had gathered that he was a bit of a workaholic, of course, but she hadn’t
expected that he would be at the office every morning when she woke up and that he
would return home well after Charlie had gone to bed for the night. She was excited
to be Charlie' s nanny, but she had also been eager to enjoy the suite of rooms she’'d
been given — and she had had hardly any time to do that.



What was more, she felt sad for Charlie. It wasn't as if he was neglected. His father
clearly cared for him. But not to have an active parent in his life — that was a very
sad thing. It made her want to intervene somehow, to talk to Eli about the fact that he
was working too much. But she was sure he wouldn’t want to listen to her about that.
And besides, it wasn't any of her business and she knew it. She should stay out of it.

She put the French toast on the table and Charlie started to dig in. “Thisis great,” he
said. “Usually it’sjust cold cereal for breakfast.”

“That’ s what your old nanny used to make for you?”

“Katie said she wasn't hired to cook,” Charlie said. “We' d have cereal for breakfast
and sandwiches for lunch. | think it’s cool that you make real food.”

“1 like cooking,” Maddie told him. “I don’t think I’m great at it or anything, but it can
bealot of fun.”

“Maybe you can teach me how to cook something,” Charlie said. “Hey, that’s a job,
right? Being a cook?’

“That’sajob. Y ou have a cook who works here in your house!”

“So maybe | can do that when | grow up. Do you have to go to a lot of school to
cook?’

“You have to go to special cooking school,” Maddie said. “But that’s probably a lot
of fun, because | bet you get to eat everything you make.”

“Oh, thatwouldbe fun,” Charlie giggled. “Okay, | think | want to become a cook.”

“Sounds good to me,” Maddie said. “If you want, we can make something together



for lunch.”

“What can we make?’

“ Anything you want. How about spaghetti and garlic bread, do you like that?’

“Ooh, yes.”

“Then that’ s what we'll do!”

“Can we still go swimming first?’

“Sounds like aplan to me.” Maddie smiled. “I haven't gotten to try the pool yet.”

“| haven't been in it since Katie |eft.”

“You haven't?”’

“1’m not allowed without a grown-up. And Dad never has time to take me.”

Somehow, that didn’t surprise Maddie in the |east.
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The two of them changed into swimsuits. It was a treat to Maddie to wear a casual
suit instead of her usual guard suit, and though she still opted for a one-piece — it
seemed a little inappropriate to choose a bikini while she was working — she picked
a blue-and-white halter that showed off her tan and felt a little more fun. She met
Charlie outside and he cannonballed right into the water while Maddie laid her towel
on one of the pool chairs and settled in to sunbathe and supervise.

It was a warm and relaxing day, and she kept one eye on Charlie as she started to
relax, but she wasn’t paying attention to what was going on behind her, so she was
surprised by the sound of avoice.

“That’ s a nice swimsuit.”

Maddie sat bolt upright and turned. Eli was standing there.

It was strange — he’'d seen her in a swimsuit before, of course, and this one was far
from indecent, yet for some reason she was more conscious of the fact that she wasn't
wearing much than she had when they had met on the beach. Instinctively, she

grabbed her towel. “I thought you were at work,” she managed.

“1 came home to pick up some documents,” he said. “My office looks out on the pool,
and | saw the twoof you out here and thought | would come say hello.”

“Dad!” Charlie came splashing over to the side of the pool and climbed out, getting
water everywhere. “ Are you home from work? Can you come swimming with me?’

The excitement on his face nearly broke Maddi€’s heart, especially when Eli shook



his head. “1 have to go back to work,” he said. “But it looks like you and Maddie are
having a good time, huh?’

Charlie looked disappointed, but not crestfallen, and Maddie could only assume it
was because he was used to this from his father. “Yeah,” he said. “We're going to
make spaghetti for lunch.”

“Maybe you' Il save me some.”

“We will!”

“Okay. Y ou two have afun day swimming,” Eli said. “I’ll see you tonight.”

Maddie doubted it. Eli was never home at a reasonable hour. But she didn’t want to
say anything about that in front of Charlie, so she kept quiet.

Eli looked over at her once more.

He seemed to really take her in, looking her up and down as if he was seeing her for
the first time, and Maddie was aware once more of the fact that she was wearing
nothing but a swimsuit. Eli seemed to be noticing that too. She wondered how it
could feel like such a big deal, given the way they had met — but maybe it was
because her guard suit was just a work uniform. This suit was one she had
specifically bought with the intention of looking and feeling cute — though she
hadn’t thought she would ever wear it in front of someone she was working for. She
wondered if she would have chosen it if she had known that Eli would be stopping at
home. Maybe she would have put on a cover-up.

That was silly. It was just a swimsuit. They were swimming. What else was she
supposed to wear?



But even so, she found herself unable to fully relax until Eli had walked away and she
and Charlie were on their own once more.

CHAPTER 7

ELI

Eli spent the rest of the day thinking about Maddie laying out by the pool and cursing
the fact that he couldn’t seem to get her off his mind.

He' d found her attractive in her lifeguard suit, but there was a part of him that had
long been conditioned not to stare at hot women who were just trying to work. He
knew better than that. He had noticed her, but he hadn’t let it linger in his mind.

Of course, it was difficult to justify the fact that he was noticing her again now in
light of that fact. She wasn't just working — she was working forhim. He was her
employer, and he had been checking her out asif she was a hottie on the beach.

It embarrassed him to think about the way he had stared at her earlier. He knew that
she had noticed it, because he had seen her eyes widen as she had taken it in. He'd
seen the way she had reached for her towel, as if she was embarrassed to be seen by
him.

And there was no reason she should have been. He'd given a lot of thought to it,
trying to decide whether her swimwear hadbeen inappropriate for a nanny, but it
hadn’t been, of course. It was a pretty swimsuit, but she had been perfectly covered
up — nothing he wouldn’t have expected to see on any young mother at a pool with
her children.

No,hehad been the indecent one, looking at her like that. Thinking about her like that
now. He was the one who was behaving inappropriately.



Even now, thinking about her made his head spin. All that smooth, tan skin, those
perfect curves...

This had never been a problem with Katie. And it wasn’t as if she'd been particularly
unattractive. He simply hadn’'t noticed her the way he was noticing Maddie now.
She’'d been his son’s nanny, nothing more. Thinking back about Katie now, it was
amost as if he couldn’t remember what she'd looked like. He could have described
her, of course — skinny, brown hair, freckles — but he couldn’t call an image of her
to mind.

Meanwhile, Maddie was burned into his thoughts, a filmstrip playing on repeat.

He needed Maddie to be nothing more than a nanny to him. He really couldn’t allow
himself to think about her like this. It was entirely unprofessional.

He was glad to be coming home late that night, thinking that she might already bein
bed. He'd even planned it. He could have gotten away a few hours ago, but —
somewhat guilty — he had chosen to stay at the office. He had told himself that he
was doing it to catch up on a backlog of emails that needed to be responded to, but
that was the kind of thing he would ordinarily have done from home and he knew it.
He had stayed away because he wasn't ready to face her again.
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So he was allittle surprised to hear the sound of music as he walked through his front
door. It was soft enough that he knew Charlie’'s sleep wouldn’t be disturbed by it, and
it was pretty and melodic, instrumental stuff, but it was coming from the living room.
What was Maddie doing in there?

He went in and stopped in the doorway, taking in the scene.

She had pushed all the furniture back against the walls to create a vast, open space at
the center of the room. She was on her toes, and she was dancing — bending and
flexing gracefully to the music. She had her back to him, and he watched quietly, not
wanting to disturb her — it was a pleasure to watch this. Eli recognized ballet — he'd
been to a few performances in his life — and though he didn’t know much about the
art, he could tell that she was good at it. The point in her toes never went away. Her
fingers were fully extended. It was clear that she knew, at every moment, what every
part of her body was doing, and that every move she made was intentional.

She turned toward him and stopped in her tracks. “Oh.” Her face went bright red with
embarrassment at having been walked in on.

“It'sall right,” he told her. “You don’'t need to stop.” He leaned against the doorframe
casually, hoping that she would go on. He had been enjoying the show. And the best
part was, there was nothing unprofessional or inappropriate about watching her while
she was dancing. It was completely understandable that he should be drawn to that.
He didn’t have to pretend he hadn’t noticed her — at least, not right now.

“1 shouldn't have moved the furniture,” she said. “I meant to have it al put back
before you got home.”



“Don’'t worry about it. We'll get it all put back where it was,” he assured her.
“There’ s no hurry.”

“1 hope | didn’'t damage anything.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. Unless you picked up the armchair and threw it over there.”

“l pushed it.”

“So it's fine,” he said, offering a smile in hopes of relaxing her a bit. “I’'m guessing
your room wasn't big enough for this?’

“1 know |I’'m supposed to stick to my room after hours. I’'m sorry.”

“No, hey, that wasn’t what | was saying,” he said. “| just wondered why you chose to
dance out here, and | could only guess that there wasn't enough space for you
upstairs.”

“Not really,” she confessed. “I tried dancing in the suite, but that couch is so big that |
wasn't able to move it. Not that I'm complaining,” she added quickly. “It's a great
couch. | loveit. But | did need more space.”

“Well, it isn't a problem. The suite is your private space, but of course you're
welcome to the rest of the house as well. You're acting as if you' d done something
wrong, but | don’t have a problem with you being in here at all.”

“Thanks,” Maddie said, smiling at him. Some of the pink had left her cheeks now,
and she looked a bit more relaxed. It only led Eli to notice how sweet her smile was,

though. He was sure that smile bewitched everyone who saw it.

Oh, this wasn’t going to be easy. Now he was thinking about her in that swimsuit



again, which was the very thing he had wanted to avoid tonight.

He cleared histhroat. “| hadn’t realized you were a dancer.”

“Oh, I'm not,” she said. She actually looked surprised, which madehimfeel surprised
inturn.

“Of courseyou are,” he protested. “No one dances like that without proper training.”
“Y ou know about ballet, then?’

“1 know about recognizing quality when | seeit. Y ou knew what you were doing.”
“Okay, that’strue,” she agreed.

“1 knew it. So how long have you been a dancer?’

“I"'m really not adancer,” she said. “I used to be. But I’'m not anymore.”

“You quit? You shouldn’t have. You're so good at it.”

She looked down at her feet.

“I’'m sorry,” he said. “Was that not okay to say? | wasn't trying to tell you what to do
with your life.” Maybe he had come across as bossy, but he hadn’t meant it that way.
“All 1 was trying to say was that you're really good at this. You're a beautiful
dancer.” Oh, now he was talking too much. She was going to think he was ridicul ous.
And why did he suddenly care so much what she thought, anyway? He couldn’t

remember the last time he had been this worried about another person’s
opinion.Thathad certainly never happened when Katie had been his nanny.



“1 didn’t exactly quit,” shesaid. “l wasinjured, and | had to stop.”
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“Oh.” He was quiet for a moment as he understood the depth of what she was telling
him. He had never been a serious athlete, but he knew how devastating a sports injury
could be. No wonder she had been reluctant to talk about her dancing. “I’m sorry to
hear that.”

“Thanks. It was awhile ago,” she said. “It’srealy okay now.”

“You must miss it.” He felt silly, having said that — obvioudly she missed it. Why
else would she be dancing around his living room?

Maddie smiled. “Dance will always be a part of my life,” she said. “I may not be able
to be a professional dancer the way | used to dream about, but | still have my love of
dancing.”

“That’'s a great outlook,” Eli said. “And | can see that you have that. | mean, it's
obvious from the way you dance. Y ou looked really lost in the moment.”

“Yeah, that has a tendency to happen.” She smiled a little sheepishly. “When I'm
dancing, it's like | forget about everything else. | feel like I'm in my own little
world.”

“1 could tell. Y ou must have been amazing to watch when you were a dancer.”

“I’ll put everything back,” Maddie said. She went over to her phone and picked it up,
presumably ready to turn off the music.

“No, don’t,” Eli said hurriedly.



She looked up at him. “Why — do you like the room better this way or something?’

Eli chuckled. “It's not that,” he said. “I just want you to finish what you were doing.”

“Oh.” Her cheeks colored. “Um, I’'m not used to having an audience. | mean, not
anymore.”

“No, sorry, | didn't mean that | was going to stand here and watch you,” he said
quickly. “I’'m sorry — you’re right, that would be incredibly awkward. | just meant
that | wanted you to take the time to finish up what you were doing. Enjoy your time
dancing. You work all day, and | know you must be glad to get some time to yourself
— I'll get out of your way.”

“| feel like | shouldn’'t be doing this here,” she confessed. “It was different when you
weren't home. Now | feel like I’'m driving you out of your own living room.”

“You're not doing anything of the kind,” he assured her. “1 was going to go take a
shower anyway. It's been a long day and | could stand to relax a bit. You finish
practicing.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Completely sure. And don’t worry about moving the furniture back when you're
done,” he added. “My house cleaner is coming tomorrow, and this will make it easier
for her to vacuum in here. Y ou’ ve done me afavor.”

“Okay, but Iwillput everything back when the cleaning isfinished,” she vowed.

Eli nodded, knowing that he wasn’'t going to let her do that either. It wouldn’'t be very

chivalrous to allow her to move all that furniture by herself. At the very least, he
would help her with it.



Or maybe he would leave these things where they were. If she couldn’t practice
dance in her suite, she ought to have a space. He could aso think of clearing the
boxes out of the big upstairsroom that had probably been intended by the house's
builders to be used as a conservatory. Eli had never had any use for that space — he
didn’t play any instruments. He'd though of getting a piano and starting Charlie on
lessons, but it was one of those things that had gotten lost among the everyday
responsibilities of trying to balance his job and fatherhood.

If Maddie needed a dance studio, though, maybe that was a space that could be
converted. It was definitely an idea worth thinking about.

He wondered what she would say if he were to suggest that idea. It seemed likely,
based on everything he had observed from her so far, that she would try to refuse the
offer — but maybe if he made the arrangements without telling her she would like
that. He doubted whether she would refuse to dance in the conservatory if he had
already turned it into an appropriate space for her.

He went upstairs to take his shower, his head spinning, his mind full of ideas.

It seemed like something out of a fantasy that his new nanny had turned out to be
such a deeply attractive, sensual woman.

But that was a fantasy Eli knew he couldn’t afford to indulge.

She's the nanny,he told himself firmly.She works here. Thisis her job.

And he couldn’t afford to risk losing her as a nanny, not now that he had found
someone who seemed to fit in so well, someone who suited their family’s needs.
Someone who understood Charlie, and who Charlie liked. That wasn't something he
was willing to give up, no matter how attractive she was. He was justgoing to have to
keep these feelings under control, that was al there wasto it.



He turned on the shower and stepped under the spray to wash away the stress of his
day — and, hopefully, all these errant thoughts about Maddie Foster.

But by the time he stepped out, his thoughts were no more under control than they
had been. He could still hear the sound of distant music coming from downstairs as
he left the bathroom, and he knew she was still dancing. It made him want to go

down and see her again.

It made him want to spend time with her.
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The next thing he knew, he was halfway down the stairs on his way to ask his nanny
— his devastatingly lovely nanny — to join him for an evening glass of wine.

CHAPTER 8
ELI
“Red or white?’

“Oh, whatever you're having is fine,” Maddie said quickly. “I don’t want you to feel
like you need to open two bottles.”

“No, | won't,” Eli said. “But you're my guest, and I’d like to give you whatever
you'’ d enjoy most here.”

“Red, then.”

Eli nodded and uncorked the bottle. He pulled down a pair of glasses and poured a
measure of wine into each of them, and then he handed one to Maddie.

Shetook asip. “Thisisreally good,” she said.

“I'm glad you like it.” It was one of his nicer bottles, and a part of Eli’s mind was
aware of the fact that it was strange — unusual — for him to be opening such a nice
bottle for somebody else. It was the kind of thing he would usually have saved for a
holiday, or a special occasion when he' d have had the chance to show it off to alot of
guests. To open this bottle on a whim because hehad decided to have a drink with his



nanny — well, there was so much about that that was unprecedented, he didn’'t quite
know where to begin to addressit.

“Do you know a lot about wine?’ he asked her. Maybe he had sensed a fellow
enthusiast.

She laughed. “1 know nothing about wine. My roommate Tess and | have been
drinking box wine since college.”

“Well, it's definitely going to be better than that,” he agreed. Internally, he was
forced to shake his head at himself. She wasn't interested in wine — at least not in
the terms he’ d been thinking of it. She didn’'t have fancy tastes. He could have given
her anything at all and she would have appreciated it.

And yet, he found that he didn’t regret his decision to offer up the good stuff. He was
glad he had opened one of his nice bottles for Maddie.

At some point, he was going to have to explore why he was feeling that way. But not
right now.

“Do you want anything else?’ he asked her. “Something to eat? | could cut up a
couple of cheese pairings.” As long as he was going all out, he might as well do it
right.

“You don’'t haveto do all that,” she said.

“1 do have some cheeses that go well with this,” he said. “And it wouldn’t be any
trouble. Y ou’ ve been working out, and | don’t want you to be hungry, especially late

at night.”

“It’ s nice of you to take the trouble,” Maddie said. “It really isn’t necessary, though. |



don’t tend to fedl that hungry after I’ ve been dancing.”

“All right,” he agreed. “Just let me know if you change your mind.”

“Will do.”

He sipped his wine, trying not to stare at her. Even the way she held the glass was
alluring — delicately, between her fingertips, as if she was holding the stem of a
flower. He wanted to watch every move she made. He knew that he couldn’t, though.
He had to do what he could to keep the distance between the two of them. She wasn't
on the clock now, but she was still his employee, and there was no getting around that
fact. He had to make sure to treat her professionally at all times. And that was more
important now than ever, with the two of them sitting here with an open bottle of
wine. They were courting disaster, if they weren't careful.

Not that anything would happen between them. Eli might be feeling things he
shouldn’t, but there was no reason to allow himself to believe that Maddie was. She
was probably in her right mind, even if he wasn't.

“Is Charlie still asleep?’ she asked.

“Yeah, | looked in on him when | got out of the shower. Out like a light.” Eli was
grateful for the change of subject. At least Charlie was something they could talk
about without things feeling weird between them. What was more, theyshouldbe
talking about Charlie. That actually was keeping things professional.

Maddie smiled. “He's such a cool kid,” she said. “Y ou’ve done an amazing job with
him. | hope you know that.”

“Heis pretty great,” Eli agreed.



But he wasn’t sure how much credit he could actually take for the way his son had
turned out. He was proud of Charlie, of course — but he also knew he hadn’t done as
much of the work of raising him as he should have. He hadn’'t been around for that
much of Charlie’s growing up so far. The hands-on stuff had been left mostly to
nannies, and every time Eli felt pride in his son, he had to wrestle with a competing
feeling of shame over the fact that he couldn’t take responsibility for how great
Charlie was turning out.

That wasn’'t something he needed to unpack with Maddie, though, even if it did make
him feel dlightly guilty to receive her praise. “I’ve been so happy with everything
he' sdone so far,” he said instead. “He’ sincredibly smart.”

“l can tell. He's agreat reader. | fedl like that’s always the best way to tell with akid
his age — not even how much skill they have at reading, but how much enthusiasm
they have for it. I’ ve seen him sit with a book for a solid hour. The first time | saw it,
| thought he might be looking at the pictures.”
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“Oh, no, hereadsthem,” Eli said. “He’ sreally into that series about the dragons.”

“1"ve noticed that! You know, kids who like that series usually like theMagic in the
Woodsseries. Have you heard of it?’

11 I ha\/m’ t.”

“It's age appropriate. Would you mind if | picked up the first one for him to see if
he' sinterested? Or do you like to read books yourself before giving them to him?”’

Was that something Eli was supposed to be doing? He' d never done that before, and
he felt another pang of guilt. “I trust yourjudgment,” he said. “I'll give you some

money for it. And if helikesit, we can get the rest of the series.”

“That's great,” Maddie said. “ They’'re some of my favorite children’'s books. Really
great. To be honest, you should check them out yourself in your free time.”

“Maybe | will.” He wouldn’'t. What free time was she talking about? If he had free
time, he would be spending it at home with Charlie, not reading books. “So you and
Charlie have been bonding well?’ he asked.

“Oh, yeah. We had a great time today.”

“Yeah?’

“Why do you sound surprised? Y ou know what a great kid heis!”



“Yeah, | do, | just don't always get to hear it from other people,” Eli said. “I don’t
know if | can express how nice it is to hear that someone likes your kid.” Damn, she
wasn’'t making it easy not to fall for her. Beautiful, smart, and she loved Charlie? Eli
wasn't looking for love, but if he had been, that would check al the boxes.

Not that he was falling for her. This thing he had been feeling lately was a passing
thing, nothing more. She was attractive and had a great personality, that was all it
was. It didn’t mean he was going to forget himself. It didn’t mean he was going to
forget the nature of their relationship — strictly business.

She ran her finger around the rim of her wine glass.

Just that little gesture made Eli feel like his heart had missed a beat.

I’m in big trouble.

He cleared his throat. “Tell me what you and Charlie did today,” he suggested. “You
mentioned that you were going to cook lunch together.”

“Yeah, we did. We saved some for you, like you asked. | can reheat it — although
I’m guessing you probably don’'t want a big spaghetti dinner this late at night.”

“Maybe I'll take it to work with me tomorrow,” he suggested. “| appreciate you
setting some aside.”

She bit her lip and hesitated. “If you do take it... | think you should let Charlie know
what you think of it once you've eaten it,” she said. “I know he was so excited for

that. He' d be thrilled to hear that you enjoyed it. He would get areal kick out of that.”

“I'll be sureto let him know,” Eli agreed.



The truth was that he appreciated her saying so, because it was something he might
not have thought to do on his own. It was slightly embarrassing to realize that. Of
course he should compliment his son on the meal — was this Charlie’ s very first time
cooking something? God, he didn’t even know the answer to that.

“You know, he thinks the world of you,” Maddie said. “He talks about you all the
time — only good things. He thinks you hung the moon.”

“I"'m sure al little boys feel that way about their fathers.”

“To adegree, maybe, but you should know that he really does admire you. | hope you
appreciate that, because | don’t think it's something to be taken for granted. Not that |
know much about what it's like to be a father. | just see the way he looks up to
you,and | think if | had a child, that would mean everything to me. | don’t want you
to miss out on noticing that.”

Eli nodded. Maybe Maddie was right to question his parenting — as bad as that made
him feel. She was right that the admiration she was describing wasn’t something he
paid alot of attention to. He wouldn’t have said he didn’t notice it, but he didn’t think
about it — and he should.

“Did he have fun cooking?’ he asked her.

She nodded. “He had a great time. He' s been saying he wants to become a cook when
he grows up.” She glanced at him quickly.

“What?’ Eli frowned. “You look like you have something elseto say.”

“No, it'sjust... | didn't know how you were going to react to that,” she said. “The
idea of him becoming a cook.”



“Well, he's six. It's not like he' s going off to culinary school tomorrow.”
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“Yeah, | know. | just wasn't sure if you wanted him to... | don’t know. Follow in
your footsteps. Take over the family business.”

“Oh.”

“1 didn’t mean to encourage him onto a different path, if that’s not something you
wanted. | should have thought about that, or maybe asked you first.”

“It's al right,” Eli assured her. “I’m not expecting him to go into tech. | don’t even
know if | would want him to. It hasn’t made me that happy.”

“You don't like your job?’ Maddie frowned.

“It'sajob.”

“1 just assumed it meant alot to you. Y ou put so much of your timeinto it.”

“l know. It's what I’'m good at, and | do care about doing well in my career. I'm
proud of what I’ ve achieved, and what my company does for people. But it's not as if
it's something I'm so passionate about that | feel like my son needs to go into the
same line of work. I'd rather he do whatever makes him happy, and if that turns out
to be cooking, that’ s fine with me.”

“1 think that’s great of you,” Maddie said. “It’s good that he has that kind of support.”

“Did you have that kind of support?’ Eli asked her. “I mean, did your parents get
behind your dream of being a dancer? Or did they want you to do something else?’



“They were doubtful about it at first,” Maddie said. “They didn’t know if | was going
to be able to make a career out of it. But once they heard enough positive feedback
from my instructors, they did get on board. They were proud of me, and they
supported my dreams.”

“You all must have been devastated when you were injured. What happened?’

“lI fell,” Maddie sad simply. “I had a bad landing after a leap, and | knew
immediately that something was wrong — | felt it.”

“That sounds awful.”

“There are some things you just can’'t recover from and go on dancing at that level,”
Maddie said. “I'll always be able to dance for fun, but... | had my sights set on being
a professionalballerina, and I’'m just not anywhere near that level now. My body
won't do the things it would have to do.”

“I"'m so sorry.”

“It'sall right,” Maddie said. “I’ve done my best with it. And if I’'m able to open up a
dance studio, that will make up for everything.”

“You'retrying to open a dance studio?’
“That’s the new dream,” she said. “Now that | can't be a dancer myself, | want to
teach young dancers. Help mold the next generation.” She grinned. “Maybe that’s a

litle silly.”

“I don't think it's silly,” Eli said earnestly. “I think remarkable. A lot of people who
had been through what you have would probably turn their back on dance.”



“1 could never do that,” Maddie said. “It's the greatest passion of my life. Whatever
el se happens, dance will always be apart of me. I'll never be ableto let that go.”

CHAPTER 9

ELI

“You're home early,” Maddie observed.

“l was able to get away.” Eli set his briefcase on the end table in the foyer. It felt
much later than it was. He was used to walking into the house at ten o’ clock or later,

but tonight it was only eight thirty. “Is Charlie still up?’

“He's not, I'm afraid,” Maddie said. “He's been going to bed a little early these past
few days.”

“Oh, redly? How come?’

“Active days, | think,” Maddie said. “He’'s been giving me the impression that he
didn’t do as much on adaily basiswith hislast nanny.”

“That’s probably true,” Eli said. “I mean, | didn’t spend as much time with Katie as |
have with you, and we didn’'t talk that much about what they were doing together.
But | know they didn’t cook together, and you and Charlie have made something of a
routine out of that.”

“It'strue,” Maddie agreed. “We made arisotto today.”
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“Y ou made arisotto?”

“Well, not avery good one.” Maddie grinned sheepishly. “It’s only the third time I’ ve
ever tried to make risotto.”

“Did Charlie eat that?’

“He did, actually! | think he liked it.”

“I"'m surprised. A kid of his age eating something like that, | mean.”
“He’' s got an adventurous palate, actually. You didn’t know?’

“l guess| didn’t,” Eli confessed.

Maddie didn’t express any surprise at the fact that he hadn’t known this about his son.
Eli supposed she had gotten used to the fact that he didn’t know Charlie as well as he
should. In the beginning, a story like this one would have prompted her to give him a
strange look, but now she took it in stride. Eli didn’t know whether to feel better or
worse about that. It was nice not to be constantly confronted with the fact that he was
falling short of what she considered to be good parenting, of course. But on the other
hand, it meant that Maddie had come to consider that sort of thing the norm from
him. She had stopped looking for more than the bare minimum.

It was strange the way he had found himself wanting to impress her. He wanted to be
agood father for Charlie' s sake, of course, but he also wanted Maddie to see him that
way. He wanted her to look at him as a good parent, and to admire his relationship



with Charlie. Little things like the fact that he didn’t understand his son’s eating
habits were a source of embarrassment to him.

“1 guess| still thought Charlie s favorite foods were pizza and hot dogs,” he said.

“Oh, | think those are his favorites,” Maddie laughed. “Y esterday we made macaroni
and cheese from a box and had it with tomato soup, and he told me it was the best
thing we' ve cooked together so far.”

“Oh yeah?’ Eli would keep that in mind. “Maybe we should put more of that box
macaroni on the shopping list.”

“That might be a good idea. He loves kid food like that. But he's aso willing to try
unfamiliar things, and that’s a little more unique for a kid his age. | guess it comes
with the lifestyle he' s had.”

“What do you mean?’

“Well, you know.” Maddie bit her lip and looked hesitant.

It was a complicated thing — Eli didn’t want her to feel hesitant to speak up, but at
the same time, he was always so charmed when she made that face. It made him want
to reach out to her, to reassure her that she didn’'t need to feel any hesitation about
saying whatever was on her mind. He wanted her to be comfortable talking to him
about anything at all.

He waited, hoping that she would get over whatever was giving her pause. Trusting
that she would. Maddie was confident and outspoken, and she always seemed to find

the strength to say what needed to be said.

And this time, apparently, was no exception. “I just mean that Charlieis akid who's



been raised with a lot of resources,” she explained. “A lot of opportunity. He's been
exposed to things most kids his age haven't.”

“Oh, | see.” She was talking about the fact that he had money. No wonder it had
made her feel abit awkward.

“1’m not sure how aware you are about it,” Maddie said. “I’m sure it was the same for
you growing up asit is for Charlie now, so you wouldn’t have the context of what a
more typical childhood is like. I’'m sure you grew up with the same kind of exposure
to nice things as Charlie has had. And that’s a good thing,” she added quickly. “This
Isn’t criticism — of your upbringing or of his.”

“It wasn't like that for me at al, actually,” Eli said.

“What do you mean?’

“You'retalking asif you're imagining that my parents had alot of money when | was
growing up, but it wasn't like that for my family.”

“Oh,” Maddie said. “I’'m sorry. | guess | was making an assumption. It's just a little
hard to picture you as middle-class.”

Eli shook his head. “Not middle-class.”

“No?

Eli took a deep breath in and released it slowly. This was something he tried hard not
to think about. It was something he had fought long and hard to leave in the past. He

hadn’t spoken aloud about this part of hislifein years.

“My father left when | was a baby,” he explained. “I was only ayear old — | have no



memory of him. My mother raised me on her own. She worked as a waitress — night
shifts — so that she could be at home with me during the day.”

“Oh,” Maddie said softly. “I didn't realize. | guess| thought...”

“You thought | had always had money.”



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 7:18 am

“Well... you seem so at home in thislife.” Maddie looked rather apologetic. “I didn’t
mean to imply anything — to offend you.”

“You didn’t offend me. You didn’t say anything wrong.”

“Still, 1 shouldn’'t have made the assumption that just because your life looks the way
it does right now, it’s always been the same. It sounds like you overcame alot.”

“Itwashard growing up like that,” Eli said. It was tough to admit it. He hadn’t spoken
like this to anyone in such a long time that it aimost felt impossible that he was
saying these things right now. It felt like something he would have daydreamed about
saying, but not something he would ever have actually said.

And yet, it was happening, and he knew why. It was because of Maddie. She brought
it out in him. She made him feel secure and confident enough that it was suddenly
easy to open up about things that had happened a long time ago. Things that he had
done his best to make himself forget.

Maddie was watching him, as though she intuited that he had more he wanted to say.
And, Eli realized, he did. It had been so long since he had spoken about any of this,
and he didn’t want to waste the moment now that it was here.

“The truth is,” he said, “it wasn’'t always that bad. My mom and | were very close. |
could feel, every day, how hard she was working for both of us. | grew up with such
an appreciation for al her hard work. She's always been my hero. But | also knew
just how exhausting it was for her to be in that position. | can remember waking up in
the morning on days when she hadn’t made it home from work yet. | would pour



myself a bowl of cereal and she’d come in while | was eating it. She’d be dead on her
feet. | have such a vivid memory of her collapsing intoa kitchen chair at the end of
her work day. | would get up and pour her a bow! of cereal, and even though | can
imagine that’s probably the last thing she wanted after a whole day of work, she
would always sit and eat it and talk to me. She’'d tell me stories about her customers,
and she would ask me what | was looking forward to from the day ahead. I'm sure all
she wanted was to collapse into bed, but she always made sure to take that time with

me.
“She sounds like avery special woman.”

“1 don’t think one woman in a thousand could equal her,” Eli said.

“Areyou still close?’

“She died afew years ago.”

“Oh, I’'m sorry to hear it.”

“Thank you. I’'m most sad about it when | think about the fact that she won't get to
see Charlie grow up. She loved him so much, and he won’'t have many memories of
her — though we have lots of pictures, of course.” He sighed. “Charlie has had a lot
of lossin hislife.”

“It always makes me so sad to see that he’'s without his mother,” Maddie agreed.
“He's such a sweet kid. That must have been a very difficult thing for him to adjust
to.”

“1t’s been hard,” Eli agreed. “And it's something else | feel bad about when | look at

him. It's hard that he's away from me so much of the time, of course, but it's also
hard to see that he's lost his mother. | just want to make sure that my son has



everything in the world. And | know that, no matter how much | do — no matter how
hard | work — he won'’t have that.”

“| see,” Maddie murmured.

“You do? What did she see?

“l just mean... this makes so much sense of the way you work so hard,” she
explained. “With the way you grew up, of course you would do that. And especially
with Charlie having suffered so many losses so early in life. | understand now. You
want to make sure you provide him the best life possible — that you give him
everything. Isn’t that right?’

“That’'s right,” Eli agreed, happy that she had seen it — that she truly did seem to
understand. She knew that he wasn't working so hard out of selfishness or
carelessness. It was al from a desire to provide Charlie with the sort of life and
opportunities that he himself had never been given.

He would always remember what it had been like to go to bed hungry when his
mother’ stips at the restaurant hadn’t been good. He would always remember the duty
he had felt to pretend he didn’'t need anything to eat so that his mother wouldn’t feel
too bad about the fact that she hadn’t been able to buy groceries. He'd had friends at
school who had felt bad about the meager lunches he used to bring and had given him
an apple or abag of chipsfrom their own lunchbox. He had never wanted to allow his
mother to know that was happening, because he had known how sad and ashamed she
would feel about it, and he hated to think of the look that would appear on her face if
she heard.

And when he had gotten older, he had vowed to himself that his own family would
never go through the things he had.



It was the reason he’d worked so hard. He'd put in effort al through high school to
make sure he would have the kind of grades that would enable him to earn a
scholarship to a goodcollege, knowing that his mother would never be able to afford
to send him. He had spent months applying for scholarships and financial aid, and
when he had gotten to school, he had thrown himself into his studies, all to make sure
that he would be able to walk away with a great career. His plan had been that he
would be able to care for a wife and children someday, but things hadn’t happened
that way — his son had come along before he' d found a woman he had any romantic
interest in. Still, it had been good to know that his hard work would pay off, and that
Charlie would never want for anything.

“1 can hardly blame you,” Maddie said.

“Y ou thought it was something other than that,” Eli deduced.

“Well, yes, if you want to know. | sort of thought you were just a workaholic, or in
love with your job or something. | thought you cared more about your job than you
do about Charlie. But | get it now. You work as hard as you dobecauseyou care about
Charlie.”

“| don’t want him to go through the things | went through,” Eli said. “I wouldn’t want
it for anyone, but especially not my kid. | want to protect him from all the difficult
and painful thingsin life. He should only ever experience good things.”

“You know that isn't going to happen. Bad things happen to everyone. Charlie isn’t
going to be exempt from that.”

“lI know that,” Eli said. “I know | can't protect him from everything. But I’'m his
father. It's my job to protect him from as many things as | possibly can. And if that
means I’m going to have to work all day every day for the rest of my life... well, |
guess that’ s just what I’ m going to have to do. | care aboutCharlie more than anything



in the world, and I'll do whatever | need to do to make sure he has the best life
possible.”

CHAPTER 10

MADDIE
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By the time Maddi€'s first month working for Eli had ended, things had begun to
change around the house. She had gotten used to Eli’s new pattern of coming home
earlier in the evening. Some nights — though not every night — he was home early
enough to put Charlie to bed, a surprise that always left Charlie ecstatic. When it
happened, Maddie did her best to get out of the way so that the two of them could
make the most of their time together. She had come to a new appreciation of how
much Eli really did care for his son — she could see it in everything he did now, in
ways she genuinely hadn’t been able to before. The story he had shared about his past
had changed everything for her.

Of course he wanted the best for Charlie. He wasn’'t simply a workaholic who never
spared a thought for his son. It was so much more complicated than that. Eli wanted
everything for Charlie, and the best way he knew how to provide that was by making
sure there was always enough money.

And to be fair to him, Maddie knew, thatwasimportant. Because of Eli’s success in
his career, Charlie would never behungry. He would always have the best education,
and his future would be whatever he wanted it to be. If he didn’t get to spend so much
time with his father — well, to Eli, that probably seemed like an acceptable price to
pay. Maybe itwasan acceptable price to pay. What did Maddie know about it? She
wasn't a parent.

It was Tuesday evening, and she found herself alone in the kitchen cleaning up. Eli
wasn’'t home from work yet, and Charlie had gone to bed disappointed at not being
able to see him. Maddie had considered asking Eli to try to schedule the specific days
he would be able to come home early in order to make things easier for his son. That
way, Charlie wouldn’t have to deal with getting his hopes up only to be et down.



She hadn’t been able to find a way to ask Eli that, though. It wasn't asif she couldn’t
see that he was trying, and she very much did not want to call him out when he was
starting to change his habits and make a real effort to be there for his son. That was
something that ought to be rewarded, not nitpicked.

Eli came into the kitchen, startling her, and she whirled to face him. “I didn’t hear
you comein,” she said.

“l came in quietly,” he admitted. “I know I’m a little later than usual tonight, and |
thought Charlie might be sleeping.”

“Yeah, heis”

He cursed softly. “1 thought he might be, but | still hoped.”

Allowing herself a dlight risk, Maddie said, “I know he was hoping for that too. He
wanted to see you.”

“I’ll try to get home earlier tomorrow. Did you guys cook something today?’

“No, we painted, actually. You didn’t tell me he had an art studio.”

“It's hardly astudio. Just afew suppliesin the corner of his play room.”

“Nice supplies,” Maddie said. “Acrylic paints, quality brushes, an easel, stretched
canvases — and everything untouched. I'm surprised you bought all that when he
didn’t have a passion for painting before today.”

“1 read a parenting book that gave a list of ideas for things you should buy for your

kid at each age, and art supplieswere on the list.” Eli shrugged. “I just got everything
the clerk at the store said | should get.”



“When did this happen?’

“When he turned five.”

“And he' s never touched any of it, in all that time,” Maddie marveled.

“1 figured he would get to it when he was ready for it.”

“1 think he hardly knew it was there, to tell you the truth. That playroom is so full of
toys and games that he's not sure what he has. | was the one who set out the art
supplies, and once he saw them, he got interested.” Maddie shrugged. “Anyway, he
wants to show you what he painted. He' s been talking about it all day.”

“What did he paint?’

“He won't tell me. | mean, I've seen it, but when | asked him to talk to me about it,
he got all quiet and mysterious and said he was only going to tell you about it,”
Maddie said. “He' s saving it for you.”

“That’ s sweet of him.”

“Yeah, so | would just make sure he gets the chance to show it to you sometime

Soon.

“1 will.” He offered her a small smile, and Maddie felt relieved. When she had first
come to work here, saying something like that to her boss would have felt as if she
was stepping out of line, telling him how he should care for his son. It didn’t feel like
that anymore, though. Now she knew that he welcomed her input. He was glad for
her to tell him the things she noticed about Charlie, about what he needed and how
Eli could be more active in hisrole as father. His desire to be a good parent was more
powerful than his ego, and that was a good thing to know about him.



It didn’t help her with the fact that she couldn’t seem to stop daydreaming about him.

It had helped a little to think of Eli as cold and uncaring, to imagine that he was the
kind of man who didn’t appreciate his child, because of course there was only so
much she could feel for someone like that. But that barrier had been stripped away
now, and she saw him for the person he was. He was someone who wanted, more
than anything, to care for Charlie, and that made her admire him so much more than
she might have done otherwise.

She turned away to finish washing the dishes.
“Leavethat,” Eli said. “I'll doit.”

“This is my job,” she pointed out. It was true — taking care of minor household
chores was included in her job description.
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“You've worked all day,” Eli said. “I can do the dishes. Come and have a glass of
wine with me.”

He was doing this more and more often — offering to open a bottle of wine for her at
the end of the day, or inviting her to sit down with him as he ate a late dinner. It was
something Maddie had come to enjoy, but she also knew that she probably shouldn’t
be doing it as much as she was. She should tell him no, but she couldn’t seem to bring
herself to do that, because the truth was that she wanted that experience. She wanted
him to come home in time to see Charlie, but at the same time, she wanted him to
come home after Charlie was in bed so that the two of them could spend time
together.

Maddie had also noticed that Elineverworked as late as he once had these days. Even
on the nights when she was sure he must know he was going to miss out on seeing
Charlie, he was making an effort to get home earlier.

She could only think of one possible reason for that — it had to be because he wanted
to spend more time with her.

She took a seat at the table, feeling slightly uneasy about the choice she was making
but incapable of choosing anything else. Eli went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle

that was shorter and narrower than a standard wine bottle.

He noticed her looking at it. “It’'s a dessert wine,” he explained. “I don't always like
these, but as a special treat, they can bereally nice.”

“Are you supposed to have dessert with it?’



“Yes. | brought home atiramisu.”

“You did?’ She hadn’t expected that at all.

Eli pointed to a bag on the counter that he must have brought in with him — it hadn’t
been there before, but she hadn’t noticed itwhen he had come in. “I had my assistant
pick it up and bring it to the office for me,” he said. “One of the nicest in the city.
Have you been to this restaurant?’

She checked out the logo on the bag. It wasn’'t a name she was familiar with. “I
haven't.”

“1"m going to have to take you sometime,” he said.

Maddie didn’'t know quite what to say to that. Having a glass of wine at the end of the
day was one thing, but was he talking about taking her out to a fancy dinner? Surely
that was crossing the bounds of professionalism.

If Eli was aware of it, he showed no sign of it. He cut into the tiramisu and put pieces
of it onto plates. He placed one of them in front of her and gave her a fork. “I hope
you likeit,” he said. “It’ s supposed to be the best around.”

She waited while he poured the wine. “The truth is, | don’t think | would know a
good tiramisu from a chocolate pudding,” she admitted. “I haven’'t had it more than
twicein my life.”

“Oh. You're not afan?’
“Itisn’'t that,” Maddie said. “It’s just not something that we really did in my family.

My mom'’s idea of dessert was afruit salad with some whipped cream — which | also
really enjoyed — so we didn’t have decadent stuff like this.” She took a bite and then



sipped the wine. Eli was right — the two did pair well together.

“What about your father?” Eli asked.

Maddie shook her head. “He was more of a dessert guy, but he died when | was
fourteen.”

“Oh, Maddie. I'm so sorry. | didn’t know.”

“No reason you would. | never brought it up to you until now.” She shrugged. “It was
along time ago. | don’t think about it as much as| once did.”

“But you do still think about it?”’

“I’ll always think about it, to some degree. He was my father. He meant everything to

me.
“You were close, then?’

“Very close.” She hesitated. It was a difficult thing to talk about, even now. “He was
my biggest fan,” she said. “My biggest supporter. When | used to talk about my plans
to become a dancer, Dad was always the one who told me | could do it.”

“You said it took your parents awhile to get on board with the idea.”

“That was mostly my mom. Really, Dad was with me from the start. He told me | was
the world’s best dancer and that | could do anything | wanted to do — things that
obviously weren't exactly true, of course, but when you’ re alittle girl and your father

tells you that you can do no wrong, you believeit.”

“I’d imagine,” Eli said quietly.



“1 couldn’t be more grateful for everything he gave me,” Maddie said. “If not for my
dad and his influence in my life, |1 don't think | would have been brave enough to
pursue a career in dance in thefirst place. And even though | wasn't able to make that
dream come true, the amount of time | spent trying is something I’m not ever going
to forget. The training | got from it has been invaluable. And then there's just the
relationship | had with my dad. That’'s been one of the most important experiences of
my life. | don’t know what | would have done without him.”

Eli was quiet, staring into hiswine glass.
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It was only then that Maddie realized the weight behind what she had said — the
thing he might have heard. He might think that she had been implying, yet again, that
there was something wrong with the way he was raising Charlie. He might think she
was drawing comparisons between himself and her own father.

She put her wine glass down and leaned in, anxious to correct any misunderstanding.
“1 don’t mean to say that — well, | wasn't trying to say anything, really,” she said.

Eli raised his eyebrows, looking faintly amused. “What is it you weren’t trying to
say?’

Oh, hell. “I just mean that... we were talking about you and Charlie, and then we
were talking about me and my father, and | didn’t mean to suggest that the two
situations were the same.”

“No, it sounds asif they could hardly be more different, according to you!”

“That’s not what | meant.”

But he was smiling. “Don’'t worry,” he said. “I’m not angry. Y ou make a good point.
| think so much about the things | want to provide for my son, but | sometimes forget
that the most important thing | can give him is the memory of a childhood full of
happiness. | want him to know that he was loved. It sounds like you never doubted

that.”

“1 never did,” Maddie agreed quietly.



“Thank you.” Eli’ stone was sincere. “Truly, | appreciate you sharing that.”

He reached out and rested his hand on top of hers for a moment.

Maddie breathed in sharply. What did this mean?

She should pull away from him — she should hurry up to her room, and never mind
the wine and tiramisu.

She didn’t want to go.
She waited for him to break the contact between the two of them — but he wasn’t
breaking it. It was almost as if he wasn't even aware that this new line had been

crossed.

What am | doing? For God'’s sake, | could lose my livelihood over this. | could lose
my placeto live. What would | do then?

That redlization broke through the cloud that had surrounded her thoughts. She
removed her hand from his and got to her feet. “I ought to go to bed,” she murmured.
“This was?—"

But she couldn’t think what to say. How could she describe it? What had it been?
Maddie turned and hurried away, but the feeling of palpable tension followed her.
CHAPTER 11

ELI

“You really don't have to work al day?’ Charlie asked, unable to disguise the



excitement in histone.

“l really don't.” Eli could hardly believe it himself. It felt like he was forgetting
something vital, walking away from work for the day like this, and yet it had been
surprisingly easy to do. He had put his mailbox on do not disturb and arranged for his
messages to be forwarded to his secretary and one of his associates. Between the two
of them, they would be able to handle anything that came through, and he should be
fine to take the day off.

A real day off. When was the last time he’' d had one?

He wasn't sure — but he was looking forward to it.

“Can we spend the whole day here?’ Charlie asked.

“Maybe not thewholeday,” Eli laughed.

“But you don’t have to get back home for work!”

“That’strue, but | think you'd get tired if you were on the beach al day long.”

“1 would not,” Charlieinsisted. “I want to stay all day.”

“We'll see,” Eli said. “We'll see how you feel in afew hours.”
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Charlie turned to face Maddie instead. “Maddie, can we stay all day?’
Maddie laughed. “Your dad isin charge, you know, Charlie.”
“1 thought you were both in charge.”

“Well, | happen to agree with him, anyway. Let's see how we al feel after a few
hours. I’m not sure any of us are up to awhole day here.”

She glanced at Eli.

He looked away quickly, knowing what she must be thinking. When he had told her
that he’'d made arrangements to have the day off, she had raised her eyebrows and
said nothing, and he’ d gotten the feeling that she didn’t quite believe it.

If he was honest with himself, he knew he couldn’t blame her for doubting. He hadn’t
shown himself to be reliable about this.

Today was different. Today he really would be spending the whole day with Charlie.
What she’'d said about her own father the other night — about losing him so young
and the memories that had stayed with her — that had really affected him. He had
always thought of his relationship with Charlie as something he had forever to get
right, but they didn't, of course. Even if they were lucky and nothing tragic
interceded, as it had with Maddie and her own father, Charlie was getting older every
day. One day, the mere fact of time passing would take the two of them away from
one another, and Eli would never get these years back.



He was determined to make the most of them.

“I"'m going to get some shells so that we can decorate a sandcastle,” Charlie
announced.

“Don’t go any farther than...” Eli eyed the beach. “See that striped umbrella down
there?’

13 Yeah.”

“No farther than that.” They had come to a fairly secluded beach today — it wasn’t
the one where Charlie had first met Maddie. Eli till felt spooked from having
temporarily misplaced his son that day, and knew that it would be easier to relax on a
beach with fewer people. Here, at least, he wouldn’t have to fear that anyone had
snatched Charlie up — the striped umbrella, several yards off, was the closest person
in either direction. “And no going in the water,” he added severely. “Don’t even get
your feet wet. | mean it.”

“Aw, Dad.”

“I’m not joking. If you want to go into the water, you come back here and Maddie or
| will take you. You can go down the beach a ways to collect shells, but you stay out
of the water. Am | understood?’

“Y eah, yeah.”

“Okay, then. Have a good time.”

Charlie trotted off down the beach. Eli watched him go. Without taking his eyes off
of him, he asked, “Do you think I'm making a mistake?’



“A mistake? What mistake?’ Maddie was setting out beach chairs.

“Letting him go off on his own. That's what | did last time, and it didn’t turn out so
well.”

“WEell, things are different thistime,” Maddie said. “We're on a private beach for one
thing — | can’t understand why you brought him to the public beach in the first
place, to tell you the truth. It's not as if you can’t afford the membership fee to this
place.”

“It's where his old nanny took him,” Eli explained. “I never bothered with
membership fees to exclusive beaches because it wasn't something | thought about,
and because | wasn't usually the one going, so | didn’t care.”

“But that experience got you to change your mind?’

“Something like that. That and the fact that | just don’t want to spend my day on a
packed beach like the one where you used to work.”

“Well, | have to admit, thisis a lot nicer than what | used to deal with every day,”

Maddie said. “And it makes it easier to keep an eye on Charlie.” She glanced at Eli.
“1 guess it probably makesiit a little easier for you to focus on checking your emails,

too.

“No,” he said, eyebrowslifting. “I told you that I'm not working today, remember?”’

“1 mean, yeah, | remember that conversation.”

“1 knew you didn’'t believe me.”

“Well, can you blame me?’



“Just because | haven't done a good job at prioritizing my home life in the past
doesn’t mean | am incapable of it.”



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 7:18 am

“That isn't what | meant,” Maddie said. “It's not that | thought you couldn’t step
away from work if you wanted to, but...”

“You didn't think | wanted to.” Eli felt frustrated.

Maddie bit her lip, that captivating affectation that aways made Eli forget exactly
what he had been talking about. “It'sjust... | mean, you didn’t give me the day off.”

“You wanted a day off? You usually work Fridays. And you didn’'t say anything
about it.”

“But if you meant to be with Charlie all day, and to give him your full attention, you
wouldn’t need me,” Maddie pointed out. “I assumed you had kept me working
because you planned not to be fully present.”

Eli felt like an idiot. Of course, she was perfectly right. It made sense that she would
have thought exactly that. And for that matter, whyhadn’the told her to take the day
off? He didn’'t need a nanny today — hewasplanning to spend the whole day with
Charlie.

The answer came to him as soon as he had posed himself the question, and it made
him feel tense and unhappy to have to admit it.

He hadn’t sent Maddie off for the day for the very ssmple reason that he wanted to
have her around. When he had imagined this day, she had been a part of it.

He didn’t need her to help him care for Charlie today — but he wanted her aong



anyway.
And he had no idea how he ought to feel about that fact.

“Now are you glad we left the beach?’ Maddie asked Charlie.

Charlie nodded, kicking his feet against one of the benches at the skateboard park. He
jumped in the air and tried to spin around before landing. Eli was impressed — he
nearly managed it, but he tripped over his own feet at the end. Undaunted, he sprang
back up. “Can | get a skateboard, Dad?’

“I’ll think about it.” Eli wasn't sure how he felt about Maddie exposing Charlie to
such a dangerous sport. On one hand, Charlie clearly loved it. He' d been ooh-ing and
ahh-ing at the skaters since they had arrived.

“1 want to learn how to do tricks,” Charlie pressed.

“Until you have a board of your own, there are plenty of things we can work on to get
you ready,” Maddie told him.

“There are?’ Charlie asked eagerly.

Eli turned to face Maddie too, interested in where this might be going.

“That jump you just did,” Maddie said. “I can help you learn to do it right, if you

want.

“Y ou know how to do that?’

“Sure | do. | used to be a ballet dancer.”



“Skateboarding isn't ballet!”

“Well, it kind of is! It's all about knowing exactly where you are in the air so that
you'll know exactly where you’re going to bewhen you land. That way you don’t get
surprised and trip on your own feet like you just did.” Maddie stood up, positioned
herself carefully, then sprang into the air, spun neatly around, and landed in a
reasonable impression of a skateboarder’ s stance.

“Hey!” Charlie burst into applause. “ That was great!”

“You can do that too. It’'s pretty easy.”

“Show me how!”

“Okay, come here.” Maddie led him into an open patch of grass, which Eli was
thankful for. If he fell, there wouldn't be scraped knees. “Stand like this.” She
demonstrated. “Now, you're going to push off with this foot, and watch how | wrap
my arms when | jump.” She leapt gracefully into the air again. “Pulling my arms in
like that helps me turn my body, see?’

“The boarders grab their boards when they spin.”

“They’re jumping off of things, so they have more time in the air than you do. When
you're just jJumping up from the ground like this, it’s important to turnfast. Go ahead,

try it.”

Charlie tried. He didn’t make it all the way around, but it was a much better attempt,
and he stayed on hisfeet. “Hey!” he cried. “Dad, did you see that?’

“| saw it.”
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“Maybe Maddie could be my skateboard teacher.”

“Maybe,” Eli agreed, but that wasn't what he was thinking. Instead, he was
envisioning her as a ballet teacher, a horde of little kids positioned around her as she
corrected their technique and helped them to get their spins and twirls just right.

She would be good at it, he realized. She wasn't just a remarkable dancer. She had a
gift for guiding children as well. And on the heels of that realization came another

one — he wanted to help her. He wanted to assist her in realizing her dream.

Whether she would let him do that was another question — but he was determined,
al of asudden, totry.

After everything she had aready done for him, and for Charlie, it felt as if that was
the very least he could do for her in return.

Eli’ sresolve to help Maddie open a dance studio was put to the test just hours later as
the three of them walked home.

“Come check thisout,” Maddie said, turning down an unfamiliar street.
“Home is the other way.” Eli pointed.
“1 know,” she said. “But thiswon't take long. We're only two blocks away.”

“Two blocks away from what? | don’t even know this part of town,” he objected.
“Where are we going?’



“I’ll show you when we get there!”

“l want to see.” Charlie took off trotting after Maddie. Eli sighed and followed. He
wasn't fond of surprises. That was how they had ended up at the skate park in the first
place, and though it had turned out to be a very good time, he still wasn't sure about
the wisdom of encouraging Charlie to take up such a dangerous sport.

But there was nothing dangerous about walking a few blocks together. This was a
nice part of town, very commercial. He caught up with his son and took his hand, and
Charlie beamed up at him.

It occurred to Eli to wonder at what age little boys stopped liking it when their fathers
took their hands in public. He was pleased and grateful to realize that he hadn’t

missed out on those years completely.

Maddie had stopped before what looked like an empty storefront. “Here,” she said in
ablissful tone that didn’t match the moment at all, as far as Eli could tell.

He frowned. “What exactly are we looking at?’

“Yeah, what are we looking at?’ Charlie chimed in. “It looks like a big empty
building.”

“That’swhat it isnow. That’s what it’s been for about a year. But I’ ve had my eye on
it. If I had my way, I’d lease it tomorrow.”

“For your dance studio,” Eli realized.

“It's perfect. The size, the location — | can even imagine how | would remode it.
The barre would go along that wall.” She pointed.



“What’ s stopping you from moving forward?’

“Money, of course.” She laughed.

“Have you looked into the cost?’

“l can’t even afford rent on a one-bedroom apartment. No way | could afford this.”
She sighed. “It’s a pipe dream, unfortunately. But it'sone | can’'t help indulging from
time to time. Thanks for swinging by to look at it with me.”

“I likeit,” Charlie said loyally, and Maddie smiled at him.

They started for home, and Eli couldn’t help noticing that Maddie didn’'t look over
her shoulder at the studio — or rather, the space she imagined as a studio — a single

time. She had indulged in her daydream, but now she was back to living in redlity.

And he tore his eyes from the sway of her hips and the curve of her long neck,
knowing that he needed to do the same.

It was fun — no, it washlissful— to imagine what might be with Maddie if nothing
stood in their way. But the fact of the matter was that she was his employee. He had a
responsibility. The line between the two of them was firm, and Eli knew it could
never be crossed.

CHAPTER 12

ELI
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Eli pulled the door to Charlie’s room shut. “That was fun,” he told Maddie. “That
whol e bedtime routine. Is that what he does every night?’

“Yeah. We get ready for bed, he washes his face and brushes his teeth, and then we
each pick out a book for the other one to read aloud.” Maddie smiled. “It's what my
parents used to do with me when | was a kid. It’s nice to get the chance to continue
the tradition.”

“I likeit,” Eli said.
“Did you mean what you said about coming home earlier this week?’

Eli nodded. “I meant it when | said | was going to try,” he said. “Do you think | made
amistake, saying it in front of Charlie?’

“Well...”
“Youdo.”

“lI don't think it's a mistake if you're going to do it,” Maddie said. “He's really
looking forward to it. You saw the way he lit up.” Elihad made the promise after
finishing the book he had read to Charlie, and Charlie had become so excited that for
a moment Eli had worried the boy wouldn’t be able to get to sleep. “If you really are
planning on coming home for dinner tomorrow, like you said, then it’s nice that he
has that to think about. But if there’s even a chance that it won't work out, | don’t
want to see him disappointed.”



“I’'m going to do it,” Eli said. “Tomorrow, at least, I'm going to make it happen.
WEe'll have to see from there, but | can do one day.”

“1 suppose you managed today,” Maddie said. “I couldn’t quite believe it when you
stayed with us all day long. | kept thinking that at some point something was sure to
pull you back to work. Y ou surprised me.”

“1 just hope it made a difference to Charlie.”

“Oh, it did,” Maddie assured him. “Take it from the person who's with him every
day. He's not an unhappy kid or anything, but today was the happiest |’ ve ever seen
him. He loved having the chance to spend time with you. | hope it happens more
often. This coming home on time for dinner thing, if it works out — that’s a big step
in theright direction.”

“Well, | have you to thank,” Eli said.

The two of them had reached the kitchen, and Eli moved automatically to take out the
bottle of wine they hadn’t finished a few nights ago. They had re-stoppered it after a
glass each, but now Eli removed the stopper and poured some out for each of them.
Maddie had taken her usual place at the kitchen island, and as Eli handed her a glass,
it occurred to him that this had become a routine. He never would have believed the
two of themwould develop a routine together, but obvioudy they had, and that
routine had nothing at all to do with Charlie or his care.

That was a thought best left unexplored. If he pulled too hard at that thread, he would
be forced to conclude that he shouldn’t be here with Maddie in the first place — that
they were dancing ever closer to that invisible line he had been trying not to cross
since the day he had met her.

Oh, but she didn’t make it easy on him! Every little thing she did felt like torture, and



he was half convinced she was doing it on purpose. The way she twirled a strand of
hair absently around her finger — surely that couldn’t be innocent. She must know
that every move she made was captivating.

The air conditioner kicked on, and instantly Eli was aware of her scent on the air,
wafting toward him. And though he knew there was no way she was doing that on
purpose, he couldn’t help the way it made him feel. He wanted to lunge for her.

How long had it been since he had felt this way about a woman?

It wasn't as if there had been no women. He'd had his flings. But between the
responsibilities of parenthood and the job, there hadn’t been time for anything
serious. And now here was a beautiful woman, living in his home, sitting at his
kitchen island and drinking his wine in jean shorts and bare feet, as if she belonged
here. She did belong here.

And she was smart, and she was funny, and she adored Charlie.

On paper, this was a dream come true.

Eli threw back his glass of winein asingle gulp.

Maddie stared at him. “Areyou al right?’

“I"'m fine,” he assured her. “I think I’m going to get up to bed myself, though.”

“It's early for you.” Was it just his imagination, or did she look disappointed? “I
thought you’ d be up alittle while longer.”

“1 need to get some deep,” he said. “I’ ve got an early start tomorrow so that | can get
home for dinner.”



“Oh. Okay.”

He hesitated a moment. “I’ll see you then.”

“See you then,” Maddie agreed

“Dad, we made a pot roast!”



Page 32

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 7:18 am

Eli had been hit by the scent of dinner the moment he walked through the front door
of his house, so he wasn't at all surprised by his son’s declaration. He allowed
Charlie to take him by the hand and lead him back to the dining room, where the table
had been set for two.

He looked up at Maddie, who was placing a hot dish on atrivet in the middle of the
table. “Only two settings?’

“For the two of you.”

“You're not joining us?’ Eli thought back over the past week. Maybe she hadn’t been
given enough time off. He made a mental note to review that with her and see
whether a change needed to be made to her working hours — he knew they were

long, and he definitely didn’t want to lose another nanny the way he had with Katie.

“1 thought the two of you would like the chance to eat dinner together,” Maddie
explained.

“No, sit down with us. If you're only leaving because of that — you put all this work
into making dinner. You should get some while it's hot and fresh. And besides,
Charlie wants you here — don’t you, Charlie?’

“Yeah, | do,” Charlie said.

“You guys can tell me all about what you did today,” Eli said.

“Y ou seem cam,” Maddie observed.



“I do?’

“1 mean, more so than usual. Usually you seem alittle tense when you get home from
work. But today you're more relaxed. I’m guessing it was a good day?’

“It was,” Eli said. “But, you know, | think what you may be picking up on has more
to do with the fact that | was expecting it not to be.”

“Really? Why would you expect that?” Maddie hesitated. “1 guess | don’'t know very
much about what it’slike at your job. Maybe difficult days are the norm?’

“Well, they are — but there’'s also the fact that | just took a whole day off,” he
explained. “I thought | would be playing catch-up all day long. But as it turned out,
my team did a great job keeping up with things while | was away. | didn’'t have to
worry about it at all. Almost everything I'd have done if | had been in the office
yesterday was already accomplished, so there was only alittle bit of work to catch up
on, and then | was able to get into today’s tasks. It wasn't anywhere near as bad as |
thought it would be.”

“You' re saying the place didn’t burn down without you?”’

Eli laughed. “I guess it didn't,” he agreed. “And | guess thatwasthe thing | aways
worried about. That if | stayed away from work too long, everything would fall apart
in my absence. The fact that that didn’t happen made it easier than | thought it would
be to come home early today. | thought that was going to be a real hurdle for me, but
actually, walking out of the building at five o' clock felt kind of nice.”

“You should be able to do that,” Maddie encouraged. “It's your company, after all.
It's not as if you have a boss you need to impress. And I’m guessing that a lot of the
day-to-day stuff can be delegated to your employees.”



“You'reright. | think | need to work on trusting them more — but they really proved
themselves over the past couple of days, so that’s going to get easier for me now.”

“Does that mean you'll be coming to dinner more often?” Charlie chimed in.
“Because I'm afraid Maddie and | might run out of recipes, Dad.”

“I’m not coming for the recipes,” Eli said. “You know, we do still have Hank. He
always cooked for us before. I'm sure he's enjoyed the downtime while you and
Maddie have been doing the cooking, but that isn’t really part of Maddie’ sjob.”

“Actually, Hank has still been doing plenty of cooking,” Maddie said. “Charlie and |
seasoned this roast, but Hank did most of the rest of it while we played in the pool, so
we can only take partial credit today.”

“Well, whatever share of the credit you take, you did a great job,” Eli told her. “And
I’m glad you two got some playtimein.”

In fact, he wished he could have been there for it. Although opportunities to see
Maddie in a swimsuit had been a surprisingly common feature of their lives together
since they’d met, it wasn't the kind of thing he could imagine himself ever willingly
passing up. Dinner was all well and good, but another day like the one they had spent
on the beach was what he really could have used.

And yet, Eli was mindful of the fact that he couldn’t propose that sort of thing too
often. If he did, it would start to be obvious that he was just coming up with excuses
to get a glimpse. And he shouldn’t even be hopping on those opportunities with as
much enthusiasm as he had so far.

He also couldn’t ignore the fact that hedidwant to be with her in this setting. Seeing
Maddie's body was great, it was true, but there was something special about these
nights, too.



As he watched, she put some roast on Charlie's plate. “Napkin in your lap,” she
reminded him, and Charlie beamed up at her as he obeyed.

God, what a miracle it was to see him looking up to a woman like that. And how
special to see a woman who really seemed to love his son! Those were two things he
had never believed he would experience after Fiona had died. Things he'd never
believedCharliewould experience.

Sometimes he couldn’t believe that his life had taken the turn it had. Sometimes it felt
as though Katie walking out on her position as nanny was the luckiest thing that
could possibly have happened to the two of them.

But whenever that feeling struck, Eli forced himself to remember that, for Maddie,
this was just a job. Nothing more.She might care about Charlie — in fact, Eli was
sure that she did. But that didn’t mean she was a mother figure, or anything close to
it, and he could never alow himself to forget it.

Forgetting that she didn’t have feelings for him was foolish, but if he ever let himself
think that she might truly love Charlie — beyond the terms of her job — that would
be irresponsible, and he would risk letting his son’s heart be broken. That was the one
thing Eli could never do.
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“I'm impressed,” Maddie said softly, three nights later. “You've been home early
every night this week.”

“It was easier than | thought it would be,” Eli admitted. “1t makes me feel bad for not
having done it sooner.”

“What mattersisthat you did it now. Hey, can you hand me that dish towel ?”
“1’ve told you that you don’t have to do the washing up. That’s not your job.”

Maddie reached past Eli and plucked the towel from its hook. For a moment, her lean,
muscular body was pressed up against his, and he could feel the shape of her curves.
It slayed him. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and hold her right where she
was, stop her from moving. He knew he couldn’t do that, but there was no denying
the desire.

He stepped back quickly instead, breaking the contact between them, which caused
her to stumble. He was force to reach out and put a hand on her arm to steady her,
and somehow that was just as intoxicating, although a mere hand on her elbowreally
shouldn’t have affected him so powerfully. Perhaps it was because he was now
imagining al the places he wasn't touching her.

Maddie cleared her throat, lowered her eyes, and stepped away to start drying the
saucepan she had washed.

Eli stood still, half of him wanting to leave the kitchen to be alone with his thoughts
— and to break the tension that was so thick in the air he felt asif he could nearly see



it. The other half of him resisted, desperate to stay. Sometimes he felt as if he spent
all day waiting for these moments when the two of them would be alone together.
Sometimes it felt as if he was living for these moments, and when thoughts like that
occurred to him, he was forced to admit to himself that his feelings had already gone
much too far to be called back. The most he could hope to do now was to control
them, to keep them restrained, like a dog that couldn’t be trusted without aleash.

“Will we be seeing you for dinner next week as well?” Maddie asked him.

“1 suppose you'd tell me that Charlie has gotten used to that, and it wouldn’'t be a
good idea to disappoint him?’

“1 would definitely say that.” Maddie hesitated. “1 would also be disappointed if you
stopped coming home for dinner.”

She shot him a glance, as though nervous of what his reaction to that might be.

Eli didn’t know how he ought to react. She wanted him at dinner — not for Charlie's
sake, but for her own?

“l guess you work hard on those medls,” he said at last, knowing it was a poor
response, but not knowing what else to say. Whatcouldhe say?

Maddie seemed somehow deflated by the comment, but she recovered herself. “1 do,”
she said. “And so does Charlie. We both want to see you enjoy them.”

“l do. | look forward to them all day.” The food was the least of what he looked
forward to. Were they both talking in code, circumventing the thing they really meant
to say? He couldn’t be sure. He was usually so good at reading women — so why did
he find her so difficult to interpret?



She cleared her throat. “Dishes are done,” she said. “I think I'll go read for a bit
before bed.” Meaning she would pass on their customary glass of wine tonight.

Eli watched her go, unsure if he was glad of the reprieve or sad to be missing out on
more time with her. With Maddie, it seemed, he was aways asking himself that
question.

CHAPTER 13

MADDIE

“Ihaven’t seen you inforever,” Tess complained as she set the lunch tray down on the
table between the two of them. “That’s how it feels, at least. | missyou!”

“lI know,” Maddie said sympathetically. She reached out to take her soup and
sandwich from the tray and arranged them in front of her, consciously aware of the
fact that she hadn’t said she had missed Tess too.

The truth was that she hadn’'t, exactly. Not that it wasn’'t good to see her friend, of
course. They were at their favorite cafe today, a few blocks from the beach where
Maddie had once worked, and thus, by definition, close to the neighborhood where
Eli and Charlie lived. She'd never realized how close this cafe was to those ritzy,
upscale houses. Certainly there was nothing blue-blooded about this place, which
served sandwiches to order, soup of the day, and soda that you dispensed yourself
into a paper cup. Maddie and Tess loved it because the soups were so well made, but
not because there was anything fancy about it.

She was glad to be here, but in al actuality, she couldn’t say that she had missed
these outings with Tess, even though it hadbeen a long time since one had taken
place. She had been too distracted with everything that was going on in her own life
to feel much longing for this.



She felt guilty about that — but at the same time, surely Tess must understand. She
was preoccupied herself, living with her boyfriend for the first time.

“How have things been with Damian?’ she asked.

Tessrolled her eyes. “Don’'t ask.”

“Uh-oh. Not good?’

“No, it'sfine. | mean, I'm glad he moved in,” Tesssaid. “It’s just an adjustment. Y ou
and | lived together for such along time that there were never any surprises, but with

Damian it’s like something new every day.”

“Good surprises, | hope?’
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“Well, some of them are. He makes me omelets in the morning, and brigs me coffee
in bed on the weekends. Y ou never did that.” Tess grinned. “I mean, it would’ ve been
alittle strange if you had, of course, but it does make for a nice change. So that part is
good.”
“I'm glad,” Maddie said. “But you sound like maybe not all of it isgood.”
“It just takes some getting used to,” Tess said. “He doesn’t sort his laundry.”
“Isthat abig deal ?’
“It doesn’'t need to be, necessarily,” Tess said. “But like, the other day, for instance,
he threw a bunch of my stuff into the washer with his. He said he was trying to help
me out, and I’m surethat’ s the truth, but it meant all my delicates went through in the
same load as his blue jeans.”

“Arethey al right?’

“1 mean, probably. I might be imagining it, but my bras don’t feel as soft anymore.
And you know how expensive they are to replace.”

“1 do know.”
“1t’ s probably not such abig deal for you, living in that big fancy house now.”

Maddie laughed. “Just because | live in Eli’s house doesn't mean he buys my
undergarments,” she said. “I still get paid for the job of being a nanny, and that’s not



exactly a six-figureincome.”

“More than you were getting lifeguarding, though?’

“More than that, yes.”

“Well, that’s good, at any rate,” Tess said. “The manshouldpay you well. You know
he' s one of the wealthiest tech tycoonsin America, right?’

“Don’t call him atycoon. Heisn't like that.”

“1’m serious, though. Have you looked him up online at all?’

11 NO_”

“He'son al kinds of lists.”

“What do you mean? What kinds of lists?’

“Lists of the most successful businessmen in America. | can't believe you haven't
looked him up, Maddie. Don’'t you want toknow everything you can about the person
you' re working for? | sure would if it was me.”

“1 guess I’m learning about him the old-fashioned way,” Maddie said.

“WEell, you can’t be learning much. All the articles I’ve read on the subject seem to
say the same thing — he's atotal workaholic. They say he’'s constantly in his office.
They make it sound like a good thing, that he's so devoted to his job, but al | could

think when | read it was, of course this man needs to have a nanny. He must have no
time at al to spend with hisson if he spends that much of histime at work.”



“He' s not that bad,” Maddie protested. “ And actually, he’ s been alot better lately.”
“What do you mean, he's been better?’

“He was worse when | first moved in. Staying at the office until all hours. Hardly
seeing his son at all. Now, though, he usually makes it home for dinner. It's a big

improvement.”

Tess frowned. “He's changed his work habits to come home and have dinner with
you?’

“Not withme, with Charlie. It doesn’t have anything to do with me.”

“Are you sure about that?’

“Why on earth would it? He wants to see his son. He doesn’'t care about spending
time with me.”

“Okay, why do you say that asif it disappoints you, though?’
“What? Y ou're reading into things,” Maddie said. “Or you’ re imagining something in

my tone that isn’t there. | don’t have anyreason to be disappointed that Eli isn’t
interested in spending spare time with me.”
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“You cal him Eli?
“It’ s the twenty-first century. Who doesn’t call their boss by their first name?’

“I don’t know. | don’t know what's standard for household staff,” Tess admitted. “I
guess | thought there would be more...”

“More what?’

“Distance. He comes home to dinner with his son, but you saidwe. You eat with
them?’

“1 have to eat somewhere.”
“l mean, do his other employees also eat with you?’

“Well, no.” Now that she thought about it, it would have been odd for the cook or the
groundskeeper to join them at the dinner table. And yet, it had become such a habit,
such a common thing, for the three of them to dine together. Maddie couldn’'t even
imagine going back and telling Eli that she would take her meals up to her suite from
now on. He would assume that it meant something was wrong. To be honest, he
wouldn’'t even be wrong to think so. It was nothing she would every choose on her
own, unprompted by anyone else, and of course Eli would realize that. He would
think he’ d done something to make her want to pull away.

Worse yet, Charlie might thinkhehad done something to make her pull away.



Thinking about it in those terms made Maddie fully realize the seriousness of what
she might have done. Of course it wouldhave been a mistake to get too close to Eli —
if she had. But the bigger mistake would be crossing professional lines and allowing
it to affect Charlie. He had started to trust her and to rely on her presence in his life.
Maddie couldn’t let anything get in the way of that.

“What are you thinking?’ Tess asked.

“1 was just thinking about... about dinner tonight.” It was close enough to the truth.
Tess stared. “ Y ou're not eating dinner with them tonight, surely?’

“Why wouldn’t | be?’

“Maddie, today is your day off, | thought. What are you doing? You're going to go
back to work?’

“It’ s not reallywork. It's only dinner.”

“And you're telling me that’s what you choose to do with your downtime? Y ou get
one day off aweek and you' re going to have dinner with your boss and hiskid?’

“It's not like that.”

“No, I’'m getting that,” Tess said slowly. “I warned you when you took this job that
you needed to be careful. | warned you not to get yourself in too deep with this guy.”

“And | told you that you didn’t have anything to worry about,” Maddie protested.

“But you're wrong. You're either lying to me or you're lying to yourself. Anybody
can see that you're into him, Maddie. Having dinner with him every night — even on



your night off? Why else would you do something like that? Y ou have feelings for
him.”

“Evenif | do?>—"

“I knew it!”

“l saidif, Tess. And what you didn’'t let me say was that even if you're right, it
doesn’'t matter. It’s not as if he has feelings for me, so what harm could a little crush
realy do?’

Maddie felt better as soon as she had said the words — but she also felt worse. Better
because it meant there was a limit to the damage she could have done with her errant
feelings, but worse because it hurt to acknowledge out loud that — whatever it was

she was feeling — Eli would never fedl it in return. He couldn’t.

She took a deep breath and re-centered herself. “Look, | appreciate you checking in
about this, but it’s not something either one of us needs to worry about.”

“1 don’t think you should go back and eat dinner with him tonight.”

“Yeah, well, | kind of have to. | promised Charlie,” Maddie said. “You wouldn’t
seriously expect meto let down alittle kid.”

“Well, no, of course | wouldn’t. | just don’t think you're being mindful about where
all thisisheading.”

“1 told you — nowhere. Eli has no interest in me like that.”
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“Maybe he doesn’t. Y ou would know better than | would about that,” Tess conceded.
“But what | do know is that this is headingsomewhere. You're in your feelings about
this guy, Maddie. I’ ve seen you get this way about enough men that | recognize the
signs. And you can't let it happen. Thisoneisyour boss.”

Maddie sighed, abandoning the pretense. “He's so attractive.”
“1 know. I’ ve seen the pictures.”

Maddie had forgotten that Tess had been running internet searches. She vowed later
to do some searches of her own and find out what her friend might have seen. But for
now, it didn’t much matter. “No picture could do him justice,” she told Tess, thinking
of the softness in Eli’ s eyes when he spoke about Charlie and the way his whole face
seemed to light up in those unguarded moments when they made him laugh. He was
attractive when he was serious, but when the facade cracked there was simply nobody
like him in the world.

“Y ou should let me meet him,” Tess suggested.

Maddie couldn’'t help laughing at that. “Y ou want me to keep my distance from him
and also bring my best friend home to meet him?”’

“l guess you'reright... that would be difficult to pull off.”
“Tryimpossible.” But even as she said it, Maddie found herself wishing that it wasn’t

impossible. It would be wonderful if she was able to combine these two parts of her
life somehow — introduce her best friend to the man who had captured so much of



her attention and interest. She and Tess had aways talked about their romantic
prospects, and it felt odd to have feelings for a man she couldn’t introduce to her
friend.

But that’ s for the best. Because nothing is going to come of these feelings. Thereisn’t
any reason for him to get to know Tess. She'll never be a part of hislife. And as soon
as he stops needing a nanny, so will 1.

Not for the first time, she found herself wondering when that would be.
She had never intended to nanny for Eli forever. Moving on had always been the

plan. But more and more lately, she foundherself dreading the day she would have to
actually bite the bullet and do it.

She was beginning to fear that it would just be too hard to say goodbye.

CHAPTER 14

ELI

As the weeks went by, Eli found it increasingly difficult to get Maddie off his mind.

It began to get in the way of his day-to-day life. He sat in meetings and realized
halfway through them that he hadn’'t been paying attention to what was going on
because he had been daydreaming about her instead. More and more, he relied on the
notes his assistant took during those meetings, because he couldn’t seem to focus on
anything.

Instead, his mind wandered to little interactions with her, and he relived them over

and over. A time she had ducked her head to laugh at a joke he had told and her hair
had fallen across her face. It had felt so good to make her laugh. He analyzed the



joke, picking it apart, trying to isolate exactly what her sense of humor was and how
he might make her laugh again, knowing perfectly well that something so calculated
would never have the same impact as an off-the-cuff moment had.

He had always been a charismatic person. He was being ridiculous and he knew it.
There was no need to plan every interaction like this. Things went well between
Maddie andhimself when he didn’t worry about it and allowed their interactions to
come naturally.

But if he was truly honest with himself, that wasn't the reason he spent so much time
thinking about her anyway. It wasn't that he was worried about his ability to interact
with her. It was just that daydreaming about Maddie felt nice. It had become one of
the most potent and enjoyable parts of his day.

Which is fine. Totally fine. There's no harm in daydreaming about an attractive
woman. It doesn’t mean | would ever act on it.

Of course | wouldn't.

And yet, day by day, the tension grew, and Eli felt an increasing sense
thatsomethingwas going to have to happen. He couldn't act on the feelings of
affection that welled up in him every day, but he needed to do something to
communicate to Maddie just how valued she was. He needed to let her see that she
had changed hislife, just by being a part of it.

And over and over, he returned to the same idea of how he could do that.

He took action on her day off. He hired a crew to come to the house and move
everything that had been stored in the conservatory up into the attic. He had mirrors
fixed to the wall along one side and a sound system installed. He even purchased a
ballet barre — a free-standing thing that could be moved about the room. When he



was finished, the space looked nothing like it had when he had started the day — it
had been successfully converted into a ballet studio. Eli had to hand it to himself. He
hadn’t realized he would be able to do this so well, but it really did look great.

Maddie arrived home late in the evening. Eli knew she was in the habit of going out
to meet with her friend Tess on her days off, and on this occasion she' d indicated that
the pair of them would be going to the movies. He and Charlie waited for her at the
door, Charlie bouncing up and down on his toes, nearly overcome with the
excitement of it all.

“She’'sgoing to loveit,” he said. “Right, Dad?’

“We hope so,” Eli said. He had to admit that he didn’t know for sure —the
conservatory definitely looked good to him, but it wasn't as if he was any sort of
expert on what a ballet studio should be like. Hopefully Maddie would appreciate the
effort, if nothing else.

She came in holding a few boxes of movie theater candy. “Hey, you're still up,” she
said, smiling at Charlie. “I brought you chocolate-covered peanuts. | know they’re
your favorite.”

Eli felt the familiar twinge, a mix of jealousy and guilt, that he always felt when
Maddie knew something about Charlie that he himself did not. It wasn't as bad as it
had once been, though. He recognized that he knew a lot more about his son than he
had even a few weeks ago. What was more, Maddie was responsible for a lot of the
new closeness between Eli and Charlie, and Eli was deeply grateful for that. The
gratitude he felt served to mitigate his guilt and jealousy a great deal.

And it was a good thing to learn something new about Charlie. He hadn’t known his
son loved chocolate-covered peanuts — well, now he did know. The fact that he
knew it now was more important than the fact that he hadn’t known it before. He



filed the information away to be used at a future date. Maybe he would bring Charlie
home some candy himself sometime soon.
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Charlie turned to him. “Dad, can | have some candy?’

“Henry and his mom are going to be picking you up for your slegpover night soon,
remember? Y ou can have it tomorrow,” Eli said. “I’m sure it will keep just fine.”

“I’ll put it in the cupboard, Charlie,” Maddie said. “Maybe tomorrow we can watch
that movie | was telling you about yesterday, the one where the dog gets a job on a
sailboat, and we can make our movie snacks. Would that be fun?’

“Ooh, yes. Do you have to work tomorrow, Dad?”’

“1 do, unfortunately.”

Charlie took that in stride. “Maybe you can watch a movie with us another time.”
“We'll make sure to set aside an evening for that.” The remarkable thing was that Eli
could make a promise like that to his son and know that it was the truth. He could
trust in his own ability to carve out time away from work to devote to family. That
had never been true before. And in spite of the fact that his burgeoning feelings for
Maddie complicated the issue, he knew that he did owe her a debt of gratitude for

making that possible. “Do you want to show Maddie our surprise?’

“Oh yeah!” Charlie forgot all about the candy. His eyes lit up with excitement.
“Maddie, Dad and | have a surprise for you.”

“Doyou?



“Come upstairs!”

Charlie led the way up to the conservatory, running the whole way. They had to walk
quickly to keep up with him. He paused outside the door. “Ready?’

Maddie frowned. “I’ ve never even been into this room before.”

“We were using it as storage,” Eli explained. “But now... well, | thought of a better
use for it.”

Charlie flung the door open.

Maddie gasped.

Eli could see at once, by the look on her face, that he had gotten it right. The sense of
satisfaction he felt was powerful. He hadn’t realized until this very moment how
concerned he had been that she would walk into the room and not understand what he
had been trying to create — that he would have missed the mark badly enough that
she wouldn’t recognizeit.

But she did, of course — he shouldn’t have worried. “It's a ballet studio,” she
breathed. “Y ou have a ballet studio?’

“We built it today!” Charlie enthused.

“A team of contractors did,” Eli amended, not wanting to take too much credit. “I
hope it suits you.”

“It's gorgeous.” Maddie turned a slow circle, taking it al in. She walked out into the
middle of the room, rose up on one toe, and did atidy pirouette. “The mirrors — they
were there before?’



“| had them installed.”

“Eli, thisistoo much. Y ou shouldn’t have done al this.”

“It's not too much at al,” he said. “I wasn’t using this room for anything, and you're
welcome to it. Itshouldbe put to some kind of use.”

“But...” she hesitated. “We don't know how long I'm going to be here. You
shouldn’'t have invested in a project like this.”

“Do you think you won't use it?’

“I'll definitely useit. I’ll useit every day.”

“In that case, it’s worth having,” Eli said. “And if we redecorate again in afew years,
that’s no problem — but for now, it will be put to good use. Much better use than this
room was being put to, I'd say.”

They were interrupted by the sound of the doorbell ringing.

“That’s Henry,” Charlie said. “They’re here to pick me up for the sleepover.”

“Ill take you down.” Eli turned to Maddie. “Wait for me here?’
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She nodded wordlessly.

Eli took Charlie down to the front door and handed him off to Henry’s mother, giving
him a quick hug goodbye and promising that he would be home the following day
when Charlie returned. The whole time, his thoughts remained upstairs with Maddie.

When he returned to her, she was at the barre, going through a series of exercises. Eli
stood in the doorway and watched her for a moment, noting how different it was from
the way she’ d danced in the living room. She was able to truly focus on her technique
now, watching herself in the mirror, checking each of her moves and repeating them
if they didn’t meet with her satisfaction.

She caught sight of him in the mirror. “ Thisis wonderful,” she told him.

“Youredly likeit?

“I loveit — but | can’t believe you did it,” she said. “It’s such an extravagant gift.”
“Itreally isn't ashig adeal asyou think itis. | wasn't using the space.”

“It isabig deal,” she countered. “Y ou thought of something | would want, and it’'s
the perfect thing. No one could have come up with a better gift for me, Eli.” She left
the barre and turned to face him, meeting his gaze. “Thank you,” she said earnestly.

“This means everything to me.”

“1 wanted to do something to repay you,” he explained.



“Repay me? Y ou don’t have anything to repay me for.”

“Everything you' ve done for me and Charlie.”

“I’ve only done my job.”

“No,” he said. “You’ve done far more than that. | know how challenging it must be to
speak up to me the way you have. | have hundreds of people who work for me, and
they never seem to manage it. But you did. And | know why you did. It was because
you saw that Charlie’s life could be better, and you were willing to take arisk to help
my son. | couldn’t ask anything more from anybody.

“1 care about him,” Maddie said quietly.

“l know you do. I'm grateful for that. | can't tell you...” He trailed off. These were
dangerous waters, and yet he wanted to say what was on his mind. Did he dare?

“What can’t you tell me?’ she pressed.

He shook his head. “Maybe | should leave you aone.”

“No.”

To his surprise, she stepped closer to him. Her fingertips brushed his. Eli’s whole
body felt electrified, and he sensed the precipice they were quickly approaching. If
thisdidn’t stop now, he wouldn't be able to stop it at all.

He didn't want to stop it.

“l can't tell you how much of a difference you' ve made to my life,” he said softly.
“You'll aways be so important to me. It’'s because of you that I’ ve been able to fix



my relationship with my son. There's nothing on earth that would be too much for me
to give to you as thanks for that.”

“Eli...” She breathed in, and he was deeply aware of every movement of her body.
“Thisisjust the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

He curled his fingers around hers without thinking about it, without taking the time to
process what he was doing. He couldn’t hold back anymore and wastired of trying.

And when he pulled her close, she didn’t try to resist.

The moment before he finally kissed her seemed to stretch out forever. Eli had time
to wonder whether he was going to go through with it and to question how he had
ended up here. He had time to ponder whether this had always been his intention in
creating a ballet studio for her.

But he didn’t have the strength to stop himself.

The sensation of release the moment their lips met was so powerful that Eli knew he
was lost. There was no coming back from it. He wrapped his arms around her and
held her close, feeling nothing but gratitude that the wall between them had finally
come down. Regret might come later, and in some smallpart of his mind, he was
aware of it. But right now, all that mattered was that the two of them were finally
together.

She broke the kiss and looked up at him, her eyes full of desire.
“Bedroom?’ he whispered, and when she nodded, Eli felt as if an explosion of

pleasure had been set off inside his chest. He took her by the hand and led her out of
the conservatory without looking back.



CHAPTER 15
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ELI
“How do you feel?" Eli whispered.

The sun was beginning to come up. The two of them had been up al night. Eli had
believed, at first, that they were only going to satisfy their desire for one another
quickly, and that they would move on, like finally scratching an itch after resisting for
along time. But it had turned into a very long night, a night during which neither of
them had slept a wink. Eli already knew that he was going to have to reach out to his
office and let them know not to expect him in today. Thank goodness he had begun to
set the expectation that such a thing would happen from time to time — even afew
weeks ago, he knew, he wouldn’t have been able to manage it.

“| feel amazing,” Maddie said. She was lying on her back and staring at the ceiling,
where the fan spun in lazy circles. “I can't believe this happened.”

“1’ve thought about it for along time,” Eli admitted.

“So havel.”

“Haveyou realy?’

She looked over at him, asmall smile on her face. “Did you think this only happened
because you made me a ballet studio?’ she asked. “I love the studio, but | wouldn’t

have gone this far for it.”

“l had no ideayou felt the same way | did.”



“I’ve been feeling things for a long time,” Maddie said, looking over at him. “I
thought you knew. | thought you must be able to tell.”

“I couldn’t.”

“1 hid it better than | thought | did.” She sighed. “I told myself | had to. That nothing
could ever happen between us.”

“1 know. I’ ve been telling myself the same thing.”

“So what changed?’

“1 couldn’t hold back anymore. | got tired of trying. | think we must be restraining
ourselves for the same reasons, right? Trying to protect Charlie?’

Maddie nodded. “I’ d never want to do anything to put hisfeelings at risk.”
“No. | wouldn’t either. But you' ve been such an undeniable force for good in hislife
that it's hard for me to believe anything bad could come of this,” Eli said. “Maybe

I’m being too permissive with myself, but... I'm ready to take the risk.”

“l can't believe I’'m hearing you say this.” Maddie shook her head. “Tess is never
going to believe any of this.”

Eli couldn’t keep a smile off hisface. “You’ ve talked to Tess about me?’

“We talk about you every time we get together,” she confessed.

“What do you say?’

“Well, she told me that if | had any sense, | would keep away from you,” Maddie



said. “And | told her — over and over — that there was nothing to worry about. That
nothing would ever happen between the two of us.”

“1 guess Tess saw the situation more clearly than either of us did.”

“She usually does,” Maddie agreed. “When | tell her that this happened, she's going
to be full ofl told you so.”

“ And then what? Do you think she'll disapprove?’

“She’ll want to know what happened between us next. How we followed it up in the
aftermath.”

“What will you tell her?’

“1 don’t know, do I? That part hasn’t happened yet.”

“Well, I'd better work on making the best impression | can.” Eli got out of bed and
pulled on his flannel pajama pants.

“Where are you going?’ Maddie asked him.
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“To get you breakfast. When you tell this story to Tess later, | want to make sure |
come off looking really good.”

“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” Maddie said. Then she blushed. Imagining
what she must be thinking, Eli couldn’t help but laugh — he sort of wanted to ask her
exactly what details she would share with Tess, but he decided to leave that between
the two of them.

“Just tell me onething,” he said.
“All right?’

“1 just want to know whether you have any regrets. Whether you're wishing that we
hadn’t done it.”

She swallowed. “No,” she said softly. “No regrets at al, Eli. | don’t know where we
go from here, and | don't know if we were wise in what we did, but | do know that |
can't possibly take it back now. It was exactly what I’ve been wanting this whole
time, and I’ m happy that it happened.”

“Good,” he murmured. “That’s good.”
“Do you feel the same way?’

“We can get into how | feel when | get back with your breakfast.” He flashed her a
grin. “Why don’t you just relax? Enjoy the sunrise.”



She nodded and settled back into the pillows.

Eli grabbed his phone from the charger and headed into the kitchen. He started the
coffee and then pulled up his email, thinking that he would fire off a quick message
to his assistant to let everyone know that he wouldn’t be coming in today.

He froze.

There were dozens of unread messages in his inbox.

It didn’t make sense. He had cleared it out last night before leaving work. It wasn't
yet seven in the morning. What could all these messages possibly be about — unless
something had gone seriously wrong overnight?

With a sinking feeling in his stomach, he clicked one of them open.

It was from his contact at Harrison Duncan, a law firm that was one of his biggest
clients. Eli skimmed the email with mounting horror. Harrison Duncan was canceling
al their contracts with his company. The tone of the email was one of deep
dissatisfaction bordering on outrage, and Eli had no idea what to think. Everything
had been fine yesterday ...

He looked at the clock. Wasiit too early for a phone call?
He knew the answer to that, really, but something had to be done to mitigate this
situation. He couldn’t just lose such an important client. This was terrible for the

business. They would survive the hit, but it was a huge setback.

No, he had to call. He had to at |east |eave a message, to show that he was taking this
serioudly.



Jack Harrison answered the phone on the first ring. “It's about damn time,” he
snapped. “1’ve been trying to get in touch with you al night, Sinclair.”

“I'm glad | didn't wake you,” Eli managed, though in truth this was worse.
Apparently whatever had happened was so serious that Jack Harrison hadn’t been to
sleep yet, and that was worrisome in the extreme. “| just received all your emails.”

“How can you havejustreceived them? Is your company’s technology so terrible that
it takes eight hours for an email to go through?’

“What | mean isthat | just checked my messages,” Eli said, striving for patience.

“That’ s not what was promised when | signed my contract with you. Round-the-clock
customer care, that’swhat | wastold | would receive.”

“I’m sure there have been members of my staff available,” Eli said. “I always have
staff on hand to deal with anything that might come up, at all hours. Didn’'t anyone
respond to you?’

“Of course they did, but | didn’t want to speak to whatever random associate you |eft
manning the desk. When something of this severity happens, | needyou, Sinclair.
Where were you?’

Eli wasn't about to be interrogated as to his whereabouts post work hours. “What
happened?’ he asked. “Whatever it is, I'm sure we'll be ableto set it right.”

“Oh, | wouldn’t count on that. The firm suffered a serious data breach yesterday,”
Jack Harrison said. “We're facing lawsuits from a number of our clients because their
data was leaked, and we're probably going to have to settle with all of them, because
they’re completely in the right. | thought your software was supposed to protect
against this sort of thing! What went wrong?’



“1 have no idea, but I’'m more than happy to dispatch a tech support team,” Eli said.
“We can manage this.”

“It's too late for that. I've been dealing with your tech support staff al night. At
leasttheyanswer their phones.” Harrison paused. “Do you know why | contracted with
your company? Y ou’re not the only security software out there. | had options. | chose
your company because of how dedicated you seemed. You told me that you would
aways be availableif | had any issues. Not some minimum-wage desk jockey.Y ou.”
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No onein Eli’ s company was earning minimum wage, but it didn’t seem like the time
to split hairs. “Tell mewhat | can do to make thisright.”

“There’s nothing you can do. I’'ve learned my lesson. I'll be taking my business
elsawhere. I’'m not going to risk putting my firm through this kind of thing again just
because you wanted a second chance,” Harrison said. “Thisis over, Sinclair.”

“Don’'t cancel the contract because of one bad experience. Give us the chance to
correct it.”

“I’m not going to continue this phone call,” Harrison said. “There’s nothing more to
say. If you had been available when the crisis first happened, we might have been
able to set things right, but we've been dealing with this for hours. | already have
meetings scheduled with two different security software companies to see what they
can offer me. You'll be hearing from my legal team about the data breach. Have a
good day.”

The line went dead.

Eli stood frozen in the kitchen, staring at the phone in his hand. The sound of the
coffee dripping into the cup he had set up felt ailmost hypnotic.

He couldn’t believe this was happening. This couldn’t be happening.

Except, of course, that it could be. Because it was. And if he was perfectly honest
with himself, he should have seen it coming.



What had he thought would happen? That he could go on neglecting work in favor of
spending time at home, and that there would be no consequences? Of course it had
caught up with him in the end. And how ironic that it had happened on an evening
when he hadn’t been taking care of Charlie at al. Charlie hadn’t even been in the
house. There wasnogood reason he shouldn’t have turned his attention back to work.
There was no excuse for his having missed those emails.

It was negligence, and now his company was going to pay the price.

The coffee was done, but Eli had no time to sit around and drink it — no time for the
blissful morning he had hoped just fifteen minutes ago that he and Maddie might be
about to spend together. The thought of it seemed hopelessly naive now. How could
he ever have believed that was an acceptable use of histime?

He went back to the bedroom.

Maddie was sitting up in bed. She’'d put on a T-shirt, but it was thin and he could
make out the shape of her body through the fabric. He forced himself to look away.
Looking at her would do him no good.

“I’ve got to go into the office,” hetold her.

She frowned. “What about Charlie?’

“You're going to have to handle that. He's going to be dropped off in a couple of
hours.”

1 EI i_”

“It won't be a problem, will it?”



“No, of course it’s not a problem,” she said. “That’s my job. But | thought we were
going to have breakfast together. What' s changed?”’

“Something came up with a client of mine.” Anex-client, he thought with a bitter
pang. It was going to be a big deal, trying to cope with the loss of Harrison Duncan.
They had been one of his biggest clients, representing millions of dollars in profit for
the company. “We're going to need all hands on deck.”

“1 suppose you'd better go, then,” Maddie agreed, and Eli could tell that she was
trying to be accommodating. “Will you be back for dinner tonight?’

“I wouldn’t count on that, no.”

“All right. Don’'t worry about it. I'll make sure everything is taken care of, and |
suppose I'll just... seeyou late tonight?’

Eli nodded.

It killed him not to be able to offer her anything more than that, especially after the
night the two of them had just spent together. She deserved something more. But he
had always known that to get too deeply involved here would be a mistake. He'd
allowed himself to forget that to his own cost. Until he was able to right the ship
professionally, he was going to have to pull way back on the indulging he had been
doing in his persondl life.

Whatever this thing was with Maddie — whatever potential it might have had — it
was just going to have to end now. There was nothing more to be said about it.

He dressed quickly and left the room, his thoughts already returning to Harrison
Duncan, trying to figure out if there was anything he could do to save the contract.
Jack Harrison had seemed determined to go. If he really was going to lose them, he



would have to think of some way to recoup the losses. The one thing he knew he
couldn’'t do was to allow the people who worked for him to suffer financially because
he had taken his eye off the ball.

That was the reason all of this was happening, after all.

If he hadn’t let his head be turned by Maddie Foster, everything would still be fine.

CHAPTER 16
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MADDIE
“Is Dad coming home for dinner tonight?’ Charlie asked.

He posed the question without much hope in his voice, and Maddie couldn’t fault him
for that. It had been a week since Eli had eaten dinner with them — and more to the
point, in her mind, almost a week since the night the two of them had slept together.
Since then, Eli had been staying at the office late every single night. It was as if he
had forgotten everything he’'d said to Maddie on the day he' d presented her with the
ballet studio — as if he had forgotten the gratitude he supposedly felt toward her for
showing him how important it was to be around for Charlie's childhood.

“1 don’t think we' d better wait for him,” she told Charlie. “I think we should go ahead
and have our dinner without him.”

“Are you sure? Because if he's coming, | don’'t want him to be sad that we ate
without him. | don’t mind waiting.”

Maddie wished she could make a recording of that and play it for Eli. Let him see
what his actions were doing.

“1 think he would have told usif we could expect him,” she said.
“He doesn’t really come to dinner very much anymore. Maybe he got tired of it.”

“l don’t think that’s it,” Maddie said gently, even though in fact she thought Charlie
was probably right. “He has a hard job. We know that. | think he just needs to focus



on his work. We should give him the space to do that, and I’m sure he’'ll come back
and eat with us again eventually.” He had to do thateventually, didn’t he?

“1 was hoping we could do another beach day this weekend,” Charlie said. “But |
guess he' s probably going to be working, huh?’

“Yeah, | think he probably will be,” Maddie agreed. “Y ou know he does all that for
your sake, Charlie, don’t you?”’

“What do you mean?’

“1 don't want you to think your dad is always at the office because he doesn't like
being at home with you. That isn’t what it is. He loves being with you. But he wants
you to have everything you want in life. He wants to send you to great schools, and
he always wants to be able to buy you everything you want. That’s why he works so
hard — to get the money it takes to give you what you need.”

“Maybe,” Charlie said.

“You don't think that’s right?’

“1 think he probably thinks that’s right. But what if what | want is to go to the beach
with my dad? We can’'t do that if he's at work all the time. And that doesn’'t cost
money. He could work less and we could still have a good time. If it was about what
would make me happy, that is what we would do.”

“You should tell him that,” Maddie said.

Charlie shook his head. “It wouldn’t matter.”

The tragic thing was that he was probably right. It wasn't asif Eli didn’t realize how



much it meant to Charlie to be able to spend time with him. He knew. Anybody could
seeit, and Eli was no fool. He had chosen to prioritize something else, that was all.

Charlie probably didn’'t want to talk to his father about it because he feared the idea
of rejection. Maddie couldn’t blame him for that either.

The truth was, she was living in fear herself these days. The thing she hadn’t yet
reckoned with was that this change in Eli’s behavior had happened right after they
had slept together. In fact, it had happened the moment he had left the bed. He had
stepped out of the room for a moment and had come back transformed.

She had believed him, that day, when he had told her that he had a work emergency
that had required his presence in the office. But now she was starting to wonder. Had
that been the truth, or was it possible that he had been making an excuse to get away
from her — that he had found himself regretting what had happened between them as
soon as he' d left her side and had needed to get some space?

Maybe that was why he was at work all the time. Maybe it was because ofher.

And if that was true, she didn’t think she could stand it. The one thing she had wanted
in al of this was for her feelings about Eli not to affect Charlie. But if Eli was
returning to his old habit of working long hours and ignoring his son — if he was
doing that as part of an attempt to avoid Maddie — then she had been anegative force
in Charlie's life, and she ought to |leave this family alone before she did them any
further harm.

It was a terrible thought. She’'d come to care so much about both of them. Could
leaving really be the thing she had to do to make all this right?

She waited for Eli in the foyer that night, sitting on the bottom step. It was after
midnight when he came home.



He startled alittle when he saw her. “I didn’t think you'd still be up.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“That’s not what | meant.”

“1 know you stay out all day and night because you’ re avoiding me, Eli.”
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“I’'m at work, Maddie. | have ajob to do. It isn’'t because of you.” He shook his head.
“Not everything is about you, you know.”

“Don’'t you do that. I'm not making this about me when | shouldn’t,” she said. “I
know not everything is about me. But | think thisis. And if you tell me I've got it
wrong, I’ ll honestly be more relieved than | can tell you.”

“You'vegot it wrong.” He started past her.

“Don’t walk off.”

“There’ s nothing to talk about here.”

“No?’ She got to her feet. “Because you were staying at home so much more. You
know that, don’t you? Y ou recognize that everything changed — and then changed
agan?’

He sighed. “It’s late. Do we need to do this right now?”

“When do you want to do it? I’ d happily talk to you at a more reasonable hour if you
were ever around,but you're not. | have to take what | can get when | can get it.”

“Fine,” he said. “ Say what you have to say, then. | want to shower and get to bed.”

“You've been treating me like... like an employee.” She blushed, knowing how
foolish she sounded.



“You are my employee,” he said quietly.

“Damn it, Eli — you know what I'm saying. We should be more to each other than
that. Wearemore to each other than that! We' ve become?>—"

“What? What did you think we were?’

“Weéll, friends, certainly.”

“Friends?’

“1 know | work for you. | also know we transcended that the first time you poured me
aglass of wine. Thefirst time | gave you advice about Charlie and you took it. We've
been more than employer and employee for a very long time, Eli. And then, a week
ago, when Charlie was away — that night...”

“1 know what happened.”

“You won't even look at me. I’'m supposed to pretend that isn’t the reason you're
staying away now?’

“Itisn’'t.”

“1 don’'t believe you.”

“Believe me or don’t. I'm telling you the truth.”

“Eli, I’'m not stupid. | know that was the moment everything changed. You were

pouring time into Charlie. You were so happy with me that you built me a ballet
studio. And then that night happened, and it’s like we're strangers again.”



“It’s like we' re employer and employee. It always should have been like that. | know
you know that every bit aswell as| do.”

“But | don’'t understand it. What changed? We were so close. Y ou gave me that ballet
studio. And the morning after — we were talking about how neither of us regretted
what happened, and | swear, you were telling the truth. But then you left, and it’s like
you never came back. I’ s like we never finished that conversation.”

“We shouldn’t have done what we did.”

Maddie felt as if she'd been punched. “Do you mean that? You were so intent on
making sure | had no regrets. Are you telling me that the whole time, you regretted
it?’

“It'snot that | regret... being with you.”

“Then what? Make me understand this.”

“Maddie, my company lost millions of dollarsthat night.”

“What?’ It was the last thing in the world she’ d expected him to say.



Page 44

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 7:19 am

“You knew | had a work emergency that day. You knew there was trouble at the
company.”

“1 didn’t redlize it was that extreme. You said you needed to go into the office. You
always say that.”

“You just finished telling me how things have changed, though,” Eli said. “How
| stoppedprioritizing work. Well, you were right. And my whole company is paying
the price now, because | lost aclient.”

“Eli, I'm sorry you lost a client,” Maddie said gently. “But that’s something that
happens, isn't it? Even if nothing had ever happened between you and me...
sometimes clients end their contracts.”

“You don’'t know anything about the business world.”

That was a dap in the face. “You don’'t need to be rude. | might not be in that world
myself, but I'm not anidiot. | do understand how things work.”

“Then you should understand that clients stay or go depending on the level of service
they're offered. My client ended our contract — costing me and my associates
millions of dollars and jeopardizing the business — because he wasn’t happy with the
service he was getting.”

“What on earth was he expecting? Service in the middle of the night? Y ou're allowed
to have times when you’ re not on the clock, Eli. Everyoneis allowed to have that.”



“l should have had an eye on my work. | alowed myself to focus on things |
shouldn't have been paying attention to, and because of it, | lost an extremely
important client. | know you had a point about me needing to spend more time with
Charlie. I'll have to figure out how to make that happen without things like this going
wrong at work. That doesn’'t mean | have time to spare for — anything else.”

“For me.”

“1 have people who depend on me. My company relies on me being there. | need to
keep my attention where it belongs, Maddie.”

“Don’'t you see how backward all thisis?” Maddie demanded. “Okay, | get it — you
work as hard as you do because you want to provide a good life for yourself and your
son. But it’s flipped around now. It's gone too far in the opposite direction. You're
not working hard so that you can have the life you want. Y ou're sacrificing the life

you want for the sake of your job.”

“This is something you wouldn’t understand,” Eli said firmly. “And | don’t expect
you to.”

“You'd be surprised what | can understand. Maybe you should try me.”

“You're already showing me that you don't understand. You disagree with the
choices I’m making here.”

“Of course | do, but that’s not because | can’t comprehend your reasons for making
them, Eli. Do you think I'm an idiot? | know what’s going on.”

“Okay, then tell me.”

“You're hiding in your work,” she said. “Y ou feel like you have control a work, and



you can't handle it when anything is out of your control, so you're hiding. You're
using it as an excuse to pull away — to put up awall between the two of us, when we
just managed to break that wall down.”

“Or maybe you should trust me that | know what I’'m doing. I’'m sorry things aren’t
going to work out between you and me, but that just can’t be my top priority.”

“You want me to trust you,” she repeated. “Trust you, after everything. Trust you
after | finallyallowedmyself to trust you only to have you pull away from me again.”

“Is that so much to ask? That you put a little faith in the fact that | know what I'm
doing, evenif it isn’t what you hoped | would do.”

“Where has trusting you gotten me so far? For that matter, where has it gotten
Charlie? | told you not to get him used to the idea of having you around if it wasn’t
something you would be able to keep up. He puts a brave face on it, but he's
devastated, you know. He doesn’t understand why you've stopped coming home
early to be with him.”

“Don’'t bring Charlie into this,” Eli said harshly, clearly infuriated that she would
even consider it. “I’ve put up with alot in terms of you telling me what to do with my
son. But you need to remember that I'm his father. | was his father before you came
into our lives and I'll be his father when you’ re gone. I’ ve listened to your advice, but
there was never any agreement or understanding that | would do whatever you told
me to do. Not when it comes to my son.”

Maddie shook her head. “Y ou can do whatever you like with me,” she said. “You're
right. We should probably never have crossed that line. But for God's sake, treat
Charlie with some more kindness. He's your son. He should be your number-one
priority in al the world — miles above some stupid client. And | will never stop
telling you that he deserves that. If you don’'t want to hear it, fire me right now.”



Eli stared at her for along moment, and Maddie wondered whether he really would
fire her.

But he turned and walked away, leaving her alone in the foyer.

CHAPTER 17

MADDIE

“Can we make eggs for dinner tonight?’ Charlie asked.

He was sitting at the kitchen island with a coloring book open in front of him, kicking
his feet against the woodwork. Maddie thought about telling him to stop. She hadn’t
been feeling well all day — she was nauseous and had a bit of a headache. But

Charlie wasn't doing anything wrong, so she forced herself to put up with the kicking
sounds.
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“1 didn’t know you liked eggs,” shetold Charlie.
“Dad likes them.”

“You know he isn't coming home tonight, right?’ They went through this every day,
and Maddie hated it.

“lI mean, | know he said he wasn’'t,” Charlie said. “But in case he does, he likes eggs.”

“He won't be here, Charlie. We can make eggs if that’s what you want, but he isn't
going to be here.”

Charlie made a sour face. “I know,” heinsisted.

Maddie sighed. “All right, I'll look up some egg recipes. We'll come up with
something cool.” It felt as if the best thing she could do would be to get Charlie
excited about the actual meal itself. Maybe then he would forget the daily
disappointment of his father not showing up to eat with him.

He wouldn't, though, of course. This was exactly what she had worried about, and
exactly what she’d warned Eli about. It was good for him to change his ways, but
only if he could commit to it. Asit was, he had given Charlie a glimpse at a different
kind of life and then snatched it away. Of course Charlie was moody and unhappy
now. He must feel asif hisfather had abandoned him.

And Maddie needed to swallow down the feeling she had about that — the feeling
that Eli had abandonedher— because the last thing she wanted was to make Charlie



feel worse about his father. They were the two that needed to be united. Even though
it felt like she and Charlie were on the same side of an injustice, she couldn’t let
anything come between him and his father. Someday, she would be gone, and Charlie
would need whatever could be salvaged of that bond.

He had returned to his coloring, and it was clear that — even though he was
disappointed about the idea of Eli not coming home in time to spend time with him
tonight — he wasn't devastated. He seemed to be doing his best to take it in stride.
To Maddie, that was as sad as anything else — that he could feel that disappointment
and then process it so easily. Heshouldexpect better of his father, but it was clear that
he didn't.

She opened up an egg recipe on her phone, but the pictures made her feel queasy, and
she clicked away from it. She was going to have to settle her stomach before the time
to start cooking arrived. She went to the fridge and got out a ginger ale. “Want to
watch amovie?’ she asked Charlie, thinking longinglyof the plush recliners and cool,
comfortable room that had the big screen TV.

“1 thought we could go watch the skateboarders again,” Charlie said.

The thought of being out in the hot sun made Maddie's head pound. “Let’s stay in
today.”

Charlie frowned. “1 don’'t want to stay in.”

He was usually such an agreeable kid, but Maddie got it, of course — he was acting
out because of what Eli was doing. “Just for today,” she told him firmly. “We can
talk about going to the skate park tomorrow, maybe. It’s too hot out to fuss with that

sort of thing today.”

Charliesighed. “Fine,” he said. “But | get to pick the movie.”



“That’'s fine.” Maddie didn’t care what they watched. She just wanted to be able to
close her eyes and relax for afew hours.

They went into the movie room. Maddie handed Charlie the remote controls and he
put on something animated with cats and dogs in it. It turned out to be amusical, and
the tunes were pretty, and Maddie was able to spend the next few hours relaxing —
but it didn’t seem to help the unpleasant physical symptoms she was experiencing.
“You don’'t seem like you’ ve been yourself lately,” Eli observed.

He had walked into the movie room late at night, hours after Charlie had gone to bed.
To tell the truth, Maddie hadn’t heard him come in. She was watching an old black-
and-white film withthe volume on low, so she probably should have noticed, but Eli
was right — shehadn’ tbeen herself.

Still, she resented him saying so. “What is that supposed to mean?’ she asked him.

He shrugged. “| don’t mean anything by it.”

“You don't know what I'm like,” she said. “Not really. You haven’'t known me that
long.”

“1 only thought... you know, usually you'd spend nights dancing. Are you unhappy
with the studio? | can have a change made if it isn’t meeting your expectations.”

“The studio’s great. Do | need to dance every night to show my gratitude?’

“No, of course you don’t. | just wondered if you were all right.” Eli shook his head.
“Obviousdly, | shouldn’t have asked. Forget | said anything.”

Maddie wanted to say something to him — to let him know that he hadn’t really done



anything wrong. She didn’t know if that was a true reflection of the way she felt or
not, but she was so tired of the unpleasantness between the two of them that it was
tempting to brush everything under the rug and simply alow that to be the truth —
forceit to be the truth, if that was what had to happen.

She wanted it to be the truth.

It would have been easier, and felt so much better, to forgive him for everything. To
allow herself to be empathetic instead of angry about the fact that he had returned to
his old habit of pouring al of his attention into work. After all, what he'd said about
all the money the company had lostdidchange things.

She till thought he was making a mistake. She couldn’t agree with the way he was
prioritizing business over everything else in his life. But at the very least, she could
understand what had happened.
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The trouble was that it didn’t make it any easier to live with.

She was the one who spend every day with Charlie. She was the one watching him
long for his father, alonging that was beginning to seem as though it would never be
properly satisfied.

And she was left longing for Eli herself. She had truly believed for a moment there
that things were about to change between the two of them for good. The night they
had spent together had been magical, and the morning after, he had seemed eager to
embark on — something. Even when he'd had to go into work, she had assumed it
was only a postponement of the conversation they would inevitably have and the
plans they would inevitably make for their future. It had to be that, surely.

But he had never come back to her.

Walking into the TV room late at night and acting as if he understood her well
enough to worry about her — that was far too little and coming far too late.

She didn’'t want to talk to him about herself or how she was doing. She certainly
wasn't going to tell him she had been feeling unwell. What business was that of his?

Eli had made it clear that he wanted to view her and treat her as an employee — so,
fine. That was what they would do. That was what they would be to each other
moving forward. And Maddie felt no urge to tell her employer that she hadn’t been
feeling well for the past few days.

“It's your house,” she told him. “I’'m your nanny. You can ask me whatever you



want.

“But | shouldn’t expect an answer?”’

“Not if it's personal. We don’'t have a personal relationship,” she said. “I don't owe
you the answers to any personal questions.”

“Okay, got it. | just wanted to see whether you were all right. But | suppose that was
nosy of me.”

“1 mean, | don’t know why you’ re asking about me instead of Charlie,” she said. “If |
had just gotten home and hadn’t seen my son all week, my first question would be
about him. But people are different, | guess.”

He tensed. “| can get another nanny, if need be,” he said. “If you and | can’'t be civil
to each other, | don't think it’ s to anybody’ s benefit for you to go on working here.”

Maddie lowered her head, though she was still angry and didn’t regret saying what
she had. She couldn’t afford to lose thisjob. Not now. And even though Eli might not
see the benefit to Charlie in having her here, she was sure that Charlie needed
consistency. And right now, she was the only person providing him with anything
likeit.

“I’'m sorry,” she said, though there was no real regret in it. “You're right. | shouldn’t
have said that.”

“Is there anything | need to know about Charlie? Did anything happen today?’
“It was anormal day,” she said. Of course, anormal day consisted of Charlie missing

his father terribly, but she had aready pushed his limits as far as she dared for one
night.



He left the room.

Maddie tried her best to settle back into watching the movie, but she found she
couldn’t. Theinteraction weighed on her mind.

He was right that he shouldn’t have confronted her. It offended her that he would
presume to think he knew anything at all about her, and it disturbed her to think that
he might be right.

Because there was truth in something else he'd said — shewasn'therself lately. She
would have been dancing on an ordinary night, and the only reason she wasn’t doing
that was due to the fact that she still wasn’t feeling well. Whatever illness had gotten
to her and caused her headache and nausea, she still wasn't over it. It came in waves
— worse in the morning and late at night, but never fully gone. She didn’t feel like
dancing because the idea of spinning made her feel sick to her stomach, and she
didn’t know what could be done about that.

The fact that it didn’t seem to be going away on its own, as she had hoped it would,
was starting to worry her.

It wasn't until the following morning that the answer came to her, in a rush of shock
and disbelief. It was so obvious, once she thought of it, that she couldn’t believe she
hadn’t thought of it before — and yet itcouldn’ tbe the right answer because it simply
couldn’t be true.

Eli was at work, so there was no choice but to take Charlie to the drugstore with her.
Maddie gave him instructions to pick out a few candy bars while she nipped into the
neighboring aisle to get what she needed, her heart pounding the entire time.She
couldn't quite believe that this was really happening, that it wasn’'t some sort of
strange dream, and she couldn’t even begin to process the implications of it. How
everything would change for her — for all of them — if her suspicion was correct.



Back at home, she parked Charlie in front of the TV. He didn’t even complain or ask
to do something else, and she had the feeling that he must have picked up on the
tension of the moment. She excused herself to the restroom and took out the
pregnancy test she had purchased.

She had chosen the one that developed most rapidly, and the plus sign had already
shown up in the window by the time she finished washing her hands.

Still, she stalled there, staring at the test as if time might somehow change the answer
she was being given.

I’m pregnant.

It seemed impossible — and yet it made perfect sense of everything. All the
symptoms she had been experiencing. Of course this was what it was. What else
could it possibly have been?

The redlity of the situation was finally starting to settle over her. This pregnancy, if
she chose to keep it, would tie her to Eli for the rest of her life. Eli, whose parenting
she had little but criticism for, would be the father of her child.
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He was not the father she would have chosen, in spite of her feelings for him.

And yet... She thought of the good moments. The way he had panicked the day she'd
met him, when he’'d thought he had lost Charlie. The way he had taken to Charlie's
bedtime routine inorder to be a part of the process of putting his son to bed. Maddie
couldn’t help but love those things about him. If only she believed those were things

her child would be able to have...

Eli had made his choice clear, though. When it came to him, work came first. Before
family. Before anything. It always would.

And that left Maddie with aterrible question.

What was she going to do about this baby?

And for that matter, what was she going to do about EIli?
CHAPTER 18

MADDIE

“Ineed to speak to you.”

Eli looked up from his computer. “Now?’

“Yes, now.” Maddie had spent the last twenty minutes trying to summon the courage
to come into the office and talk to him. She wasn’'t about to wait any longer than



necessary.

“1 thought you didn’t like talking to me late at night.” He looked pointedly at the
clock, which read eleven forty-five.

“And you also know that | would happily talk to you in the middle of the day if you
were ever around then, but you’ re not. It’s got to be eleven forty-five.”

Helet out asigh.

Maddie felt awful. Thiswasn't at all the way she had wanted this to go. “I don’t want
usto fight,” she said. “I want to have a conversation with you without it turning into a
fight. Can’t we do that?’

“l don’'t know if we can. It hasn’'t seemed like it lately.”

“Eli, please. | just want to have a conversation with you. Surely we can do that.”
They werein for arough time if they couldn’t, Maddie thought. This was going to be
one of the most important conversations of her life. She had imagined it many times
before walking in here, and she had envisioned several possible outcomes, but one
thing she hadn’'t allowed herself to think was that the two of them might spend the
whole time sniping at one another. God, wouldn’t that be miserable?

“Sit down,” Eli suggested.

“So we can talk like normal people?’

“ YeS, yeS.”

She lowered herself into a seat, feeling anxious and uncertain. She wouldn’t have
known how to begin a conversation like this one with her most trusted friend, let



alone this man she could barely stand to talk about the weather with.

“What's on your mind?’ Eli asked her.

Maddie swallowed hard. Maybe the best thing to do was ssimply to jump into it. “I
have to tell you something,” she said.

Suddenly, she found she had his attention. He was looking right at her, an expression
of concern on his face. “Isthis about Charlie?’

“About Charlie? No.”

“Y ou seemed so serious. | just thought it must be about him.”

That made sense, she supposed. “Everything’s fine with Charlie.”

“Then what’ s going on? It can’t be that big adeal, if things with Charlie are okay.”

If only that were true.

If only she could simply agree that it wasn't a very big deal, get up, and walk out of
here without any more damage to either one of them.
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If only she didn’t haveto tell him.

But she did. It had been a surprisingly quick decision, once she'd begun to think
about it. It would be wrong to keep this from him. If the shoe had been on the other
foot — not that a shoe like this evercouldbe on the other foot, of course, but if it had
been — she would consider it the ultimate betrayal if someone was having her baby
and didn’t bother to tell her about it. It would be far worse than anything he
hadeverdone to her.

And she wanted to give him a chance to do the right thing. She wanted to give him a
chance to redlize that this baby — this family — needed him to thrive, and that he
needed them in order to be his best self.

Maybe she would tell him what had happened and it would change everything. She
knew it was along shot. But if it was even possible...

She took a deep breath and said the words. “I’m pregnant, Eli.”

She watched his face as understanding dawned slowly. At first, he didn’t seem to
guite process what she’'d said. He looked confused — his eyebrows pulled together,
and he frowned — as if he understood the words, but maybe not the reason she was
choosing to tell him about it.

She waited for it to sink in.

His eyes widened, and then she knew that he had it. Her stomach churned. Waiting
for his response seemed to take alifetime.



“Pregnant?’ he said at last. “Y ou’re pregnant?’

“1 just found out earlier today.”

“How—" He shook his head, dismissing the question he had clearly been about to
ask, for which Maddie was grateful — they both knewhowit had happened, of course.

He swallowed hard.

He hadn't asked her if he was the father. She was grateful for that too. In her
Imaginings, the worst-case scenario had always been that that might be the first thing
out of his mouth. She could tell him honestly that she knew he was the father — there
were no other candidates — but it felt like such an ugly conversation to need to have.
She was glad he had intuited that information.

He drew a deep breath. “All right,” he said.

Now it was Maddi€'s turn to try to synthesize the information at her disposal. “All
right?’ she repeated.

“You're going to need... what? An expense account, | suppose. To provide for the
baby. I’ll set it up. You'll be fully covered — everything you and the baby need.”

“That’s what you have to say? Y ou’ re going to start a bank account?’

Maddie couldn't believe what she was hearing. It wasn't the worst thing she had
imagined — it was somehow even worse than that. He was throwing money at the
problem? He wastreating her as if she was one of his clients, as if she had some kind

of business complaint.

The future was suddenly abundantly clear to Maddie — this was probably the last



conversation the two of them would ever have about this child. If they spoke again, it
would only be about the finances. She would reach out to him when she needed
money for a doctor’s appointment, for school supplies or a college fund. She saw it
al asif she had already lived it, and she could hardly believe she had dared to hope
for anything better. Of course this was the man he was. He had never tried to hide his
character from her. He had never suggested that he might be anyone else.

She got to her feet.

He watched her. “You're going?’

“You're going to start a bank account,” she repeated. Was there more to say? “I
suppose you' |l let me know when that’ s done so that | can start using it.”

He looked a little taken aback, possibly by her quick acceptance of the situation. “I’ll
make sure you get abank card and all the account information, yes,” he said.

“Great. Perfect. Then | don’t think we have anything else to talk about here.”

Eli had the decency to look alittle uncomfortable. “Maddie, maybe we should discuss
this.”

For a moment she was tempted to sit back down, to give him a second chance — but
she resisted the temptation. It wouldn’'t change anything. He would tell her again that
he intended to provide for her — he would try to frameit in away that made him feel
as if he was doing the right thing. He wanted to keeptalking for the sake of his own
guilt about the situation, but that wasn't Maddi€'s job, and she didn’t think she could
stand to continue this conversation for another moment.

No one had ever broken her heart quite like this.



If Eli didn’t want to be with her, that was fine. She could accept that. But how could
the man rgject his own child?

She wanted nothing more to do with him.

“I think it'sbest if | leave,” she said.
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“All right,” he agreed. “We can talk later.”

“No,” Maddie said. “I mean, | think it's best if | leave this house altogether. Stop
working for you. This hasn’'t been a good situation for either one of us for a while
now, and for me to carry this pregnancy in front of Charlie... that’s not a good idea. |
should go now.”

She held her breath, wondering how Eli would respond. Surely he would try to
convince her to stay?

But he didn’t. He returned his eyes to the computer screen. “If that’s what you think
is best,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion.

The shock of realizing how little he cared, in the end, rocked Maddie to her core. She
was stunned and frustrated, too, to realize that she cared deeply for him. It would hurt
her badly to leave.

But it was what needed to be done.

“l just can’t thank you enough for this,” Maddie said, settling on the bed that had
once been hers.

Tess sat down beside her and handed her a cup of tea. “You're welcome to stay as
long asyou'd like,” she said gently.

“1 appreciate you not saying ‘I told you so.



“Well, even | couldn't have predicted this.” Tess put an arm around Maddie's
shoulders. “How are you feeling?’

“Oh, al kinds of ways.” Maddie sighed. “1 wish it was simple. | wish | could just be
angry with him and resent everything that happened between us, but | can’'t. The truth
Isthat alot of it makes me really happy.”

“l can't believe you' re going to have a baby.”

“Neither can I. I’'m being completely irresponsible by going ahead with this. | don’t
even have aplaceto live!”

“But you will,” Tess assured her. “Once that bank account is ready to go, you'll be
able to find a perfect home for yourself and the baby. Not that | want you to rush into
moving out. Y ou should make sure the place you choose is exactly what you want.

WEe'll help you look — me and Damian.”

“Thank you, Tess. | can’t tell you how much that means to me. | don’t know what |
would do without the support of friends at atime like this.”

“You're not going to have to find out. We've got your back. You'll let me throw you
a baby shower, won't you?’

“Oh, God. Do you think that’s a good idea?’

“Why wouldn’t it be?’

“l just feel like people might think this isn’t something to celebrate. Accidentally
getting knocked up by my boss.”

“Maddie, you're going to be a mother,” Tess said. “You're taking the biggest step



forward in life that | can possibly imagine. And | know it isn’t happening in the most
conventional way, and | understand that you have doubts about it because of that, but
everyone is going to want to be by your side. All of our friends are going to be as
excited as | am to support you in this. Trust me.”

“I trust you.” Maddie smiled. “And you'reright. Thisisabig dedl, isn't it?’

“You're having trouble feeling how special it is right now because of how that
jackass reacted when you told him, that’s all.”

“He’ s not ajackass.”

“Of course he is! What kind of man hears that he's going to have a baby and
saysokay, I'll set you up a bank account? What would you think if you heard that
Damian had done that to me?”’

“Damian would never.”

“No, exactly, he wouldn't. And the fact that Eliwouldtells me everything | need to
know about him. He's selfish and heartless and frankly not the kind of man anyone
wouldwantto raise a child with.”

“1 know you’ ve never liked him, based on those articles you read about him.”

“l would have let him prove me wrong if he had handled this situation well,” Tess
said. “But he didn’t. And you just don’t get unlimited chances when it comes to my
best friend. We don’t need him. We can do this without him.Y oucan do this without

him.

Maddie nodded sadly. “You'reright,” she said. “And it’s probably for the best. At the
end of the day, | don’'t know that | can trust him as a father. Not after seeing the way



he was with Charlie. He broke that poor boy’s heart, and 1I'd never want that to
happen to my kid. | can hardly stand the ideathat | left Charlie to that.”

“It was the right thing. Like you said before, you couldn’t live in that house, have a
baby that’s technically going to be Charlie’s sibling, and keep their relationship a
secret. Charlie might be just a little kid now, but if he ever figures out what
happened...”
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“1t would destroy his relationship with his father.”

“1t was the kindest thing you could do for him to leave that house when you did, even
though it might be hard on him in the short term.”

“You'reright,” Maddie agreed. “It’ sjust that | care about him. It’ s tough to leave him
behind. All of thisisvery hard.”

“You're making all the right choices,” Tess reassured her. “I know it’s hard to have
faith in that, but you are. And I’'ll be beside you the whole way. Y ou’re not going to
be alone.”

“Thank you, Tess,” Maddie said. “Y ou're atrue friend.”
“Make yourself at home,” Tess told her. “I want you to stay here until you have a
plan that makes you happy for the future. And until that day comes, I’ll be right with

you every step of the way.”

Maddie nodded gratefully. She knew she was lucky to have people supporting her.
Some expectant mothers didn’t even have that.

But she knew that she would never stop wishing Eli had been the one to stand up and
do theright thing for her and for her baby.

Her child would never have a father. She would be the best mother she knew how to
be, of course, and she had faith that she would do well, but even so...



She thought of the relationship she'd shared with her own father when he was alive
— of all he had meant to her.

It broke her heart that her baby wasn’t going to have that.

But Eli Sinclair smply wasn’t that kind of man. He never had been, and she should
never have expected him to be.

CHAPTER 19

ELI

Work had aways had the ability to occupy Eli’s thoughts and to help him cam
himself. But ever since Maddi€'s revelation and subsequent departure, it hadn’t had
the same effect on him.

He still couldn’t believe that she was gone. It seemed beyond belief that she had left
so quickly — didn’'t she care about Charlie? Hadn't she thought about the situation
this would put them in? She should have stayed, he thought irritably. She should have
hung around until he had hired someone else. That would have been the very least she
could do.

“When are we getting a new nanny?’ Charlie asked.

He sounded exhausted and frustrated, which was just how Eli felt. Eli had been
working from home since Maddie's departure, and Charlie had been forced to spend
his days in the house, largely in front of the television. It was for his own safety, of
course, but Eli also knew his son longed to go swimming or skateboard shopping, and
there was a part of him that wanted to indulge those things.

The problem was that every time he stepped away from work, he was overwhelmed



by thoughts of Maddie. And every time he thought of her, he was forced to
acknowledge to himself that he had treated her terribly.

He couldn’'t think about it without feeling overwhelmed by shame. Maddie was
pregnant — she was having his child. She had come to him to tell him about it, and
he had handled it in what had to be the worst way imaginable. No wonder she had
left! How could he have done that?

And yet... could he have done anything else? Eli knew that he was not a good father.
He hated the knowledge, but it had been Maddie herself who'd made that clear to
him. He wasn’t what his own son needed. If Fiona had still been alive, he might have
been tempted to withdraw a bit from Charlie’'s life — as much as it would have
broken his heart to do it — because he knew his inability to be a good father was
making his son’s life worse.

This baby — and Maddie — had a chance for a life that wasn't tarnished by his
presence, and they deserved that. He wasn't going to get in the way.

Maddie had no doubt been hoping for more from him. But what Maddie wanted was
to see him transform into someone new. He'd heard what she had said the day they
had fought about how much time he spent at work. She believed that his priorities
were out of order. She wanted to see him choose family over work. She didn't
understand how bound up together those two things were, how the only reason he
worked as hard as he did was to ensure that his son would have a good life. She
didn’t know what it was to be hungry and not to know where your next meal was
coming from.

At the end of the day, the most important thing he could provide foranychild was
financial security, and he was giving that to Charlie and to this new baby. Nothing
else could possibly matter as much as that. In time, Maddie would come to see that,
and she would be grateful to have it without having to attach herself to him



personally.

Maybe she would marry someone else, and the kid would have a good father — a
father who could actually be involved.

Eli was surprised by how much that idea pained him.

“Dad?’ Charlie said.

“Hmm?’

“1 asked when we're getting a new nanny.”

“1 don’'t know, Charlie. As soon aswe can, | guess.”
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“l don’t really want one.”

“You’ re too young to be on your own all day,” Eli told him.

“1 know, but | want you to be with me. Not a nanny.”

Eli sighed. “Charlie, you know | can’t do that. Y ou know | have to work.”

“You're the boss, aren’'t you? At your job?’

“Yes”

“So why can’t you make it so that youdon’ thave to work?”’

“That's not the way it works,” Eli told him. “My job is important. If | don’'t go to
work, alot of people might find themselves without jobs, and that’ s not a good thing.

| have to make sure I’ m there for them, to help them.”

“But...” Charlie frowned. “Dad, | know your job is important, but you have a lot of
people who work for you, like you said. Can’'t anybody else do your job?”’

“Well...” It was afair enough point, of course. There were plenty of people capable
of doing what Eli did on a day-to-day basis. “They can,” he said eventualy. “But if
I’m there, | can make sure everything is done perfectly.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “It’s just... other people can do your job, but you're the only
person who can be my dad.”



The words rocked Eli to his core.

Charlie was utterly correct, of course.

It was the same thing Maddie had tried to explain to him over and over. By choosing
work, he was choosing not to prioritize Charlie, and Charlie was his only son. Charlie
should be the most important thing. He went to work to provide for Charlie, but both
Charlie and Maddie were right — his constant presence was not required in order for
the businessto run.

He didn’t want anything to go wrong at work. That was why he was so determined to
be present all the time. But while he was making sure things were running smoothy at
the office, things could easily go wrong at home.

And with a pang of horror, he realized that things had gone just about as wrong as
they could go.

Maddie was pregnant — with his child, with Charlie’s sibling — and he had let her
get away. Worse — he haddrivenher away with his actions. He couldn’t even blame
her for having left. Of course she had.

He was the only person who could be Charlie’ s dad, but he was the only person who
could be that baby’ s father, too. He was so devoted to hiswork that he was letting his

family dlip through hisfingers, and there would be no correcting these mistakes.

He closed his eyes. How was he going to hire a new nanny after what had happened?
How could he ever bring himself to do that?

“Dad?’

“Yeah, Charlie.”



“1 think we should get Maddie back.”

Eli opened his eyes. “Isthat what you think?’

“It was good having her here,” Charlie said. “I really liked her. | don’t know why she
left. Did she move in with her boyfriend, like Katie did?”

“No, she didn’t. She's living with her best friend Tess, remember. She told us when
she left that that was where she would be.”

“Oh yeah,” Charlie said. “But then that means she can come back. She doesn’t need
to live with that Tess person. They’ re not going to get married or anything.”

“No.” Eli had to smile. “They’re not.”

“S0 get her to come back.”

“l don't know, Charlie,” Eli said. “She decided that she was ready to go. We might
need to respect that. It might be that she doesn’t want to work here anymore, and if

that’s her choice, you and | need to respect it and move on.”

Charlie was quiet for a moment. “ Because she wants to be a dance teacher?’
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“Maybe that’s part of it.”
“But then... why can’t she come back and live with us and just not work for us?’

Charlie asked. “She doesn’'t have to be my nanny. She can just be our friend who
lives here. And then she could be a dance teacher, and we could all still be together.”

“That’ swhat you' d want if you could have your way about it?’

“Of course,” Charlie said, asiif it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Wouldn’t
you?’

“l don't know, to be perfectly honest with you. And | don’'t know if she would
either.”

“1 think we should ask her,” Charlie said. “We can ask her, right? We shouldn’t have
let her move out, Dad. She was special.”

She had been special. Eli wasin full agreement with his son about that.

But what could he do? After the way he had responded to the pregnancy news, how
could he call Maddie and ask her to come back? Of course she wouldn’'t want to. She
probably didn’t want to see him ever again, and if he was honest, he couldn’t blame
her for that. Looking at it objectively, the way he had treated her was appalling.

Charlie turned his attention back to the handheld video game he was playing,
signaling that — for now, at least — he was finished with the conversation.



Talking to his son shouldn’t be this difficult, Eli thought. And the fact that it was —
that was just further evidence to add to the pile telling him that Maddie was right. She
aways had been.

He had focused too much on work and had let his relationship with his son pay the
price.

And now he was allowing his relationship with his unborn child to be taken from him
too — all because he didn’t trust his own ability to be a good father.

It couldn’t be more clear that something had to change. He had to find a way to turn
this around, to become the father that Charlie — and Maddie and her baby —
deserved. It was the most important thing he would ever do with his life, and he was
messing it up.

What if he hadn’t had Charlie here to point this out, to tell him how important it was
to bring Maddie back to the house? Would he ever have made that discovery on his
own, or would he have gone the rest of his life believing that sending her away had
been the right choice?

That was a terrifying thought.

All he could do now was hope that it wasn’'t too late — that he hadn’t blown his
chance to have Maddie and the baby in his life. He would do whatever he could to
bring them back. It had taken losing them to make him realize how much he needed

them, and it wasn’'t a mistake he was going to make twice.

It would take alot, though, to win her back after the mistakes he had made. He didn’t
know if he could do it.

What he did know was that he didn’t want to promise his son more than he would be



able to deliver. He didn’t want to raiseCharlie’s hopes too high. That was one of the
things Maddie had cautioned him about, and he knew he needed to take it serioudly.

“Maddie was specia,” he agreed. “But we always knew she might be with usfor only
a short time, Charlie, didn't we? We always knew that she might move on, and that
we needed to be ready for that. That's what happens with nannies. They stay for a
while, and then they haveto go — just like Katie.”

“No,” Charlie said firmly. “Maddie wasn't like Katie, Dad.”

“Tell mewhy.”

“Because shereally loved us,” Charlie said. “Katie just worked here, but Maddie was
my friend. If you ask her to come back, she will. | know she will.”

Eli sighed. The trouble was that his son was right — and yet he had no way of
knowing whether Maddie really would return.

“l won't hire another nanny,” he told Charlie. “Not right now, anyway. Maybe we
can get by on our own.”

“You mean you' Il work less?’

“I’ll try. But you and | are going to have to work together on this, understand? | still
do have to work. If I can work from home, | will. But it’s not going to be like it was
when you had a nanny — trips to the ice cream shop and the skate park and the beach
whenever you're not at school. | need you to understand that. If what's most
important is having that kind of fun as much as possible, then we should hire a
nanny.”

“No,” Charlie said at once. “I don’'t need to do that stuff. | can wait until Maddie



comes back.”

Did he understand that Maddie coming back was a long shot? Eli couldn’t be sure.
But he had done his best to explain it. Now the priority had to be very simply trying
to get her back.

She would come, wouldn’t she?

She wanted what was best for her baby. She would have to come back. She must
want her baby’ s father involved.
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And yet — she perceived him as a bad father, and she probably wasn’t even wrong
about that.

Was there even a hope that he could convince her?

Eli rubbed his hands across his face.

He had allowed his family to fall apart.

He would do whatever it took to put it back together.

CHAPTER 20

MADDIE

“Oh, hell,” Maddie murmured.

Tess looked up from her breakfast. “What’ s going on? |s everything okay?’

“Kind of. | have atext from Eli.”

“Oh, whoa. What does he want?’ Tess leaned over as if intending to read the text
right off of Maddie's phone, and Maddie found herself reminded of how few
boundaries her friend had had when they’d lived together. It was something she had
adjusted to living without since she'd been at Eli’s — there had been more privacy

there. It was good to be back in the familiar space she had shared with her best friend
for so long, but she aso missed having privacy.



She would have it again when she moved out.

But moving out would mean allowing herself to begin depending on Eli’s money.
That was something that was going to have to happen eventually, of course, but
Maddie found herself trying to put it off. It felt like she would be accepting his
dismissal of her, and she didn’t want to do that. If she’'d had her way — if therewas
any practical way to do it — she would have refused his money. But it would have
been foolish and irresponsible to do that, given that there was a baby to care for.
Maddie didn’'t even have ajob. She needed all the help she could get, even if taking it
made her feel terrible.

“He wants us to meet for lunch,” Maddie said, reading the text. “Later today. He has
arestaurant in mind, and he wants me to come and meet him there.”

“What for?”

“1’m guessing he has the account set up for me,” Maddie said. “He told me he would
be in touch about it. He probably wants to give me the documents, or maybe he needs
me to sign something.”

“That's alittle quick, isn't it?”’

“Oh, not particularly. Knowing him, he wanted to do it all as hastily as possible,”
Maddie said dryly. “Eli cares a lot about things like efficiency and making sure his
business is handled. I’'m sure he got to work on this the moment | was out of his
house. He' d never drag his feet about something like this. It's only when it comes to
taking care of members of hisfamily that heisn’'t very responsible.”

“Well, great,” Tess said encouragingly. “You'll have the account. That's a good
thing, right?’



“l don't know. | guess it is.” Maddie had mixed feelings about it, for reasons she
struggled to fully understand.

“Once you've got it, you and | can go shopping,” Tess said eagerly. “We can visit the
high-end mall. Go to all the stores wecan't afford to so much as set foot inside most
of thetime. It'll be great.”

Maddie laughed. “This account isn't for us to buy ourselves things,” she told her
friend. “We shouldn’t take advantage.”

“1 don’t see why not! He should be providing forallof your needs, shouldn’t he?’

“He s taking care of the baby, not me,” Maddie said. “That was the agreement.”

“The agreement was that he was going to give you an account to use as you saw fit. |
don’'t see any moral issue with using it for a little retail therapy, especially given the
mental and emotional pain and suffering he's caused you. To me, that seems pretty
fitting.”

“Well, it doesn’t feel right to me. And | don’t want him buying me things, anyway,”
Maddie added. “I don’t want anything he might have to give me. He can take care of
the baby — he should be doing that. But if | bought myself stuff using his account, it
would feel like accepting gifts from him. I’ll use this money for the baby, but | am
not taking a single dime that | don’t absolutely need to take. I'm doing as much as |
can on my own, without any help from him.”

“You and | are very different sometimes,” Tess said. “But fine. If he has the account
ready, we'll go buy a bunch of baby things. We can dothat, right?’

“Okay, okay,” Maddie agreed. “That would be all right.” She smiled. “That might be
kind of fun, actually. A bunch of cute baby clothes might be just the thing to put me



in a better mood.”

“lI knew | would convince you. I'll start making a shopping list while you go and
meet with him.”

“Oh, I don’'t know if | actually want to meet with him,” Maddie said.
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“Why not? Don’'t you want to get the account?’
“Yeah, but can't | get it over text? I’ m sure he can text me the information.”
“You want him to send you bank information by text? Come on, Maddie, you know
that’s not a good idea. That actually sounds like somethinglmight come up with, and
then you would tell me how stupid | was being.”
“1 wouldn’t call you stupid.”
“You know what | mean, though. It makes sense that he wants to meet with you,”
Tess said. “It’'s probably about being safe with the information. And it’s like you said
— he might need you to sign some documents, too.”

“Hmm. Should | have alawyer look them over first?

“Do you think that’s necessary? | mean, ordinarily | would say yes, but he's a CEOQ.
He probably has lawyers on staff who looked at the papers.”

“And you don’t think | need my own lawyer?’

“If you want, but | don’t think he's trying to deceive you here. Even | don’'t believe
that. If you get there and he has papers for you, if you're not comfortable with what
you're looking at, tell him you want them looked at before you'll sign. That shouldn’t

be such abig deal to him.”

“You'reright,” Maddie agreed.



“And in the meantime, go to this meeting. Maybe none of this lawyer business will
even feel necessary to you once you get there. The sooner you can get access to this
money, the better, right?’

“l don’t know,” Maddie said. “I mean, | know | should.”

“Come on, Maddie. Not wanting him to provide anything for you personally is one
thing, but heshouldbe taking care of your baby. That’s only right, and you know it.”

Maddie sighed. “I want to do it without his help,” she said. “| know | should get over
that.”

“Y ou should absolutely get over that. You can't let your pride get in the way of doing
the right thing for your baby.”

“But do | really need to meet with him? Surely he could just email me the account
details, even if he doesn’t think texting is secure. Email ought to be safe enough.”

“I’m not going to pretend that | know what he’ sthinking,” Tess said. “But if he wants
to meet with you, you might have to do that. Y ou might have to do thison histerms.”

“1 can’t stand the idea of him setting terms.”

“Yeah, | bet not. But all you really need to do is get through this lunch, right? Then
you' Il have the money he promised you, and you'll be ready to start getting ready for
your baby. | know it doesn't feel like it, but actually, the sooner you get this sorted
out with him, the sooner you can get him out of your life for good. And that will
definitely be an improvement, right?’

Maddie was quiet.



“Oh,” Tesssaid, her eyebrows lifting. “Oh, | get it.”

“What do you get?’

“You know that this meeting will be the one where you cut ties with him — and you
don’t want that to happen,” Tess said. “That’s why you're hesitating. It isn’t because
you don’t want to accept his money — at least, it isn’t only that. Y ou also want to put
this off as long as possible because you know that once the money is settled, there
will be no reason for the two of you to see each other again.”

“That’s not what | was thinking,” Maddie protested.

“Y ou might not have been thinking it, but itisthe truth,” Tess said. “I know you pretty
well, Maddie, and | know how you act when you're afraid.”

“Afraid? Okay, I'm definitely not afraid of him.”

“Notofhim. Afraid that this is the last time you two will see each other. Y ou're afraid
of the way you feel about him. | think you’' ve been afraid of that from the very start.
Y ou know that you stand to get hurt here.” Tess reached out and put her hand on top
of Maddie's. “I'mright, aren't 1?7’

“1 don’t know,” Maddie admitted softly. “I hate to think so. | don’t want you to be."

“Sure. | get it. It would be much easier if you could walk away from all this without
having to fedl anything. It would be easier if he didn’t matter to you, right? But you
wouldn’t be in this situation if you didn't have feelings for him, Maddie. You
wouldn’t have dept with your boss if there weren't feelings there. Y ou’'re too smart
to do something like that for no reason. | know how hard you tried to avoid it. You
tried to keep it from happening. The fact that you weren't able to do that means
youhave feelings for him that were too big and too powerful for you to ignore.”



“Even if that’s true... it doesn’'t matter, Tess. Eli doesn’t feel anything for me. If he
did, he couldn't have treated me like he did. | mean, there’'s no way | could have
treated him like that.”
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“l know,” Tess said. “And | think there's a part of you that’s holding out hope that
he'll realize how wrong he was and try to set things right.”

“Isthat crazy of me?’

“It's not crazy to want it,” Tess said gently. “But what you can’'t do is let yourself
keep hoping that it’s going to happen. Y ou need to meet with him, get your affairsin
order, and move on with your life. You owe yourself that, Maddie. You can't live in
limbo, waiting for him to realize he made a mistake. You' ve got to allow yourself to
move on.”

Maddie sighed. “You're right,” she said. “But it’'s still hard to actualy do it. You're
exactly right about what I’ m thinking about it, and | didn’t realize it until you said it.
| feel like, once we do this, it will cut al the ties between us. | feel like the
babyshouldbe this powerful bond, but it isn't, and so the only thing | have left that
connects me to him is the fact that he' s promised me this account.”

“It's pathetic, though,” Maddie said. “It’s like breaking up with a boyfriend and not
giving him the chance to return your things because once that’ s done, there will be no
more reason for the two of you to see each other. I'm refusing to let this end because
| can’'t stand for it to be over, and that’s embarrassing.”

“Don't be embarrassed,” Tess said. “You felt something for him. You still feel
something for him.”



“He doesn’t feel anything for me.”

“Then he's the one who ought to be embarrassed, not you. He's the one who didn’t
realize how good he could have had it. He' s the one who let you and that baby walk
out of his life without a second look, and he's the one who is going to have to live
with that mistake forever. Think about it, Maddie. Ten years from now, you' Il know
that you did everything you could. You told him about your pregnancy. You invited
him to be involved. He could have been a part of this. But whenhethinks back in ten
years, all he’'s going to be able to think about is the fact that he blew it.”

“1 don’t know if | would feel better or worse about it al if | thought he was going to
care about that,” Maddie said.

“Oh, he's going to care, al right. Don't forget, he has another child. He'll never be
able to stop thinking about this. When his kid graduates from college, gets married,
achieves any milestone in life, Eli Sinclair will be stuck wondering about the child he
doesn’'t know. And he will never know what happened with this one. It’'ll haunt him
until the day he dies,” Tess assured her. “I don’'t know whether that makes you feel
better or worse either, and I’m not going to try to tell you what youshouldfeel about
it. But I'm confident that it's the truth. He will always wonder, and he will never
know.”

Maddie swallowed hard. Her friend was almost certainly right. Somehow, it made her
feel better and worse at the same time. She wouldn’t have thought that was possible,

and yet here they were.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll go and meet with him. We'll get this settled once and for
al.”

She was sure it would be the last time she ever saw Eli Sinclair.



CHAPTER 21

MADDIE

Maddi€' s heart raced as the ride share pulled up in front of the address Eli had given
her.

She had never noticed this cafe before, oddly enough. She had certainly been in this
part of town plenty of times. In fact, she noticed, the property she had always had her
eye on for a dance studio was just across the street. She wondered whether Eli had
considered that when he had chosen this place for their meeting — whether it had
occurred to him to think about the significance it had to her.

It probably hadn’t, she decided. He had proven so many times that he ssmply wasn't
thinking about things like that. He didn’t consider other people’s feelings. He would
have chosen this location for some practical reason. It was probably the most
convenient to him, nothing more.

Still, she couldn’t get the idea out of her head — the thought of him standing on the
street and looking at the empty space she dreamed of owning. If he had done that, it
would mean that he had — in some sense — envisioned her future. And there was no
way for him to do that without thinking about their child.

She wanted him to think about the baby, she realized. What Tess had said was right.
Eli would probably always have to think about the fact that he had another child out
there somewhere, a child he would never even know. That thought would be nothing
but a source of unending questions for him.

Maddie wanted him to live with those questions. He shouldn’'t be able to simply
shake this off as if nothing had happened. He should have to feel something about it
for therest of hislife.



She went into the cafe and took a seat by a window, not bothering to glance around to
see whether he was already here. She was determined not to search for him. Let him
come and find her.

And a moment later, he did exactly that. She saw the shadow he cast over her table
and knew that it was him, and she had to restrain herself from looking up at once.

“Maddie,” he said quietly.

Now she did look up, slowly, careful to compose her face and not betray all the things
she was feeling. The anxiety at facing him again, the grief at knowing that it would be
the last time, the anger at the fact that he had somehow made her feel all these things
in the first place. She couldn’t let him see any of that.

Still, when her eyes met his, it was like a punch in the stomach. All she could think
about, all of a sudden, was the way it had felt to lie in his arms and have his hands
moving al over her.

She couldn’t wish away that moment. She couldn’t wish away her baby. No matter
how much it al plagued her now, she was still glad it had happened, and she held
onto that fact. She would always be glad it had happened, even if it hurt.

“Can| sit down?’ Eli asked.

She gestured to the chair, indicating that he might as well.
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He sank into it and glanced out the window. Maddie knew he was looking out and
seeing the space she had longed to make her dance studio, though whether he was
registering it as such was a different question.

“I"m guessing you have something for me to sign?’ she said. It wasn't that she wasin
a hurry for this meeting to come to an end, exactly, but she did want to fedl asif she
was in control of it, and sitting here waiting for him to speak first would have put the
power in his hands.

He looked back at her, confusion etched on his face. “ Something to sign?’

“Some sort of paperwork, I'd thought,” she said.

“What do you mean?’

“This is about the bank account you set up for me, isn't it?’ She felt a sudden spark
of embarrassment. Maybe it wasn’t about that. Maybe she was coming across as rude
or entitled for asking about that.

But shouldn’t she ask about it? It was no more than what he had offered her in the
first place, after al, and besides, he should take care of his child. That wasn’t asking
some unreasonable amount. No, this was just an awkward conversation, that was all.
It made sense for her to feel awkward about it, but she couldn’t let that awkwardness

keep her from doing what had to be done.

Eli shook his head. “I didn’t come to talk about money,” he said.



“Well, | think we should talk about it,” Maddie said determinedly. “If the
arrangements haven’t been made yet, | suppose that’s all right, but I’m going to have
doctor appointments soon, so thisisn't something that can wait forever.”

“I'm sorry,” Eli said. “It's not my intention to make you wait. It’s just that there's
something else you and | need to talk about.”

Maddie frowned. “What else could we have to talk about? We don’t have anything
el se between us. Not anymore.”

He ran a hand through his hair. Maddi€'s heart ached, remembering what it felt like
to run her own hands through his hair. She steeled herself. This would be over soon
enough, and she would be able to give in to al the feelings she was experiencing
about it, but she wouldn't let herself break down in front of him.

“That’s what | want to talk to you about,” he said. “The way things ended between
us. | don't likeit.”

“What were you hoping for?’

He hesitated. “Charlie realy misses you.”

It was the one thing he could have said to make her doubt herself. “I miss him too,”
she admitted. “But it's for the best that we ended things when we did. | couldn’t
exactly stay in your house. I'm having this baby, Eli. Charlie's a smart kid. He would
start to ask questions, and what on earth would we tell him? | don’t know if he even
knows where babies come from.”

“He does. He' sinquisitive. | had to tell him the truth about a year ago.”

“Okay, then he'd understand that a baby means a father,” Maddie said. “He' d want to



know who. What could | tell him about that? The truth? A lie? There's no good
answer. You don't want to be a part of this child’s life, and that means | can’'t be a
part of yours or Charlie’s.”

“Thisisn't going at all the way | meant it to,” Eli murmured.

“If you don’'t have the account ready, maybe it's for the best if | just go,” Maddie
said. It was unbearable, having to go through all of this for a second time. “Y ou can
get in touch with me when there' s something to talk about.”

“No, wait,” Eli insisted. “I do have something to talk about. It's not just that | don’t
like the way we l€eft things. | don’t want usto leave things at all.”

“What are you saying?’

“I’m saying | want you to come back.”

It was the very thing she had dreamed he would say, but she had never imagined he
could actually mean it. She couldn’t believe it now. “Why would you want that?’ she
asked. “You don’'t want this. The way you responded when | told you...”

“That was unforgivable. | should never have acted like that. Y ou took me by surprise
— of course you did — but the baby is mine.” He sighed. “All | could think about in
that moment was making sure you were provided for, Maddie. All | could think about
was the thing I’ ve devoted my life to — working hard to make sure that no child of
mine ever suffers the way | did. | wanted you to know that there would be money for
your baby.”

“1 wasn't asking you for money.”

“No. | know you weren’t. But in that moment, it felt like the most important thing |



could do. You know I’ve been struggling at work,” he said. “You know | lost a
client.”

“I know that.”

“But what you said to me has been ringing in my ears since the last time we talked,
Maddie. You told me that | had things backward, that | was putting work ahead of
family. | didn't want to believe it. | couldn’'t let myself believe it. And then you
walked out of my life and | realized that my dedication to my work had pushed half
of my family away from me.”

Had he called her family? Maddie trembled. Could he possibly mean all this? And if
he did, could she accept it?
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“Charlie begged me to bring you back.”
“l can't come back just for Charlie.”

“He’ s the one who made me realize | needed you to come back,” Eli said. He reached
across the table and took Maddi€' s hand.

Maddie didn’t pull away. She couldn’t. She met his eyes instead, feeling breathless.

“I’m going to scale back my time at work,” Eli said. “I mean it thistime. | know you
want your child to have a father who's actually involved. | want that for Charlie, too.
And for us — for you, Maddie — | want us to see each other. To have time for each
other. | want usto have... areal relationship.”

“You want us to have a relationship?’ Even in her daydreams, the fantasies she'd
tried to suppress, this was so far beyond anything she had imagined that she could
hardly believe she was hearing it.

“1 love you,” he said quietly. “I’m a better man because | know you, Maddie. I'm so
sorry it took all this for me to realize that. But | would be afool to let you go. | know
| treated you badly, but if there’s even a chance you' d consider coming back to me, |
have to beg for your forgiveness and hope you’ Il be willing to consider it.”

“Are you really going to have time to step back from work?” Maddie asked him. “I
do want this, Eli. What you're saying — it’s exactly what | want. But | don’t know if
| can let myself hope for it again. | believed in you, you know. | believed that things
were going to be different when you said they were. That you were going to make a



real change and start coming home more often. And you did — for awhile.”

“l know. | don’t want you to think you had anything to do with my failure to see it
through,” Eli said. “It wasn't because of the time you and | spent together. It wasn't
because we dlept together that night. | have no regrets about that.”

“Not even now?”’

“Especialy not now. This has shown me what kind of life | want to have moving
forward. I'm grateful for this,” he said. “I’m grateful for this child, and for you, and if
I’ve lost you through my own carelessness, | don’'t know how I'll ever forgive

myself.”

Maddie shook her head. “You haven't,” she whispered. “Y ou haven't lost me. If you
mean what you’ re saying now...”

“I do. Truly.”

“Then of course | want to give this another try,” she said.

She was trembling all over, terrified of her own words, afraid that she would live to
regret this moment. And yet, if she didn’taccept what he was saying, she knew for
certain that she would regret it. There would never be another chance like the one she
was being given right now — a chance to make things right with the father of her
child and the man she knew she loved.

He got to hisfeet. “Come with me.”

“What? Where are we going?’

“l need you to see something,” he said. “Something that | think will make clear to



you how serious | am about all this.”

“You don’'t have to prove yourself to me.”

“Yes, | do. | know how much my actions have hurt you, Maddie. | do need to show
you that I’'m going to be a better man now. Come with me.”

She got to her feet and followed him out of the cafe, perplexed. They crossed the
road, and even then, Maddie didn’t realize where they were going. It wasn’'t until they
stopped in front of the empty storefront that she understood.

“1 made you a ballet studio once,” he said. “Would you allow meto do it again?’

“You mean... but | can’t afford the rent on a place like this,” she said.

“If I’'m going to be stepping back from my company, it might help us to have a
second income.”

He didn't need a second income. She had lived in his house — she had worked for
him. That wasn’t what this was about. “\What are you saying?’

“1 bought this property, Maddie. | own it.” He produced a small silver key. “I'd like
usto turn it into your dance studio.”

“You can't be serious.”

“1f that would make you happy.”

“Eli... my God, what if | had said no to al this? You' d have been stuck with this
property and nothing to do with it.”



“But you're not saying no.” He reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder,
sending butterflies through her. “I took a chance, Maddie. | owed you that much. Will
you take the studio? Y ou can become a dance instructor, just like you wanted, and we

can spend our lives together.”
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It was too much. It was everything she had dreamed of, and it was all being handed to
her. Maddie felt tears beginning to well up in her eyes.

“1s something wrong?’ Eli asked, concerned.

She shook her head and wiped the tears away. “You didn’'t have to do this. It's
perfect. But it’s too much.”

“It isn’t,” he told her. “I want this for you. | want this for us. And if it makes you
happy...”

“It does.”

“ Anything that makes you happy could never be too much, Maddie. I’ ve taken too
long to realize how lucky | am to have you in my life, but if you can give me this
second chance, | promise you that I'll never let myself forget it again.”

He held out his arms, and Maddi€’ s resistance crumbled.

She stepped into his embrace, and as he kissed her, she marveled at the fact that
dreams truly could come true.

EPILOGUE
TWO YEARS LATER: ELI

Maddie was at the door when Eli arrived home. “I thought you’ d be here sooner,” she



said. “I’ve been waiting.”

Eli laughed and handed Leanne to her mother. The little girl dove into Maddie's
arms, and Maddie gave her a snuggle. “Did you have fun at the playground with
Daddy?’ she asked.

“We had a great time,” Eli said. “She sure loves the swings. | think she would go
every day if we would take her.”

“I"m sure you would!” Maddie laughed. “But we've got things to do today. |’ ve been
dying for you two to get back.”

“Ready to go over to the studio?’

“Oh, | was born ready. | can’t believe we're finally opening tonight.”

Eli privately agreed. It had been amost two years since the day he had bought the
dance studio, and it felt like even longer. They had been working all that time, getting
the studio ready for opening day, but on plenty of occasions it had felt
amostimpossibly far away. Now, though, the day was here. It was opening afternoon,
and they would be taking sign-ups from kids who were interested in studying dance
with Maddie.

It was beautiful to see the woman he loved achieving her dream like this.

It couldn’t have happened without months and months of hard work. Eli had offered
to outsource the labor, to hire people to take care of everything so that Maddie could
just walk into the studio when it was ready to go, but she had declined that offer.
“1’ve dreamed of thisfor too long to do it like that,” she’d told him. “I need to have a
hand in everything. | want to make sure it al comes out just the way it is in my
Imagination.”



S0 Eli had reframed his plans and decided that he would help her make her vision a
reality instead of paying someone else to do it. It had meant scaling back his time at
the office even more, but that had turned out to be all right — he'd hired a new
associate, and he found himself feeling more confident than ever before about the
idea of being away from work.

Maddie had been supportive about that too. The first few weeks, when it had been the
most difficult to stay away from the office, she had reassured him. “Whatever
happens, we'll deal with it,” she said. “If you lose a client, we can deal with that.
Look at how happy Charlieis.”

She had been right about that part. Eli had never seen his son as happy as he'd been
just after Maddie had moved back in, when Eli had started committing in earnest to
spending more time at home. It solidified his belief that Maddie had been correct all
along. To stay at home with Charlie as much as possible had always been the right
move. He would forever be grateful to her for helping him to realize that.

“Where is Charlie?’ he asked, realizing that he hadn’t seen his son since arriving
home.

“He'sin the back, practicing on his skateboard.”

“You know | can’t stand that skateboard.”

“And you know he's determined to learn to ride it regardless of how we feel.”
Maddie smiled. “By giving him permission, at least we can make him listen to us a
little bit. He's wearing his helmet and kneepads. That’s what’s most important. How

bad can it really be?’

Eli grumbled alittle but didn’t say anything.



Maddie smiled. “Thisis sweet,” shetold him. “I love it when you get all protective.”

“You of al people know that people can get hurt doing sports.”

“1 of al people know that’s no reason not to do them,” Maddie countered. “Do you
think I’ ve ever for one moment wished that | hadn’t become a dancer? It's led me to
some of the best thingsin my life. And now I’ m going to be achieving the dream of a
lifetime by opening this dance studio.”
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“Well, that’ s true,” Eli said with asmile.
“And | oweit dl to you.”
“Youdon't oweit al to me.”

“Eli, none of this would be happening if not for you. Of course | owe you for what
you'’ve given me.”

“You've given me everything too,” Eli reminded her. “I had almost no relationship
with my son when you came into our lives. | will never be able to fully repay you for
what you did forme and Charlie. And then there' s Leanne, of course. You gave me a
daughter. | thought it would be me and Charlie alone for the rest of my life, and
because of you, that’s not true. | have a whole family now. What could possibly be
any better?’

“1 still can’t quite believe it all worked out sometimes,” Maddie admitted. “I was so
sure it wouldn’t.”

“1 know. | thought the same,” Eli said. “But here we are, and | don’t know about you,
but | couldn’t be any happier.”

“Let me go get Charlie,” she said. “We can head over to the studio now.”
“No, I'll get him,” Eli said. “You’ve got your hands full.”

Maddie smiled gratefully. “Thanks,” she said. “I'll get Leanne into the car.”



Eli went out back and found Charlie on the patio. He stood and watched for a
moment, not wanting to interrupt, but Charlie sensed his presence and looked over.

“Hey, Dad,” he called, jumping down from the skateboard. “Where' s Leanne?’

Eli felt a sense of warmth. He was still getting used to how much it delighted him
when his children wanted to be around each other — which they usually did. They
had already formed a tight bond, and it was hard to believe he had so nearly missed
out on the chance to see Charlie become a big brother. It would have been tragic if
he’' d lost this chance and never realized it.

“Maddi€’s putting Leanne in the car,” he told Charlie. “It’s opening day for the dance
studio, remember?’

“Are you going to sign me up for ballet lessons?’

“Do you want to take ballet |essons?’

“Yeah, | want to try it,” Charlie said.

Eli was pleased. At eight years old, Charlie was starting to discover the idea that he
was too cool to hang around with his parents, though Eli suspected they still had a
couple more years before that really set in. He had wondered if Charlie would avoid a
dance class taught by Maddie, and it was good to see that that wasn't the case.

“We can sign you up,” Eli said. “I’'m sure Maddie would love it if you were the first
person to sign up for her classes. Put your board up and let’s go out to the car. You
and Leanne can play at the studio while we get things going.”

“Fun.” Charlie propped his board against the side of the house. He had been able to
play at the dance studio a few times already, once the construction had been finished,
and he and Leanne always had a fun time with the giant mirrors. “Hey, Dad, maybe



you should work at the dance studio.”

Eli had to laugh. “What would | do there?’ he asked. “I couldn’t teach lessons. |
don’t know how to dance. All the students would get worse if they tried to copy my
moves.” He' d never thought he would see the day when Charlie suggested he take on
additional work, but he had been home so often lately that his son’s fear of losing him
to the office seemed finally to have disappeared.

“Yeah, that’strue,” Charlie agreed. “Y ou're aterrible dancer.”

Eli chuckled. “Go get in the car,” he said. “Maddie is waiting on us, and she's pretty
excited, so let’s not make her wait any longer than necessary.”

They went out to the car. Charlie got into the backseat next to Leanne and began to
play with her. Maddie was waiting beside the car, and Eli went up to her and put his
arms around her.

“Areyou ready for this?’ he murmured.

“Ready asI'll ever be. | haven't feltreadyfor anything since the day | met you.”

“1 hope that’ s not a bad thing.”

“Trust me, it's the best thing possible,” she said. “Every moment has taken me by
surprise, and | hope those surprises keep on coming for as long as we know each
other.”

“l feel exactly the same,” Eli assured her. Every moment, he was stunned by how
much joy he found in Maddie and in the family they had created together. He didn’t
know what he' d done to deserve this much happiness, but he did know that he would
never stop feeling grateful that he had found it. It was impossible to imagine a
moment when he would take this for granted.



“1’m so proud of you,” he told Maddie.

“1 couldn’t have done it without you,” she replied.

They’ d said those words to one another countless times over the past few months, but
the truth had never gone out of them. And when he kissed her, the passion was as

bright and potent as it had ever been — and Eli knew that it always would be.

The End



