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CHAPTER ONE
“How the hell did Preston Innovations fail to lock in this opportunity before anyone else got a shot?” Exiting the elevator from Kami Games’ Tokyo headquarters, Julianna could barely contain her glee. “This never would’ve happened a year and a half ago.”
“When you were still there, you mean.” Leaping ahead, Julianna’s assistant, Kate, opened the door that led to a congested street near Shibuya Station. Kate scooted to one side to allow her boss to pass.
Eighteen months ago, not only had her marriage ended, but thanks to her ex’s efforts to blacklist her, it had seemed her days of competing in the cut-throat world of video game design were through. Today’s meeting with one of the world’s most innovative and prestigious gaming companies, however, had put some of those fears to rest.
“I can’t count the times that man promised the moon and stars, only to deliver a pile of dirt and expect someone else to bail him out. That someone usually being me.” Julianna’s lips twitched as she pictured the stupid look on her ex-husband’s face when he found out who his competition was. “I’m just shocked anyone else figured out what a bullshit artist he is.”
“Don’t be. Why do you think I jumped at the chance to follow you to your new venture?” Kate asked.
Thank God she had, not that Julianna was going to say that out loud. Starting over with a team of less than a dozen people meant it was crucial that every employee be the best of the best. Julianna expected nothing less of her team or herself.
Julianna’s heels clicked against the pavement as she made her way through the sea of workers and tourists who swarmed the streets. She moved with relative ease as pedestrians darted to make way. The occasional double take of passersby reminded her that towering redheads were even less common here than back home in Boston.
She refused to feel self-conscious about it.
So what if people stared? After twenty years of wearing flats to appease her Napoleanesque husband’s ego, by God, she would wear heels whenever she damn well felt like it.
Julianna slowed her pace a bit as she reached the crosswalk. “I can’t wait for him to find out Kami Games asked our insignificant boutique design studio for a formal proposal.” Julianna made air quotes around the word insignificant, one of her ex’s favorite choices for describing her fledgling company.
How had she put up with his condescending attitude for so long?
They stood at the infamous Shibuya Scramble Crossing. The towering skyscrapers adorned with dazzling advertisements dwarfed the crowd. Like sprinters awaiting their cue, the throng edged closer to the curb, each person poised for their moment to cross. The air was saturated with the aroma of street food competing for dominance with the obnoxious scent of exhaust fumes.
With the suddenness of a symphony’s crescendo, the lights changed, and the crossing erupted into motion. The world’s busiest pedestrian intersection averaged three thousand people for every crossing, a pulsating symbol of Tokyo’s energy and dynamism. It was the essence of controlled chaos. As they made their way across, the masses overtook the streets, and Julianna hummed with excitement to be part of it.
When they reached the opposite corner, Julianna screeched to a halt. The hotel was a block away, but it was much too early in the afternoon, and she was too wound up to return to her room just yet.
“What’s wrong? What do you need me to do?” Kate’s brows furrowed in concern, her body language indicating she was ready to jump into action for whatever her boss might require.
“Honestly? I feel like celebrating. Shocking, I know.” A smile cracked Julianna’s serious countenance as Kate’s tense shoulders visibly relaxed at this news. “Can you find us someplace to get a drink?”
“On it.” Kate quickly pulled out her phone and started scrolling through apps with a speed that could rival any professional gamer’s quick reflexes. After a few moments, she looked up with a triumphant grin. “Follow me, Boss.”
The destination in question was a short walk away. When they arrived, Julianna’s eyes swept the interior in under a second, dissatisfaction tugging her mouth into a frown. “Coffee? I know I have a reputation as a stick in the mud, but I’d hoped you knew me a little better than that by now.”
Instead of becoming alarmed at having disappointed her employer, Kate tilted her head and offered a mischievous smirk. “Trust me; this place is more than it seems.” 
Pulling out her phone, Kate traced a circle around the coffee shop logo that lit up her screen. When her finger reached the top again, the screen changed color and a number appeared. Julianna watched with interest as her assistant walked up to the man behind the counter. Instead of placing an order, Kate showed him her phone.
He said nothing but gave a slight nod. A moment later, there was a popping sound that startled Julianna enough to jump as the seemingly normal shelving unit against one wall swung open to reveal a secret passage. 
“Is this for real?” A thrill coursed through Julianna’s veins as she ducked slightly to avoid hitting her head on the top of the hidden doorway.
On the other side of the secret door was an elegant space with dim, atmospheric lighting casting a soft glow above a highly polished bar. The scent of whiskey and the soft murmur of other patrons gave the place a clandestine mystique, like a Prohibition era speakeasy.
Julianna tingled with an almost forgotten feeling, like entering the hidden world of a new video game for the first time. Despite earning a living designing them, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d played a game for fun. But maybe it was time for that to change.
“Kate, you amaze me. How did you find this place?” Julianna followed a server to a table for two and took a seat on a plush chair. 
“If I tell you my secrets, you won’t need to keep me around anymore.” Kate picked up a menu from the table, and Julianna followed suit, the unfamiliar Japanese swimming in front of her eyes.
It was times like this she regretted never acquiring more than the most rudimentary knowledge of the language. But who could blame her?
Japanese had been Preston’s thing, to the point he was completely obnoxious about it. She had spent too many nights in college listening to him wax poetic about the nuances of Japanese grammar, correcting her in the most demeaning ways every time she attempted a simple phrase.
If she was honest about it, her ex had always been determined to outdo Julianna in every way possible. Which was why winning the Kami Games contract out from under him would be such sweet revenge.
Kate scanned the extensive list of drinks with the ease of a native speaker. “Do you trust me to choose?” 
“I think I do.” It was a rare admission from a woman who didn’t trust anyone. “Frankly, anything would probably suffice at this point. Seven countries in fifteen days may have been ambitious, even for me.”
Kate looked up, making eye contact with the server and quickly placing their order before returning her attention to Julianna. “You’ve had more grueling itineraries than this one, but not by much. It’s a good thing you’re taking a few days off to enjoy Japan after today.”
“Research,” Julianna said in a stern tone. “Don’t tell anyone back at the office I’m on vacation, or they’ll think I’m slipping.”
“The great Julianna Bristol slipping?” Kate shook her head vehemently. “I can’t even imagine it.”
Julianna smiled, grateful for Kate’s unwavering support. Her assistant was the closest thing she had to a friend these days. Which was pathetic and spoke volumes to the sacrifices she’d made during her years as sidekick to an ungrateful husband. But the pep talk was appreciated nonetheless, especially as Julianna was all too aware of the cracks in her own armor.
Being a woman with ambition in the public eye was no joke.
A bimbo, the so-called comedians on late night television claimed, echoing the official Preston Ward party line. A living ice sculpture. Frigid. Repressed. Her husband’s TV buddies had started making her the butt of all their jokes, a punchline for everything under the sun, to the point of absurdity. All because she had something none of them ever would: a vagina.
The server returned and placed two martini glasses on the table, the dark brown liquid giving way to a frothy top sprinkled with delicate chocolate shavings and a perfectly centered slice of orange peel.
Julianna sampled her drink, letting out a barely audible sigh as the rich, velvety flavors danced across her palate. “Is this an espresso martini?” 
“You once asked me to find a way to have coffee put straight into your veins,” Kate told her. “I may not be a doctor, but I’m pretty sure doing that would kill you. This is the next best thing.”
“You can fetch me this kind of coffee anytime. In fact, I’m nominating you for employee of the month.” Julianna indulged in a greedy sip, relishing the temporary relief it brought.
“Just wait. When we leave, I hear they’ll give us a coffee in a to-go cup to keep up the ruse.” 
After another sip, the warmth of the coffee-infused martini began to spread through Julianna’s circulatory system, soothing her frayed nerves. She leaned back in her chair, savoring the momentary escape from the chaos her life had become ever since she’d finally gathered the courage to walk out on her twenty-year relationship, married sixteen of those years.
Considering the genes she shared with her older brother, Jason—a man who had become addicted to more things than she’d known existed, Julianna wasn’t a fool. She couldn’t afford to have too many drinks—but maybe just one more wouldn’t hurt. She wouldn’t order a third.
“Can I confess something?” Julianna’s voice wavered. It wasn’t easy maintaining the facade of invincibility, yet she had become so accustomed to it that even the hint of vulnerability made her squirm. “Part of me truly can’t believe Kami Games put us on the short list. You know how much the public adores Preston and his antics.”
“Because he acts like an overgrown kid.” Kate took a sip of her martini, pausing to trace the rim of the glass with her finger before setting it back down. “It’s hard to take someone like that seriously when it comes to business. That was why he needed you.”
“Maybe, but there was a time I needed him, too.” Julianna’s voice cracked with a mix of bitterness and nostalgia. “When I started as a freshman at MIT, I was surrounded by guys who assumed I was either there to land a husband or become a token diversity hire after graduation. Then I met Preston.”
“I suppose they fawned all over him?”
“Not at first,” Julianna explained. “Then we teamed up and started showing what we could do together. With his charisma and my smarts, I knew we’d get far.”
“You made a fortune and built one of the most popular game design companies the world has ever seen,” Kate confirmed with a nod, admiration gleaming in her eyes.
“Yes, and he named it after himself. How did I not realize earlier that success would inflate that man’s head like a helium-filled balloon?” Julianna scoffed, a wry smile crossing her lips. “He was the visionary, after all. And I was just the girl standing next to him. At least, as far as the media was concerned. They got it wrong, of course.”
Preston may have had the charm, but she had been the brains behind it all. It was a sin his pride couldn’t forgive.
“He couldn’t handle sharing the limelight, always needing to be the center of attention.” Julianna’s voice was edged with resentment. “And when the accolades came pouring in, he conveniently forgot about all the late nights and sacrifices I made alongside him.”
“Now your new company has its foot in the door at the best gaming company on the planet,” Kate reminded her. “That’s gonna drive him bonkers. Any idea what you’re going to pitch to Kami?”
“It’s going to require something extra special.” Julianna’s chest warmed with pride as she let out a laugh. “It may finally be time to pull out the ace in my sleeve.”
“And what’s that?” Kate leaned a little closer as if expecting her boss to whisper a secret.
“It’s a game idea I’ve had forever, going back to my early college days. I didn’t have the skills or the money to even dream of developing it back then, but with the new team and this opportunity on the line, now may finally be the time. This will be the perfect way to launch another round of angel funding, too.” 
Until her divorce from Preston was finalized, Julianna wasn’t exactly flush with cash. At least not enough to bankroll a company on her own. But as long as he got to publicly mock her and cavort around with a string of sexy supermodels, he seemed in no hurry to sign the papers and part with what she was owed of their joint assets.
At the mention of work, Kate whipped out her tablet, ready to get started. “Should I put together a press release?”
“No. Not yet. Let’s celebrate first.” Julianna chuckled at her assistant’s enthusiasm. There was a reason she’d brought the woman along on this trip. It was like traveling with a carbon copy of herself, but with administrative skills instead of tech know-how. “We do have a lot of work to do, though. I’m thinking of canceling the rest of my trip, going home, and putting my head down so I can hammer out what needs to be done.” 
“You haven’t had a vacation in eighteen months,” Kate chastised. “Barely a day off.”
“I’m aware. That’s when—” The sudden buzz of Julianna’s phone stopped her in her tracks. Was it Kami Games calling already? She grabbed the device from her bag and frowned at her father’s picture on the screen. “Why is my dad calling? It must be a mistake.” She let it go to voice mail, not wanting to kill her mood.
“It’s not even the crack of dawn in Ohio. Do you think this is about your... brother?” Kate nearly swallowed her question, a look of uneasiness falling like a shadow across her face.
As Julianna’s assistant, there were certain things Kate needed to know about her boss’s private life. That didn’t mean either one of them relished discussing those things in detail. Julianna appreciated the woman’s discretion and tact almost as much as she valued her organizational skills. Everyone had their dirty secrets, and Jason Bristol was hers.
“If it is, it can wait. My brother’s got the time.” Ten to fifteen years, in fact, Julianna thought as she clenched her jaw. Maybe some months off for good behavior but Jason had never been known for that particular trait.
The phone started ringing again, and this time, Julianna felt compelled to answer, a sinking feeling in her gut. 
“Hi, Dad.” Julianna grimaced as static filled her ear from the poor connection. She braced herself, suspecting that whatever had her dad out of bed in the wee hours of morning couldn’t be good.
“I’m sending... Jadyn... a plane.” 
“You’re doing what with my niece?” Several heads turned in Julianna’s direction, and embarrassment flooded her as she realized how loudly she was speaking.  
“I’m sending her... you.”
“Sorry, Dad,” Julianna said, striving to keep her volume low. “The connection’s really bad. It almost sounded like you said you were sending Jadyn to me. Or buying her a plane. I’m not sure which is more absurd.”
“We can’t take care of her.” This time his words came through crystal clear, though he spoke in a strangled voice that was barely recognizable. “Not with your mom going blind.”
“What do you mean Mom’s going blind?” Julianna clapped her hand over her mouth as her high-pitched exclamation echoed around the room, causing heads to turn once again.
“I didn’t want to tell you over the phone,” her dad replied, his voice strained. “But it’s not like you ever come back to Ohio anymore. Not even for your brother’s trial.”
At the sound of his accusing tone, Julianna tensed up. Hadn’t she already paid for her sibling’s lawyer? Was it truly her responsibility to be present in court to hear every tragic consequence of his decision to get behind the wheel of his car while drunk off his ass? Three people were dead because of his idiocy, including the mother of his child. Julianna would sign the checks to his legal team, but she couldn’t bear to look at him.
Julianna tamped down her desire to lash out, focusing instead on what mattered more in the moment. “Dad, what’s happening with Mom? I thought you took her to the specialist I found for her in Minneapolis to be evaluated for retinal detachment.” 
“She went to someone local instead, and he didn’t see a problem. She was supposed to go back in the fall, but she woke up this morning and said it was like she had a dark curtain in the middle of her eyes.” 
“Jesus! You and your stubbornness will be the death of me. You’ve got to take this seriously⁠—” 
“Don’t you think I know that?” he snapped.
“Then why didn’t she go to Minneapolis six months ago?” Julianna’s voice was raised, but she no longer cared how many people were staring at her. “If this is about the money, I told you I’d pay.”
“That’s always your solution. Paying for things instead of doing the hard part.” There was no mistaking the anger seeping through her father’s words. It was a bitterness that had been festering for years, waiting for the perfect moment to erupt. “It wasn’t about money. We had to be there for Jason. That’s what parents do, which you would know if you ever got over your selfishness long enough to have kids of your own. There was no time to go all the way to Minneapolis when there are doctors right here.”
“Dad, I just want to help,” she whispered, her throat closing as she tried to shove down his harsh words into a black pit deep within.
“If you want to help, you’ll take care of Jadyn. I’ve booked her on the first available flight.”
“No. That won’t work.” Julianna’s head spun as she tried and failed to work out the time difference between Japan and home. “I’m in Tokyo⁠—” 
“I already bought her a ticket. She’ll be in Boston this afternoon.” 
“But I’m not in Boston. You can’t put a nine-year-old on a plane with no one waiting on the other end.” 
“Your mom’s gotta be in Minneapolis to see the specialist. We’re all going to the airport together. Jadyn’s flight gets in at 2:45 p.m.”
“Dad, I⁠—”
“Your mom’s calling for me. I have to go.” With that he hung up, leaving Julianna on the verge of tears.
“What’s happening?” Kate asked, her voice filled with concern.
“I need to get to Boston, like yesterday,” Julianna muttered, her mind racing with a million thoughts. “I can’t believe him. I simply can’t. What do I know about kids?” 
“Kids?” Kate’s eyes widened, and it was obvious she had as little faith in Julianna’s mothering skills as Julianna did herself.
“When Jason went to prison, my parents became my niece’s guardians. But now my mom⁠—”
“I heard.” Kate paused, her expression filled with sympathy. “I’m so sorry.”
“My flight home isn’t for another three days.” Julianna was too lost in thought to acknowledge Kate’s words. “But you’re leaving tonight.” The realization brought a tiny ray of hope. Kate could handle this much better than Julianna could, anyway.
“I’m leaving for Hawaii. Not Boston.”
Julianna frowned, tapping the table with her fingertips. “I’m sure they could get you on a connecting flight to Boston from there.”
“Sure, no problem. I’ll just need to reschedule my wedding.” 
“That’d be—wedding. Shit. You’re getting married next week.” Julianna blinked as her assistant’s words sank in. She had been so wrapped up in her own problems that she had completely forgotten about Kate’s upcoming nuptials. How could she be so self-absorbed? Maybe her dad was right.
Luckily, Kate was too efficient, and likely too used to her boss stepping in it, to let Julianna’s faux pas slow her down. In seconds, she was tapping away at her screen. “I can get you on the 6:25 flight tonight, but it leaves in less than three hours.”
“That’s not enough time to go back to the hotel and pack. I’d have to hop in a cab right now.”
“Do you have your passport?”
Julianna checked her briefcase to be certain. “Yes, it’s right here.”
“In that case, I can go back to the hotel, get you packed up and checked out, and arrange for your luggage to make it back to Boston some other way. Should I book the flight?”
“Does it get me into Boston in time to meet my niece at her gate? She gets in at two forty-five.”
Kate shook her head. “You’ll get in about four hours after her. But there’s a nanny service I’ve heard about that specializes in VIP clients.”
“Do I qualify as a VIP?” Julianna had her doubts. “Unless they’re grading on a scale where the most clueless at parenting get special treatment.”
“It’s more about being high net worth,” Kate clarified, reinforcing the fact that being willing to write out big checks had its perks. She paused in her tapping to blow a strand of dark hair from in front of her eyes. “Your flight’s confirmed, and a taxi is on the way. I’ll take care of contacting the Bancroft Agency as soon as they open. Your niece will be in good hands until you’re back in Boston.”
Great, Julianna thought. But what happens after that?



CHAPTER TWO
Seated on a barstool in the bathroom of her best friend’s studio apartment, Sadie closed her eyes as the sound of foil crinkled in her ears. Fernando brushed the first bit of dye onto her mid-length blond hair from one of the many bowls filled with assorted rainbow colors.
There was no going back.
“It’s probably a good thing I’m not working right now,” she rationalized as he folded one foil closed and moved onto the next with a speed that belied his amateur status. She opened her eyes but avoided looking at herself in the mirror in an attempt to keep her pulse from setting off every alarm on her fitness tracking watch. “I mean, not for my bank account, obviously. But I’m not sure how I would explain my weird hair choice to an employer.”
“Weird? Girl.” He added roughly ten Rs to the word, rolling them with an ease Sadie would’ve killed for in her high school Spanish class. “You’re going to look fantastic! Your hair is going to be a beautiful rainbow. People are going to stop you on the street and ask for the number of your hair art-iste.” Fernando struck a supermodel pose in his black sweatpants and T-shirt, one hand behind his shiny bald head.
“Maybe people on the street will, but potential clients are another matter.” As Sadie thought of the typical parents, mostly wealthy professionals, who hired her as a nanny, she cringed inwardly at the thought of having to go for an interview looking like an escapee from a three-ring circus. “There’s a reason I keep it conservative.”
“You need to break free from the mold, Pep,” he exclaimed, using his favorite nickname for her, a shortened form of her last name, Culpepper. “Life is too short to blend in. Embrace your inner unicorn!”
“You’re one to talk, Mr. Science Teacher in a Sweater Vest,” Sadie said in a teasing tone. “How many photos of yourself dressed in drag do you bring to parent teacher conferences?”
“Why do you think I’m trying so hard to get into Boston Hair Academy this summer?” He dipped his brush into the blue dye and painted a long, bold streak that made Sadie wince in panic.
“Because that was the only open square left on your gay stereotype Bingo card?” Sadie guessed, flashing a playful smile.
“You’re just jealous,” he replied with a pout.
“You bet I am. I’m jealous of your public-school pension.”
“You have to hold the same job for more than a few months to qualify.” Fernando gave her a look that suggested he believed this would be a problem. “You’re not exactly a commitment kind of girl.”
“I can learn to be. I have to. My rent is due in ten days, and I have exactly twenty-four dollars and three pennies in my checking account.” She hated admitting it out loud, but with no work for nearly a month and student loan payments eating a Grand Canyon-size hole in her budget, she was barely making ends meet.
“What about your savings?”
“Savings? Savings?” Sadie tapped a finger against her chin. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’m familiar with that word.”
He snorted. “What are you going to do?”
“Right now? Pray Allie calls soon with a new gig. But I’m thinking of applying for a teaching job next sem⁠—”
“Nuh-uh. You absolutely cannot do that!” He slammed the plastic bowl he’d been holding onto the bathroom counter, making Sadie jump.
“I’m every bit as qualified to teach as you are,” Sadie reminded him. “We graduated at the same time, remember?”
“Sure, I do. And I remember teaching classes to checked-out high schoolers over video during the pandemic day in and day out while you’ve had dozens of fancy jobs through the Bancroft Agency.” Fernando continued to work as he talked, and Sadie’s head was now mostly covered in foil. “You’ve been living a glamorous life these past four years. Why give that up now?”
“It’s been anything but glamorous,” Sadie muttered, recalling the constant pressure to cater to the whims of entitled parents and their children, who, in most cases, hadn’t fallen far from the proverbial tree. For someone who’d spent most of her childhood in foster care, it was a shock to the system how oblivious to their own privilege some people could be.
“You’ve been a nanny to celebrities. You worked for a literal rock star.”
“As in, his accountant signed my paycheck,” Sadie corrected, shifting on the bar stool to keep her butt from going numb. “I never saw the guy, and I’m not convinced his son did, either. I collected the poor kid from a nanny in LA and flew with him to Dubai, where I left him in the care of another nanny.”
“You got to go to freaking Dubai.” Fernando lifted his hands in the air as if this fact proved his entire argument.
“For like a day. Once. Most of the time, all I do is sit in playrooms that put fully stocked toy stores to shame and make sure the kid doesn’t swallow a LEGO or something. It’s not exactly the jet-setting adventure you seem to think it is.” Sadie sighed loudly and attempted to run her hand through her hair, immediately meeting with foil that crinkled beneath her touch.
“No, no, no.” Fernando swatted her hand away from her head. “Sit on your hands if you have to, but no touching. Do you think someone messed with the paint on the Sistine Chapel while it was drying?”
“So, now you’re Michelangelo? No one can say you don’t have confidence.” Sadie wiggled as she put her fingers beneath her thighs, adding an extra layer of frustration to her already tangled emotions. “Meanwhile, I’m almost thirty, and I can barely afford rent, even with three roommates. It’s like being in the group home again, sharing with that many people. I was so determined to make something of myself after I aged out of the foster system. I fought like hell to get through college, to find a career. I never thought I’d end up so far from my dreams.”
“I understand. But teaching is not the way to go. It’s brutal⁠—”
“The kids can’t be that bad.”
“It’s not the kids. At least not all of them.” Having applied the last foil, Fernando began rinsing the brushes in the sink. “It’s the parents. It’s the system. It’s all this culture war shit.”
“But you’re a great teacher,” Sadie reassured him, even as tears pricked her eyes. They’d had such high hopes when they were in school together. Was this really the best life had to offer them?
“I’m exhausted, Pep. There are days I’m afraid if I fall to the ground, I won’t get back up.” He rinsed the final brush and turned his attention to the bowls. “This is why I need your hair to turn out fabulous, to build my portfolio. I have to get out of teaching.”
“It’s just so unfair. Maybe another school district⁠—”
“It’s not just me,” Fernando said, shaking his head. “Everyone we graduated with seems to be jumping ship. You think you have it bad now with a couple kids and their demanding parents? Try working at a public school, which pays shit by the way, especially for the hours they want you to work. You’ll have thirty sets of parents to deal with then, and not a minute to breathe.”
“I need a regular paycheck. This cobbling together of nanny gigs is too stressful.”
“Have you considered subbing? The district is always looking for subs. Apply for the fall. The subs I know are never out of work, and they don’t have to put up with the BS of parents and administrators.”
“That might work for the fall, but I really need something to tide me over for the summer. I’m also applying for a year-long substitute position. That way I can test the waters to see if it’s a good—” Sadie stopped mid-sentence as the special ring tone she reserved for Allie at the Bancroft Agency blared from her phone. “I have to get this. It’s work.”
Fernando crossed his fingers as Sadie quickly wiped away the tear that had escaped and answered the call in her most upbeat tone.
“Hi, Allie.” Sadie forced herself to smile even though the woman couldn’t see her. She’d read somewhere that putting on a smile, even a fake one, was like a magnet for positivity. She needed all the good vibes she could muster right now so the universe would send her a job. And if Allie asked her to watch a rabid Doberman, she’d do it.
“Sadie, I have a job for you.” Allie’s words came out in a breathless rush, like she was in the middle of working out at the gym.
“That’s wonderful!” Sadie’s heart skipped a beat as she gave Fernando a thumbs-up.
“Before you say yes, do you have a car? So far, everyone I’ve tried for this job is without wheels. And can you get to Logan Airport in less than an hour? I’m sorry. This is such a last-minute request. I only got the call when the office opened this morning.”
“Uh, hold on.” Swallowing hard, Sadie covered the phone and turned to Fernando. “Can I borrow your car for the afternoon?”
Fernando offered an enthusiastic nod, and Sadie grinned, this time for real.
“Yes, I can do that.”
“The kid’s name is Jadyn Bristol, nine years old. She’s flying as an unaccompanied minor, and there needs to be an adult at the airport to collect her,” Allie explained. “I’m emailing you the details now. It’s technically a one-time thing, but I got the impression it could turn into a summer gig if it goes well, so good luck.”
“I have to go,” Sadie said as soon as the call ended. She jumped off the barstool and held out her hand. “Keys?”
“Not yet. You can’t leave with the foils in.”
“Shit.” Sadie had forgotten all about her hair. “I have to get to Logan. Can’t I just put a hat on?”
“Sure, if you want to burn all your hair off.” He put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her back onto the stool. “I think they’ve been on long enough. If you give me fifteen minutes, I can get you all washed, blow dried, and styled.”
“There’s no time,” Sadie panted, breathless with the need to get on the road. “You can wash it out, but mostly because I don’t want to end up bald.”
“Hey—” Fernando pointed a finger to his hairless head, and Sadie laughed.
“You look fabulous bald. Me? Not so much.”
The expression her friend wore said he didn’t disagree with that assumption.
He didn’t waste a second, quickly washing her hair in the sink and pausing only for a second to assess the dripping locks.
“Considering you cut this short, I have to say, it still looks fabulous. I think I’ll call my salon Michaelangelo’s Hair Palace.”
“That’s one of the many reasons I love you. But I’m still going to need a hat. Now, car keys?” She put her palm out.
He plopped the keyring into her hand and followed up with an oversized bucket hat with a camouflage print. “One of my exes was into fishing and left this behind.”
“Fishing?”
“Don’t ask. I’m parked around the corner.”
With the hat on her head, she raced out the door, not needing any other instructions. Finding the vehicle would be a breeze. Fernando had without a doubt the gayest looking car to ever grace the roadways. Not only was the bumper slathered with queer-themed stickers, but he’d also had the car custom painted in rainbow colors. If a pride parade ever needed a last-minute grand marshal, Fernando was the superhero in a rainbow cape to call.
When she got behind the wheel and saw the stick shift, Sadie said a silent prayer. She hadn’t driven a standard in years. Thankfully, it was parked at the end of the block, so all she had to do was put it in first and drive.
After a few grinding noises that made her cringe, Sadie finally managed to get the car in gear and zipped out onto the street. She put the pedal to the metal and raced in the direction of the airport, hoping she wouldn’t get pulled over by a Statey or stuck in traffic in the Callahan Tunnel. She needed this job too damn much for anything to go wrong.

Sadie pulled into a space in the Terminal B parking structure with one eye on the clock. It was 2:30, and according to the information Allie had sent, the flight she was there to meet was due to land at 2:45. The last thing on earth she wanted was to make a poor kid wait for a grown-up to come get her.
Most of her childhood, Sadie had been in and out of various foster homes. She’d waited on plenty of adults, and a lot of them had been late. From her first day as a nanny, she’d vowed never to let that happen to a child in her care. To keep that promise today, she was going to have to hustle.
Hopping out of the car, she made a run for the terminal.
Scanning past rows of self-check-in kiosks, Sadie finally spotted a desk with a real human. By the time she reached the front of the line, she could barely breathe through her panic. The plane was due to land in five minutes, and she still needed to get the special card that would allow her to go through security without a ticket.
“Flight 228,” she wheezed while the uniformed airline employee watched her with alarm. “I need a gate pass. My agency called ahead.”
“Let me just check on that for you,” the man said, typing rapidly on the keyboard in front of him. “This is for the flight arriving from Cincinnati?”
Sadie nodded, gulping for air.
“It looks like that flight was canceled for mechanical issues, but everyone was rebooked on a different flight. The good news is it’s departed, but it’s no longer nonstop. There’s a connection in Newark that’s adding some additional time to the trip.” The agent offered her a comforting smile. “Relax. You’ll be waiting a while.”
“Thank goodness.” Sadie let out a long breath, a sense of calm returning to her as her pulse slowed. “I’m a nanny. I’m supposed to be meeting a kid at the arrival gate, and I was terrified I would be late.”
“Poor kid, traveling alone and having a delay like this.” There was a flicker of humor in his eyes as he glanced at her head, and it was only then that Sadie remembered her rainbow hair. “I bet they’ll be glad to see a familiar face when they get here.”
“Not so familiar, actually.” She made a few tucks with her fingers to hide any stray pieces beneath the fishing hat Fernando had lent her. “I’m their new nanny. Hopefully. But I just got the job an hour ago, and I’ve never met the family before.”
“What kind of parent would trust their child with a complete stranger?” the agent murmured under his breath.
“You’d be surprised what I see in my line of work.” Sadie probably hadn’t been meant to hear what he said, but she couldn’t help commenting. She’d been wondering the same thing.
“I didn’t mean to offend,” the agent quickly apologized, his expression softening. “Parents have their reasons, I suppose.”
“To be honest, I haven’t had a chance to read the file yet, but I can’t imagine what could possibly justify leaving a child in the hands of a stranger,” Sadie confessed, anger bubbling up inside her.
How many times had she wondered why her own mother had abandoned her as a child? It was a wound that never fully healed. And while she’d effectively been raised by strangers, the people who hired nannies were supposed to be better than that, weren’t they? But the more Sadie worked with wealthy, important people, the more she realized that the culture and civility they pretended to have were often an illusion.
The airline agent sighed sympathetically. “Some people shouldn’t be parents. But, hey, the kid’s got you looking out for them, so that’s gotta count for something, right? Now, let’s get that gate pass processed so you can do your job. Can I see an ID?”
Sadie took out her driver’s license and handed it to the agent, who squinted at the photo.
“I’m sorry, but your hat is making it hard for me to confirm the match. Would you mind just taking it off for a minute?”
Sadie’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she reluctantly removed her hat, revealing her vibrant rainbow-colored hair. She had to look like a clown, but surprisingly, the agent didn’t let on. He studied her face for a moment and then glanced back at the photo on the ID, comparing the features.
“I apologize for the inconvenience,” he said, only the slightest hint of amusement in his voice. “Everything seems to be in order. Here’s your ID. Let me just print that pass, and you can be on your way.”
Sadie ran a hand over her head before putting the hat back in place, though she was sure there was way more hair sticking out now than there had been before. She’d worry about it later. Right now, she needed to get to the gate.
Once she’d gone through the security screening, Sadie stopped to check one of the large arrival and departure screens. Her heart sank as she saw that the connecting flight from Newark had been further delayed. She was going to be here for hours. If she’d known that, she would have let Fernando do a proper wash and blow dry. When she’d run her fingers through it before, it had felt a little crispy.
After finding the appropriate gate, Sadie made her way to a group of metal chairs and sat down to read the files Allie had sent her on the kid. Which turned out to be extremely short on details. Like, who answered with a question mark in the column for allergies? That seemed like something even the worst parent should know.
The minutes dragged by. Sadie sent Fernando an apology text saying she’d be later than anticipated in returning his car. Luckily for her, he didn’t care. He’d give a stranger a kidney if asked. Sadie had her doubts that he would actually leave teaching when it came down to it. He cared too much about the kids to leave them in the lurch.
And if he was wrong about himself, he was wrong about her, too. She could hack teaching, right? If she’d survived foster families and group homes, she could do anything. Almost anything. She knew for a fact she couldn’t survive being broke for much longer.
Of course, there was always the possibility today’s gig could turn into something longer term. Allie had said it might. But did Sadie really want to work for the kind of family that would hire a stranger to meet their kid at the airport? God, she was tired of working for assholes.
She shook her head, trying to push aside her distaste. She couldn’t afford to be picky. Not when her meager savings were gone, and her options for keeping a roof over her head were limited. It wasn’t like she had parents she could fall back on. Besides, from the look of things, this kid needed her. Maybe she could make a difference.
Finally, Sadie pulled up a book on her phone and began to read. After some period of time, there was a hustle and bustle around her, pulling her out of her trance. Checking the flight status on her phone, she nearly danced a jig when she saw the plane had finally landed. Now all she had to do was wait for the flight attendant to deliver Jadyn Bristol to her.
A trickle of passengers started spilling out into the terminal, soon becoming a flood of people with rolling bags and slightly dazed expressions.
Sadie couldn’t help smiling as she imagined the happy reunions that would soon be happening in baggage claim. A couple back in each other’s arms after a long separation. A grandparent arriving to visit their grandkids. Life should have turned her into a cynic, but in many ways, Sadie was a hopeless romantic.
The crowd became sparse, and still there was no sign of her charge. Which made sense when she thought about it. The flight attendant couldn’t leave the craft until everyone was off, after all. They would be the last to deplane.
But then the jetway was empty, and no one came with a kid. Minutes passed, and no one else exited the plane, until finally a group of flight attendants came up the ramp with their small travel bags. A gate agent made a move to close the door.
“Wait!” Sadie called out.
The gate agent and the flight attendants all turned, fixing Sadie with quizzical stares.
“Where’s Jadyn Bristol?” Forgetting herself, Sadie reached up to run her fingers through her hair and knocked the hat right off her head.
“Who?” One of the flight attendants squinted as if the rainbow hues on Sadie’s head were blinding. She had to be quite a sight, but this was hardly the time to worry about it.
“Jadyn Bristol,” Sadie repeated, her pulse ticking faster. “She’s the unaccompanied nine-year-old on your flight.”
The flight attendants exchanged baffled glances. “There wasn’t an unaccompanied kid on this flight.”
“That’s not possible. Let me show you.” With hands shaking, Sadie pulled up the email with all the details and presented it, along with her security pass, to the gate agent.
The woman mumbled something to the crew members, only receiving shrugs in return. Shaking her head, she handed the phone back to Sadie, but concern was peeking out through cracks in her carefully composed facade.
“Let’s go speak to someone who might know what’s going on, okay?” The gate agent spoke in a hushed voice and motioned for Sadie to follow, but Sadie was rooted in place.
“Let’s just go check the plane and find her. She’s only nine,” Sadie felt compelled to say. “She’s probably asleep in one of the seats.”
“I can assure you she’s not,” one of the flight attendants said, and the others nodded.
“How the hell do you lose a nine-year-old?” Sadie demanded. Despite there being four airline employees standing right in front of her, there wasn’t a single answer to what should have been a very simple question.
As she followed the agent away from the gate without a single nine-year-old in sight, all Sadie could think was No way will this become a summer job now. I’m going to get fired.



CHAPTER THREE
“Welcome back.” The border patrol agent slid Julianna’s passport to her with a perfunctory nod. 
“Thank you,” she mumbled, too exhausted to summon the strength for a more cheerful response.
She reached down to grab the handle of her rolling bag before remembering she didn’t have one. All her luggage had been left at the hotel for Kate to figure out. Was that yesterday? Julianna had no idea anymore. She’d been traveling for an eternity, though according to the clock, time had basically been standing still. She’d left Tokyo at 6:25 p.m., and thirteen hours later, it was nearly the same time in Boston like time had almost stayed still. International travel and time zones had always done her head in.
What she needed was a hot shower, a stiff drink, and then bed. Unfortunately, what she was likely to get was a hyper kid who would talk her ear off all night, at least if Julianna’s recollection of the last time she’d visited her niece proved accurate.
Once she was past customs, Julianna turned on her phone. A stream of incoming messages pinged at her like the background beeping in a classic arcade game. Ten missed calls from Jadyn? That was worrying, except there was nothing from Kate or the nanny agency, so it couldn’t be an emergency.
It seemed Julianna’s memories were correct as far as the kid’s chattiness was concerned.
What could Jadyn possibly have to talk about that she couldn’t just as easily discuss with the nanny who was supposed to be watching her right now, earning whatever outrageous sum of money Kate had agreed to on Julianna’s behalf? Though however much it cost, it no doubt paled in comparison to the boarding schools she’d been researching on the plane on the off chance she couldn’t ship the kid back after this summer.
You’ll never know what she wants if you don’t call her back, Julianna prompted her sleepy brain after staring at the screen and doing nothing for far longer than was reasonable.
“Hello?” a tiny voice sounded in her ear. Julianna pressed the earbud tighter, all the while looking for the exit closest to the taxi stand. 
“Is this Jadyn?” Julianna wasn’t sure why she asked. Who else would it be? The call had come from Jadyn’s number. She’d bought the phone for the kid last Christmas, making sure to record the number in her own phone at the time. Not that she’d ever called her niece, but considering the situation with Jason, it was better to be safe than sorry. Guilt roiled her insides, replaying her father’s accusation she only threw money at problems. Had buying her niece a phone but never calling or texting been another example of this?
“Aunt Julianna, are you at the airport?” Jaydn’s voice was soft and sweet, making Julianna both nervous and overwhelmed with anxiety at the same time. She’d never even had a pet.
A lump formed in her throat as she responded. “I am, but I should be home soon. How are you settling into your new room? Is the nanny nice?” 
Thank God for the nanny. Had Julianna honestly thought of her fee as outrageous just a moment before? She’d be willing to pay double if it meant being able to put someone else in charge where the child was concerned.
“I’m not at home,” Jadyn replied, causing Julianna’s brain to go a little numb. Was this a game? “And no one’s here.” 
“No one’s where?” Julianna stopped dead in her tracks, and the man with a luggage cart right on her heels swore as he had to maneuver his way around. “Honey, where are you?” 
“I’m at the airport.” 
Julianna went cold all over.
“What do you mean you’re at the airport?” Julianna comprehended her niece’s words in the most technical sense, but they lacked all meaning. Was the kid pretending? A ploy for attention? “Sweetheart, put the nanny on the phone please.” 
“I told you no one’s here. I’m all by myself. Are you coming to get me? I’m tired.” A slight tremble in her niece’s voice hinted she was scared. 
Julianna slowly processed a horrifying reality. Her niece was still in the airport and had been for more than four hours. Somewhere along the line, something had gotten majorly fucked up.
Julianna desperately wanted to let out a primal scream. Luckily, between building a new business from scratch and starting divorce proceedings, she’d had plenty of experience keeping emotions like that buried inside. Rather than freaking out, she said in her calmest voice, “Jadyn, stay exactly where you are. I’m coming to get you. Everything’s going to be okay.” 
“I’m hungry.” 
“We’ll get food soon. I promise. I’ll be right there.” 
“When?” The tiny squeak of her voice ripped Julianna in two. Had she ever been so young and afraid? Surely, she had, but it was hard to remember after so many decades.
“I need to get through security, but I have to get off the phone first, or they won’t let me. I’m coming. I promise.”
After a few more reassuring words, Julianna ended the call and marched in the direction of the baggage claim area one terminal over. She knew the airline had offices in that vicinity, and as soon as she found them, someone’s head was going to roll.
Julianna’s heart pounded in time with her clicking heels. In her haste to make it out of Tokyo, she hadn’t had a chance to change into more practical footwear. Spotting the logo of her niece’s airline on a glass door, she barged through and aimed her attention, torpedo-like, at the lone employee seated in a chair behind a desk and working on some sort of paperwork.
“Excuse me,” she said firmly to the woman, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “I need to speak with someone about a minor who was left unattended at this airport.”
“Ha. Get in line,” the woman responded, barely looking up from her papers and not bothering to make eye contact.
Julianna was completely caught off guard by this display of rudeness. Was this what passed for customer service these days? The woman’s whole demeanor was unprofessional, right down to the ridiculous sun hat she was wearing despite the fact this office didn’t even have any windows to the outside.
“Do you think this is funny?” As she thought of poor Jadyn fending for herself in an unfamiliar place while this person did nothing about it, Julianna saw red. “A flight attendant was supposed to be present at all times. I’ve half a mind to sue.”
“I wouldn’t blame you one bit,” was the woman’s unexpected response. It seemed this employee had no interest in rectifying the situation or lifting so much as a pinky to save her company’s reputation.
“Look here,” Julianna spluttered. “I need to get through security immediately so I can collect her.”
“Yes, well, you’ll need to talk to someone who works here about that.” 
At this point, a second woman entered the room through a door along the back wall that blended in to the point of disappearing. Julianna took a closer look at the two individuals, comparing and contrasting them. The newcomer wore a navy-blue suit, brightly colored scarf, and silver wings pinned on her jacket lapel. The other, as quickly became apparent when the sun hat slipped to one side, was sporting rainbow striped clown hair.
What the hell?
“I take it you don’t work for the airline,” Julianna said to the rainbow chick, hiding her embarrassment at having read the situation so very wrong by pulling herself up to her full height and fixing the stranger with her iciest stare.
“No. As it happens, I’m also here to fill out forms to report a missing kid.” Rainbow turned to the airline staff person and demanded, “Just how many kids have you lost today?”
“I only care about my niece. No offense.” Julianna turned to the airline employee. “I need to get to her right now. Then I’m calling my lawyer to sue the shit out of you. She’s nine. How could you leave her alone?” 
“What’s your niece’s name?” the employee asked, hands ready at the computer. 
“Jadyn Brist⁠—” 
“Hold on. You’re here for Jadyn, too?” Rainbow’s face blanched, making it look alarmingly pale beneath the shock of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple that stuck out like mattress springs from her head. 
“Too?” Julianna crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, suspicion adding an extra edge to her tone. “Who do you think you are?” 
“Your nanny.” 
“My what—?” Julianna extended a slender finger in the air, pointing it directly at Rainbow’s chest as if it were a sword. “You’re the modern-day Mary Poppins I was promised? You had one job. Get my niece. Clearly, you’re fired.”  
Rainbow flinched but held her ground, lifting her chin, though it was clear she was on the verge of melting into mush. “She’s not here.” 
“What are you talking about? I just got off the phone with her. She’s in the airport.” 
“You spoke to her?” Rainbow’s face lit up with a glimmer of hope, her wide eyes pleading for good news. “Which airport is she in?” 
“What the fuck is wrong with you? She’s at Logan Airport.” Though her anger was on the verge of boiling over, Julianna spoke slowly to make sure the woman understood. She didn’t seem all that bright. “Where the hell else would she be?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out because she’s not here,” Rainbow insisted, making Julianna wonder if she was dealing with a complete imbecile. “I waited at the gate. She never got off the plane.”
“That’s impossible,” Julianna snapped. “You were at the wrong gate.”
“I’m not an idiot.” It was Rainbow’s turn to narrow her eyes, and it seemed fairly likely the woman had read Julianna’s mind about the imbecile thing. “Her original flight was delayed, then canceled, and finally rebooked with a stopover in Newark. Only they don’t have a record of her being on the second leg to Boston. They can’t figure out what plane she got on.” 
Julianna’s insides turned to icy sludge, and her heartbeat thundered in her ears. “Did they leave her in Newark? I don’t know how to process this. What do I do?”
Part of her knew that asking Rainbow what to do was about the dumbest solution she could come up with, but something about the way the woman had held her own under rapid-fire accusations and threats of firing made Julianna suspect there might be more to this woman than met the eye. Especially since what met the eye was a distant relative of Bozo the Clown. Surely, she was better than that.
“Call your niece back,” Rainbow urged, her demeanor calm and almost soothing in the face of so much chaos. Julianna wouldn’t mind bottling that essence and taking it like an elixir. “We can ask her where she is.” 
“Call my niece,” Julianna parroted, still not getting a handle on the information coming at her. If only she’d slept for more than fifteen minutes in the past however long it had been since her father had turned her world upside down with his call. “Right. I can do that.”
She dialed.
“Jadyn!” she snapped as soon as she heard the little girl’s voice. Rainbow’s eyes widened, and Julianna realized how shocking it must have sounded outside her own head. Tone it down, Julianna, she urged herself.
She took a breath and tried again. “Sweetheart, can you tell me where you are?” 
“The airport.” 
Julianna balled her fists to keep herself from saying something else that would probably come out sounding harsh. “Okay, good. Which one?” 
“Uh, Boston? That’s where Gramps said I was going.” On the other end of the line, Julianna could make out the sound of a yawn. It was after 7:30 p.m. by now. Was that when children went to bed? Julianna had no idea.
“Yes, but I think you’re in a different place. Do you see any signs around you?” Nine-year-olds could read, right? 
Of course, they could. Geez, Julianna, get it together. You used to be a kid once, right? Try to remember what that was like.
“I see a television screen,” Jadyn said. “There are so many cities. Dallas. Los Angeles.” 
Julianna squeezed her fists even tighter but kept her cool. “Those are where flights are going or arriving from. Can you see anything else? Like, maybe a sign that says welcome to⁠—?” 
“No.” Even through the phone, Julianna could picture her niece pouting. “I’m hungry. And tired.” 
“Tell her to go to the nearest gift shop,” Rainbow urged in a stage whisper.
“She can go to the shop for a snack after we figure out where she is,” Julianna chastised.
Rainbow let out a long breath. “There will be sweatshirts and postcards in the shop with the name of the city on them.” 
Julianna would rather die than admit it, but that plan made sense. “Jadyn, have you seen a gift shop?” 
“You told me to stay put.” 
“It’s okay to go looking now,” Julianna told her. “I want you to go to the gift shop and look for a city name on the T-shirts, or maybe the postcards.” 
“When are you coming to get me? I want to go home.” The poor kid was practically in tears, and Julianna’s heart clenched. She’d been a parental figure for all of twenty-four hours, and she was a complete failure at it. The sooner she could get the kid safely tucked away at Applewild School the better.
“Jadyn, please. I just need to know where you are so I can come get you.” Julianna shut her eyes so she wouldn’t start crying, too.
“Tell her she’s doing great,” Rainbow encouraged, seeming much more at ease than Julianna was with the situation. Maybe because she dealt with kids every day as a nanny. Or a birthday party clown. Either way. 
Julianna frowned at the unsolicited advice but did as she was told. “You’re doing great, Jay.” 
Rainbow gave Julianna a thumbs-up. The unexpected praise made her feel warm inside. Was that why the woman had wanted her to praise her niece, to make the kid feel the same way? It was like Julianna was getting a crash course in child psychology.
“I see gummy bears. Can I buy gummy bears? I’m hungry.” 
Julianna swallowed the sarcastic reply that had bounded to her lips and instead said, “Of course, you can. Just tell me if you see a city name first.” 
“Is New Hampshire a city?” 
Julianna’s pulse quickened. “You’re in New Hampshire?” Which was a state, obviously. Surely, Julianna had known that at age nine, but she could find a tutor to deal with her niece’s poor geography knowledge at a later date.
“She’s at Manchester-Boston Regional Airport,” the airline employee, who until now, from what Julianna could tell, had been trying to remain invisible, shouted in excitement. “Oh my God, of course.”
Why that was an of course moment, Julianna wasn’t sure. Unless she was the only person left on the planet who knew New Hampshire was an entirely different state than the one Boston was in, there was nothing logical about this.
The airline person started typing on her computer, nodding like somehow sending a kid to the wrong fucking state made perfect sense to her. Then she picked up a phone and started barking directions at the person on the other end. Finally, a reaction Julianna could fully endorse. Yelling sounded fantastic right about now.
“We have someone heading to get her,” the employee said, grinning in the same triumphant way NASA scientists did when they landed Mars rovers. Imagine how victorious she might’ve felt if she and her team members hadn’t lost a small child in the first place.
Julianna turned her attention back to the phone. “Jadyn, someone from the airline is coming to get you. Stay with them until I can get there.” 
“Can I buy gummy bears? Gramps gave me some money.” 
“You absolutely can. Better yet, have the airline person pay for them. It’s the least they can do.” Julianna shot a pointed look at the employee in front of her, who had the decency to stop grinning like a fool and blush a deep crimson as she nodded in agreement.
“You did great, Jadyn,” Rainbow called out, apparently still not satisfied with the amount of praise Julianna was dishing out.
“Yes, great job. I’ll be there soon, but I won’t hang up until you’re with a grown-up we can trust. The employee’s name is—” Julianna looked to the uniformed woman in front of her expectantly. 
“Cynthia,” the woman said. 
“Cynthia,” Julianna repeated. “You got that, Jadyn? The person coming for you is named Cynthia. You make sure you find out her name before you go anywhere with a stranger.” 
“I know, Aunt Julianna.” The sarcasm in her niece’s tone was so thick that Julianna couldn’t help but feel a little proud. She, too, had been fluent in sarcasm at a young age. “I think I see her.” There was a muffled sound of conversation just beyond the reach of the phone’s mic before Jadyn confirmed. “She’s here.” 
“Fantastic news! Remember, stay with Cynthia until I get there.”
The moment after Julianna said goodbye, she pounced on the airport employee. “I need the first flight to Manchester. And I won’t stop until every person involved in this clusterfuck is fired. Do you understand me?” 
The woman’s eyes widened like she’d been struck across the face, fear settling in. “The first flight isn’t until tomorrow morning.” 
“Tomorrow? Are you fucking out of your mind?” Julianna took a step forward, and the woman shrank down to the size of a mouse. “That’s unacceptable. I can’t leave my niece in the airport all night.” 
“We can put her in a hotel,” the woman offered. 
“By herself?” Julianna shrieked. “Or do you expect your colleague to stay with her all night? You better hope this Cynthia person isn’t a perv, or you’ll be going to jail. Do you hear me? This is far beyond acceptable!” 
Maintaining a surprising veneer of calm, Rainbow held up her phone and waved it in front of Julianna’s face, not unlike someone waving a red flag to distract a raging bull. “According to my phone, it’s only a fifty-five-minute drive from here to Manchester. It’s after rush hour, so the traffic is light.”
“I’ll need a rental car,” Julianna lashed out at the woman behind the computer. 
“I have a car,” Rainbow said. “It’ll be faster than doing the paperwork.” 
Julianna gave a curt nod. “Let’s go, then.” 
Rainbow held Julianna with a steady gaze. “Does that mean I’m not fired as your nanny after all?” 
Julianna blinked, truly aware for the first time of how she must have come across to the woman who’d been caught up in the tornado of her temper. She’d been a tyrant in her whirl of anger and frustration, her behavior far beyond anything the nanny should reasonably have had to accept of an employer.
And now she needed the woman’s help. Karma could be an even bigger bitch than Julianna when it wanted to be.
Julianna offered a smile, hoping to diffuse the situation as quickly as possible. “Surely, you didn’t take me seriously.”
“I didn’t realize you’re fired was the punchline to a joke.”
Julianna put her hands on her hips. “You’re in my employ, and I need you to step it up. Come along Miss...” Julianna’s voice trailed off as she realized she had no idea what her own employee’s name was. 
“Culpepper.” Rainbow ran a hand over her head, knocking the off-kilter hat to the ground. “Sadie Culpepper.” 
“Julianna Bristol.” Julianna waited, painfully aware the exchange of names didn’t exactly constitute an agreement. Just how hard would this woman, this nanny, make her beg?
“Well,” Sadie said, drawing out the syllable until it sounded like a full sentence on its own. “Let’s go then.”
They made their way out of the airport and to the parking garage without really speaking. Which suited Julianna. Small talk wasn’t her specialty. That was half the reason she’d let her ex be the face of their company all those years. That had turned out to be a mistake, but right now, Julianna could barely string two words together. 
The past twenty-four hours had been an emotional roller coaster, and her much needed shower and stiff drink remained so far in the future that they might as well have been a dream. 
“Here we are.” Sadie stopped to pull out her keys.
If a hot shower was a dream, this car had to be a nightmare. Julianna gaped at the rainbow colors so perfectly matched to the young woman’s hair. “I hadn’t realized Ringling Brothers went into the nanny business.” 
Sadie gave a snort. “This isn’t my car. I borrowed it.” 
“From the same clown who did your hair?” 
“I can also explain that⁠—”
“Later.” Julianna wrenched the passenger side door open. “Let’s hit the road.” 
When they’d settled into the car, Sadie kept fiddling with the gear shift, moving it back and forth until every last one of Julianna’s nerves had burst into flames.
“Jesus Christ,” she growled. “What’s wrong now?” 
“Uh, I’m not sure how to put the car into reverse.” 
Julianna banged the back of her head against the head rest once, twice, and then a third time. “How did you get here if you don’t know how to drive?” 
“I know how to drive,” Sadie insisted, without actually proving it by, you know, driving. “I didn’t have to put it in reverse on my way here. Hold on. Let me call Fernando⁠—”
“Put your foot on the clutch,” Julianna directed through gritted teeth. She swatted Sadie’s hand from the gear shift and quickly yanked it into the correct position. “Now back out of this parking space before I change my mind about that whole firing thing.”
Julianna prayed the woman ended up being a better nanny than a driver. If not, they were all totally screwed.



CHAPTER FOUR
As Sadie eased the car out of the parking structure, she wished more than anything she was driving alone. She’d worked for plenty of rich families and faced some demanding parents as a nanny, but never had she encountered anyone like Julianna Bristol.
From the little she’d gleaned at the airport, the woman was a whirlwind of high expectations and impossible standards.
Scary was another word that came to mind.
Not that the airline was forgiven for losing a child. That possibility simply had never occurred to Sadie.
Sadie pitied the poor kid waiting for them in New Hampshire. Did her aunt have a single clue how to deal with children? Sadie had yet to witness it.
“You might as well fill me in about your hair,” Julianna said, breaking the silence. “Is this something your agency encourages?”
The break in the silence would normally have been welcome, but Sadie shivered as if the woman’s words had icicles hanging on for dear life. 
“No. If Allie saw how I look right now, I’m not sure I’d ever get work from her again.” Sadie grimaced at her own honesty. She’d already been fired once today by this client. Was she trying to make it twice? “I swear this isn’t my normal look. I was trying to help out my friend Fernando.” 
“Ah, yes. The owner of this highly unusual car. Is the rainbow hair required to match the vehicle’s exterior?” Julianna laughed at her own joke, but the sound lacked warmth.
Sadie forced a polite smile, her grip on the steering wheel tightening. Considering she still hoped to get a summer job out of this adventure, she might as well lay her cards out on the table now.
“We’re both pretty pro-rainbow, if you know what I mean. Fernando and I met at the campus LGBTQIA+ group when we were freshmen. Although this is the first time I’ve let him dye my hair.”
She braced herself for the casually homophobic comment that was bound to be forthcoming from a woman like this. She’d certainly experienced it before, especially with wealthy clients who tended to hold conservative views when push came to shove. And Julianna was far from the type to hold back an opinion. Of that, Sadie was certain.
“I must admit it’s refreshing when people can step outside the confines of societal norms,” Julianna said, her tone hinting at something approaching a genuine emotion.
Sadie was caught completely off guard. A part of her wondered if she had misheard or misunderstood. But no, as far as she could tell, there was zero hint of sarcasm or a hidden agenda in words or pitch. Had Sadie been the one who was too quick to judge?
“You still haven’t explained why you’re impersonating Rainbow Bright. Unless it’s just for fun.” 
And there was the sarcasm again, right on schedule.
“It’s because Fernando hates his teaching job, so he’s trying to get into a Boston hair program.” 
“Hair, like the musical?” 
“Oh my God.” Unable to stop herself, Sadie let out a cackling laugh. “I thought he earned a bingo today with this dye job, but musical theater is the one gay stereotype he’ll never embrace. The man can’t sing his way out of a paper bag. No, he wants to be a stylist. An artist with hair. Specifically, Michelangelo. He has lofty aspirations.”
“And you lent him your head to practice on?” It was hard to tell if Julianna was more impressed or horrified by Sadie’s sacrifice.
“He’s a good friend, and it’s for his portfolio. Or it was supposed to be. I got the call about Jadyn, and I ran out the door to go get her before he could finish styling and take photos.” 
“You did?” 
This time, Julianna definitely seemed impressed. Warmth spread through Sadie’s chest, a feeling of validation she hadn’t expected.
“Yeah, feel my hair. It’s a little bit crunchy. I’m not sure I gave him the chance to wash out all the dye.” Only after all those words were out in the open and impossible to take back did Sadie hear how ridiculous she had sounded. Feel my hair? Had she really said that to a client? Sadie worried Julianna would think she was completely off her rocker.
Fortunately, Julianna refrained from acting on the invitation to touch Sadie’s head. She simply arched an eyebrow and remained otherwise motionless. And speechless. Who could blame her? What could you possibly say in response to such an outlandish overture from a complete stranger one was trapped in a car with?
Although it was hardly surprising to Sadie that she was acting like a fool. There were at least a million reasons she would never act on it, starting with Julianna was her boss and ending with Julianna was downright scary as a human being, but that didn’t mean the woman wasn’t objectively attractive. 
With her sharp features, intense gaze, and an air of confidence that seemed to radiate from her every pore, Julianna was like a force of nature. Sadie had always been drawn to strong women, and Julianna fit the bill perfectly. There was something magnetic about her, an energy that pulled Sadie in like a moth to a flame.
Which never ended well for the moth. Sadie would do best to remember that.
“Anyhoo, that’s how I ended up at the airport looking like this and driving a rainbow car. If you ever need a car for a Pride Parade, you know who to call.” Sadie recognized she was rambling, her nervousness evident in the way her voice wavered. She couldn’t stop and hoped that by filling the silence with meaningless chatter, she could divert Julianna’s attention away from the awkward tension that had settled between them. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you think of me. For a first impression, this was terrible.” 
“I suppose I could say the same thing,” Julianna replied as she remained composed, her expression unreadable.
Sadie’s pulse quickened as she struggled to decipher what Julianna had meant. Was Sadie about to get fired again? “I’m not following.”
“I didn’t make a great first impression, either. I’ve been told I have a tendency to come off as... intimidating.” Julianna said this with a faint smile that could just as easily have been a sign of pride as contrition.
“I have a feeling that, for a woman in your position, it might come in handy,” Sadie responded with caution.
“You know who I am, then?” Julianna let out a laugh that was tinged with an unexpected bitterness. “Who am I kidding? Everyone’s heard of Preston Ward’s ice-princess wife. The media has made certain of it.”
“I’m not sure it’s wise to believe everything you hear in the media,” Sadie said, her voice laced with empathy. Now that she’d put together who Julianna Bristol was, Sadie recalled the jokes on the late-night shows. They’d sickened her. “People are quick to judge, especially when it comes to women in the public eye. I prefer to form my own opinions.”
Julianna let out a gentle sigh, her guarded demeanor softening a bit. Sadie could see the vulnerability hiding beneath the woman’s surface. How could others not see that her appearance of icy detachment was mostly an illusion?
“In my defense, I haven’t slept in over thirty-six hours. The moment I found out my dad was putting Jadyn on a plane for Boston, I caught the next flight home from Tokyo.” 
“You weren’t expecting her, then?” Sadie hadn’t anticipated this twist, chalking up the last-minute nature of the job to selfishness or poor planning. “How long does it take to get from Japan to here?”
“About four hours longer than I had, which is why my assistant arranged to have someone, er... you, that is, meet Jadyn’s flight. As for expecting her, not in the least. I love my parents, but I don’t get home very often, not even for holidays. Which means I haven’t spent much time with the kid. I’m not close with my brother, Jadyn’s father.”
“I take it he’s not in a position to care for her right now,” Sadie observed, treading carefully. There had been no information in the agency’s file to shed light on the situation, but her instincts told her there was more to the story than Julianna might wish to share.
“Hardly.” Julianna’s head bowed, her voice barely above a whisper. “He’s not really in a position to do much of anything.”
“So, she was living with...?” Sadie prompted, hoping for more information. Assuming she was kept on as the child’s nanny for longer than one day, anything she could learn now would help her do her job better.
“With my parents for about the past year. But my mother—” Julianna’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat before continuing. “My mother experienced a medical emergency. My father reached out to me as a last resort. Truthfully, I have no idea what I’m doing. I have no experience with children.” 
“You’re off to a good start. You said yes to taking her in. That’s more than a lot of people would do in your place.” Sadie knew this firsthand. Not a single family member had ever come forward to spare her from growing up in the foster care system. She had bounced around from one home to another, never finding a place where she truly belonged, before ending up in a group home because no one wanted her.
“Yeah.” Julianna uttered a soft snorting laugh. “My first day of parenthood is going swimmingly so far. I’ve literally lost the kid.” 
“That’s on the airline, not you,” Sadie assured her. “Trust me. In my line of work, I’ve picked up plenty of children from airports. I’ve even flown with them to different countries. But a child not showing up? That’s a new one.” 
“The incompetence is as staggering as it is typical.” 
Sadie hoped Julianna was referring to the airline’s incompetence, but her frostiness had returned, and it was hard to know for sure. It was just as likely Julianna somehow blamed Sadie for this whole fiasco. Keeping this job hour by hour was going to be as tricky as walking a tightrope hanging above a pool of starved alligators.
Julianna turned her head and looked out the window, a silence settling over them again. Sadie could almost feel the woman’s inner turmoil. Despite her tall frame, there was a vulnerability to her that made Sadie want to reach out and offer comfort.
But she knew better than to overstep her boundaries. She was the nanny. The hired help. There was a clear line between them, and Sadie had no intention of crossing it. Her job was to care for the child, not to pry into her employer’s personal life or emotions.
“Does this car have a radio?” Julianna demanded, breaking the silence. Whatever emotional struggles she had been facing, she’d wrestled them back into their hiding place, her tone and demeanor the very picture of nonchalance.
“The radio’s broken,” Sadie informed her, choosing not to comment on the sudden shift in the woman’s mood, “but there’s a CD in the player. Would you like to find out what type of music Fernando likes?” 
“Not sure I’m brave enough right now for that. Maybe silence is better.” 
Chuckling, Sadie reached for the play button. “Once you get to know him, I think you’d like him.” 
“Why would I need to get to know him?” Julianna snapped, bristling.
“It was just a figure of speech,” Sadie said, her body stiffening under the sudden wave of hostility.
Her instincts told her this was Julianna’s way of masking her underlying frustration and fear. But it was a damn convincing mask, one that the average person would be forgiven for not bothering to see what lay beneath. Why Sadie seemed determined to do so was a mystery to her.
To avoid any more pitfalls, Sadie hit play. If Julianna didn’t like it, she could walk to New Hampshire.
Instantly, strains of ABBA’s “Dancing Queen” filled the enclosed space of the car’s interior, thudding through the cheap speakers like the campus nightclub on Queer Night. It should not have come as a surprise that Fernando’s driving soundtrack was gay as fuck. Given the present company, Sadie was mortified. If she’d had a way to beam herself to the moon, she would have. 
But instead of reacting with disdain, Julianna began tapping her fingers on the armrest to the beat of the music.
Before Sadie had truly processed what was happening, both she and her uptight employer were humming along. Louder and louder. When the chorus came, they belted out the lyrics with reckless abandon, their voices blending in a surprising harmony.
Not only did Julianna know all the words, she had a decent—no, a frigging fantastic—voice. Not professional level, but Sadie would bet money the woman could win a local karaoke contest. Hell, broke as Sadie was, she would be willing to pay to see that.
Sadie dissolved into a fit of giggles as she pulled into a parking spot at Manchester airport just as the song was ending.
“We’re here,” she announced, completely unnecessarily. The airplanes and terminals were a pretty big clue. Julianna Bristol was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. When the woman shot her a withering glance, Sadie could hardly blame her.
They followed the directions they’d been given to locate the back office. A small girl with flaming red hair, freckles on her nose, and thick, round glasses, sat at a table, coloring under the watchful eye of a uniformed employee. The child’s resemblance to her aunt was impossible not to pick up on. Even a stranger could see they were related.
“Jadyn,” Julianna called out, her voice unexpectedly gentle.
The girl glanced up, a mixture of surprise and relief crossing her face as she recognized her aunt. “You came!”
Sadie’s heart broke in recognition of what she knew the child had left unsaid, that she hadn’t been completely sure anyone would come for her. That maybe no one wanted her. It was how Sadie had felt at that age, but in her case, there had been no rich aunt to make it all okay.
As Julianna spoke with the employee to sort out the necessary paperwork, Sadie knelt beside Jadyn, offering a comforting smile. “These are beautiful drawings.”
Sadie picked up one of the papers the girl had set aside. She wasn’t just saying that to be nice, either. The kid had some talent, her lines neat and strong, the details more intricate than Sadie would have expected for a child this age.
Jadyn shrugged, her head lowered to avoid eye contact. “They’re okay. I don’t have my colored pencils. Just this.” Jadyn held up a cheap Bic pen that had probably come from the bottom of a flight attendant’s purse. 
“I’m Sadie, by the way.” She met the girl’s gaze. “I’m the nanny who was supposed to meet you at the other airport.” 
“What’s a nanny?” 
Being used to working with kids who had basically been raised by nannies from the day they were born, Sadie was a little bit taken aback by the question. Clearly, Julianna’s extended family wasn’t from the same lofty economic class as the tech billionaire’s ex-wife.
“A nanny is someone who takes care of children,” Sadie began, deciding to keep it simple. “They make sure you’re safe, help you with your homework, and play with you while your mommy or daddy are busy. You know, like a big sister or a friend.”
“I don’t have a mommy anymore,” Jadyn said softly, her voice filled with a tinge of sadness that tugged at Sadie’s heartstrings. “My mommy died in an accident when I was seven, and that’s why Daddy had to go to prison.”
Holy shit. Whatever circumstance Sadie had imagined, the reality was far worse. And hearing such a young child sum it up so bluntly made it all the more devastating.
Sadie’s mind raced, desperately searching for the right words to say. But before she could respond, Jadyn’s face brightened, her lips curling into a smile.
“I like the idea of a big sister,” she said. “Or a friend. I don’t have any friends in Boston yet.”
“You do now,” Sadie told her, praying that Julianna wouldn’t make a liar of her by choosing not to keep her on. Now that she’d met Jadyn, Sadie couldn’t imagine leaving her alone with an aunt who, while she certainly seemed to care about her, had no clue how to show it.
“Where’s her luggage?” Julianna bellowed to the staff member, inadvertently proving Sadie’s point. 
The woman’s cheeks burned. “Unfortunately, the bags are in Boston.” 
“Of course, they are.” Julianna threw her hands up in the air, an action that, at her formidable height and wearing what had to be four-inch heels, put her in real danger of scraping the tiled ceiling. “Because this airline excels at fucking things up.” 
Sadie resisted the urge to cover Jadyn’s ears and made a mental note to discuss appropriate alternative swear words with Julianna in the future. Preferably after she had a signed contract and wouldn’t run the risk of forfeiting a steady paycheck by running her mouth.
“Let’s get out of here.” Julianna had balled her fists and was pressing them against her slim-fitting skirt. One look at her and it was obvious she was about two seconds from losing whatever cool she had left.
Sadie jumped into action, scooping up Jadyn’s drawings and motioning for the girl to grab her backpack from the floor.
As they made their way to the car, Jadyn skipped around, twirling in circles with an almost frenetic energy. Considering the circumstances she had just revealed, Sadie couldn’t help but marvel at how resilient children could be. But she also recognized the behavior for what it was: the final fumes burning off before utter exhaustion took hold.
“I think we should get a hotel,” Sadie suggested to Julianna in a voice low enough that Jadyn wouldn’t hear. “It’s getting late.” 
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Julianna replied. “It’s only an hour to Boston.” 
“Yes, but I can’t carry a sleeping nine-year-old into the house from the car. She’s about to pass out.”
“Are you sure about that?” With a wry smile, Julianna pointed to Jadyn, who was circling around a column in the parking garage while singing “We Don’t Talk about Bruno.” 
“She’s got the nighttime hypers. I’m willing to bet she passes out in less than ten minutes. And you’ll be fast asleep right after her.” As Sadie ushered Jadyn into the back seat, she shot Julianna a pointed look that earned her a glare in return.
“I am not tire—” Julianna stifled a yawn as she sank into the passenger’s seat.
“No, of course not.” As soon as she was out of Julianna’s sight, Sadie rolled her eyes skyward. How could one woman be so damn stubborn? “Without any luggage, we at least need to stop at a store to get Jadyn some pajamas and a toothbrush. Or were you wanting to go back to Logan first?” 
“God no.” Julianna shuddered as though the prospect of another trip to the airport was physically painful to her. “We can stop at a store for some essentials to get her through the night.”
Sadie pulled up the map app on her phone and smiled. “The closest store shares a parking lot with a hotel. It’s like a sign from the heavens.”
“The hell it is,” Julianna muttered.
“Let’s make a deal,” Sadie suggested. “If either one of you is still awake when we get to the store, we’ll head back to Boston. If you’re not, we check into the hotel and call it a night.”
Julianna made a low growling noise before replying, “Fine. Deal.”
As predicted, by the time Sadie pulled into a parking spot outside the glowing retail store, Jadyn was fast asleep in the back seat, and Julianna’s hunched shoulders indicated she was already in dreamland as well. 
“Why don’t you stay in the car with Jadyn?” Sadie whispered, earning her a few grunts in reply. “I can run in and get what we need before we go to the hotel.” 
“Here.” Without arguing, Julianna reached into her wallet and pulled out a wad of cash bigger than Sadie had ever seen in person. She stuffed it back in and handed the wallet to Sadie. “This should cover everything. If not, use the card.” 
Sadie swallowed hard, estimating that the money she’d just been handed for a quick stop at the store would cover a month of rent. “When you say everything, what do you mean?” 
“She has nothing,” Julianna managed to say, already drifting back to sleep. 
Sadie slowly nodded her head, recalling what it was like to arrive at a new foster home without any personal belongings. It was a disorienting experience, to say the least. She could still remember the feeling of emptiness, the sense of being adrift and surrounded by strangers who didn’t care. If nothing else, Sadie could make sure Jadyn wouldn’t have to feel the same way.
When Sadie returned to the car sometime later and slid behind the wheel, Julianna was sound asleep. Sadie took just enough time to make an online reservation at the hotel across the way using Julianna’s credit card before starting up the car. That Julianna didn’t so much as flinch when Sadie started the engine, or when the gears ground a little when shifting into first left no question the woman was totally passed out. There was no way an awake Julianna would have passed up the prime opportunity to lecture Sadie on her driving again.
“Where are we?” Julianna’s voice was deep with sleep as Sadie shook her shoulder. 
“At the hotel.” Without pausing to argue, Sadie turned her attention to helping Jadyn out of the back seat, supporting the sleepy girl’s weight as best as she could to help her to the door.
Apparently willing to admit defeat, Julianna roused herself enough to get out of the car.
“We’ll talk about your insubordination in the morning,” she said as she trudged along toward the hotel’s sliding door. 
“Looking forward to it.” Sadie shook her head and kept on walking. Julianna could scream about the hotel all she wanted once daylight came, but they’d made a deal, and Sadie had won fair and square. She’d been hired as a nanny, and until they were back in Boston, Sadie was still on the clock. It was her job to take care of Jadyn, and Julianna, too, apparently.
Whether the woman wanted her to or not.



CHAPTER FIVE
As Julianna rolled over, eyes tightly shut, she was aware of two things. First, she was horizontal. Second, her feet were bare. Beyond that, she had no idea where she was or what was going on.
Am I in bed? she wondered, but it didn’t feel like her bed at home. This one had a lump that was pressing into her hip.
She knew she should open her eyes and find out, but she lacked the will to try. She was more exhausted than she’d ever been. Instead, she shifted to a softer spot on the mattress and pulled the covers closer to her chin.
A scent tickled her senses. An enticing one. Mouthwateringly so. 
Coffee.
She cracked open one lid.
A woman with rainbow hair stood over her. Was this a dream?
No. She remembered now.
This was the nanny.
As the room around her came into focus, Julianna could only guess she was in a hotel. She saw a dark wooden dresser, generic artwork on the walls and two queen beds. On further examination, her niece was sound asleep in the second bed, but a sofa to one side had blankets and pillows on it, suggesting that was where the clown lady had slept.
Dear God, what was her name?
Julianna’s head pounded to the point of driving any coherent thoughts from her mind. She desperately needed some coffee to clear her foggy brain.
“Oh, good. You’re awake. I wasn’t sure what your morning poison was.” The nanny’s voice was so chipper it was like a bird chirping at dawn. “So I brought two coffees up from the lobby, a regular and a decaf. I also brought hot water and three tea options. Looks like English breakfast, peppermint, and Earl Grey.”
“Coffee,” Julianna croaked, her voice raspy from sleep. “Decaf is for wimps.”
“No unleaded for you. Got it.” Sadie—that was her name, right?—grabbed a paper cup from the cardboard holder. It was printed with a cartoon mustache that made it look like you were wearing a disguise when you lifted it to your lips to take a sip. “How do you take it? I’ve got creamers in both plain and flavored, some honey packets, and all the sugars⁠—” 
“All the sugars?” Julianna frowned as she struggled to sit upright in bed.
“White, brown, rock, and fake.” 
“Hot. Black.”
“Locking that in.” Sadie made a motion as if she was searing Julianna’s coffee order into her brain. 
Shit.
Julianna took a slow sip of the coffee, trying to hide a grimace. Why the hell had she said she wanted it black when she always added sugar? As if wanting sugar was somehow weak. Why could she never resist the need to prove how invincible she was, even in the simplest of choices?
She sighed inwardly, reminding herself that it was just a cup of coffee. But deep down, she knew it was more than that. It was a reflection of her constant struggle to be the best, the strongest, the smartest. Wasn’t it enough that compulsion had ruined her marriage? Did she have to ruin coffee, too?
Sitting up gingerly and feeling every one of her forty years, Julianna did her best to plump up a pillow behind her back that was much too flat to offer support. The next thing she knew, Sadie had produced an extra pillow as if by magic and was sliding it behind her.
“Are you always this thorough?” Julianna asked.
“It’s my job.” Sadie smiled, her eyes crinkling around the corners. “Making sure the grown-ups have a good start to their day is just as important as caring for the kiddos.”
“I...” Julianna’s voice trailed off as she suddenly caught a glimpse of what she was wearing, a gray nightshirt with a yellow sun on it that read Wake up and smell the coffee. “Where did this come from?”
“I bought it for you last night.”
Julianna blinked twice but had no memory of anything after getting in the car at the airport. “Did you put it on me, too?”
All at once, she was horrified at the possibility that Sadie had undressed her and changed her clothes while she was unconscious. Panic washed over Julianna, and she instinctively reached for the blanket to cover herself.
“No, no,” Sadie reassured her, gently placing a hand on Julianna’s arm. “You put it on yourself in the bathroom. Brushed your teeth, too. Don’t you remember?”
“Yes. Of course,” Julianna lied. She took a gulp of coffee, nearly choking.
Fuck, that tasted bad.
“You know, sometimes the cheap hotel coffee needs a little something extra,” Sadie said in a way that suggested she might have caught onto Julianna’s ridiculous black coffee charade. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some sugar?”
“Maybe just this once,” Julianna agreed gruffly, all the while rejoicing in her heart. As she set the coffee on the nightstand and reached for a sugar packet, she could’ve sworn she heard a choir of angels singing.
“What about me?” squeaked a tiny voice from beneath a pile of blankets. 
“Are you finally awake, Miss Jadyn?” Sadie chirped. “Because I got you a hot chocolate.” 
“That’s my favorite!” Jadyn squealed. The noise was so loud Julianna feared her eardrums would burst.
Sadie met Julianna’s eyes, offering a sympathetic smile. “I have an idea. Jadyn, why don’t you toss on some clothes and come downstairs to have breakfast with me. The hotel has a waffle bar.” 
Jadyn sprang from beneath the covers and jumped up and down on the bed. But not her own bed. Somehow, she had managed to bound across the space dividing them and was bouncing on Julianna’s bed. Thankfully, the coffee cup was still safely on the nightstand. Otherwise, Julianna would’ve been wearing it down her front.
“Can I, Aunt Julianna? Can I?” 
Julianna groaned. “Yes, if only to get you to stop bouncing.” 
Jadyn launched off the bed, looking like she was going to wipe out. Instead, she landed perfectly on her feet as if by a miracle before racing off to the bathroom. If Julianna had tried anything like that, she would’ve ended up in the emergency room. 
When had she stopped being young? Not a kid, obviously. She knew she was long past that stage. However, there had been a time not so long ago, back in college, certainly, and probably in the early years of her marriage, where nothing slowed her down. It wasn’t that Julianna was old, necessarily. Forty was the new thirty, or whatever bullshit people were always saying. But she would kill for the type of energy her niece took for granted.
Julianna took a swig of her coffee, the sugar having improved it at least to the point of being able to swallow without gagging. Her mouth watered for one of those martini espressos from the Japanese speakeasy, but at this point, that memory felt more like a dream than a reality.
It was like another lifetime. One that had ended as soon as she’d answered her dad’s phone call. The life she knew before was over. She had a kid now. And a rainbow-haired nanny, to boot, because life wasn’t done kicking Julianna while she was down.
Julianna snuck a glance at the younger woman, who was busy pulling neatly folded clothing from a Disney duffle bag. “Where did that come from?” She’d refrained from saying fuck, or even hell, in a somewhat belated attempt to clean up her language when a child was nearby. Sadie hadn’t said anything the night before, but Julianna had caught those disapproving looks while she’d been busy cussing out the airline staff.
“I got it last night. I hope that’s okay.” Sadie looked up from the bag, making eye contact with Julianna from across the room. “When kids are in transition like this, it’s easier on them when they feel like their things matter. Did you know a lot of foster kids have to carry their belongings to a new house in garbage bags?”
“I didn’t.” Swallowing, Julianna looked down at the white bedspread as she struggled to keep her emotions in check.
There was something about the way Sadie had shared that information that made her suspect it came from experience. Julianna could almost see a younger Sadie clutching a black plastic bag as she entered an unfamiliar home. Was that why she was such a diligent caregiver as an adult?
“Your hair isn’t as bright this morning.” As a conversation segue, it was about as random as she could’ve imagined, but Julianna needed something, anything, to take her mind off the sad images in her head. She would almost welcome a round of disco karaoke.
“It’s only a semi-permanent dye,” Sadie said, giving her head a shake so the rainbow locks fanned out in a way that Julianna had to secretly admit was sort of appealing. “I took a long, hot shower before heading downstairs to scope out the breakfast bar. I’m going to have Fernando bleach the rest out this weekend, so I hope to be back to normal by Monday.” 
“Me too.” When Sadie’s brow furrowed, Julianna realized her words had been taken as a personal insult and quickly corrected herself. “I didn’t mean your hair. I meant me, literally. I’m not myself.”
Sadie’s expression softened. “Jet lagged?” 
“Something like that.” Silently, Julianna ran through all the other possible reasons. Instant parenthood ranked quite high, followed by the business opportunity with Kami Games she’d barely thought about in two days. And, of course, there was always the looming finalization of her divorce to keep her on her toes.
Jadyn dashed out of the bathroom, her hair flying every which way. 
Sadie reached for a hairbrush on the desk and motioned for Jadyn to hold still. “You can get more sleep while we have breakfast.” 
“Nah. Once I finish this”—Julianna held up her coffee—“I’ll be ready to face the day. After I get my suit back on, shall I meet you downstairs?” 
“Are you sure you don’t want to wear something more comfortable?” Sadie asked.
“I might, but my closet is in Massachusetts, and my luggage is... actually, I have no idea.” Julianna shrugged. “Hawaii, maybe?”
“I told you last night, but you probably forgot. There’s a change of clothing for you in the top dresser drawer. And some flip-flops. High heels might make your legs look hot, but they’re not practical.”
“Oh?” Julianna’s eyebrows shot up. Had the nanny just complimented her legs? It seemed pretty obvious that was what had happened, considering the shocking shade of crimson Sadie’s cheeks had become. Best to ignore it.
“Come on, Jadyn,” Sadie said, clearly looking for an escape. “Time for breakfast.”
“You going to have a waffle?” Jadyn’s eyes were wide like she’d never experienced such luxury before. 
Julianna couldn’t help but smile. “I just might.” 
“I’ll make one for you. Come on.” Jadyn tugged on Sadie’s arm. “I want all the waffles.” 
As soon as the door clicked shut, Julianna let out an anguished sigh. 
How had this happened? How was she responsible for a nine-year-old child?
Julianna took a deep breath, her eyes wandering the room. It was clean, but not much more than that. There were plastic bags piled in a corner, full of stuff Sadie must have purchased the night before. Her eyes landed on the Disney duffle bag, and she smiled faintly.
Whatever tragic personal story might be behind it, the bag was a nice touch.  
Julianna got out of bed and opened the dresser drawer, discovering a plain blue T-shirt, black leggings, a pair of clean underwear, and some cheap flip-flops.
All in the right sizes. For as crazy as her outward appearance had seemed, Sadie was a marvel when it came to anticipating everyone’s needs. Julianna’s admin, Kate, was going to have to up her game with Sadie around. 
Foregoing a shower for now, Julianna changed into clean clothes, her skin sighing in relief at not having to put on her work armor again. With two weeks of travel and basically living in business clothes for days on end, it was nice to wear something cozy and casual for a change.
The bargain brands might not be her usual fair, but they were good enough to wear to breakfast and the ride back. It wasn’t like she was going to bump into anyone she knew in a cheap New Hampshire hotel. 
When Julianna walked into the dining area, Jadyn jumped to her feet, waving her arms like she was flagging a runaway plane. 
“Your waffle’s ready.” Jadyn made a ta-da motion as she directed her aunt’s attention to the plate on the table. It held a breakfast creation that may or may not have had a waffle somewhere in the pile of what had to be a full bag of semisweet morsels.
Julianna’s stomach turned. “That’s a lot of chocolate chips.”
“And there’s a side of M&Ms for you.” Jadyn scooted over the small paper cup that looked like the type hospitals put pills in. 
“I didn’t know M&Ms counted as a side dish.” Julianna reached for the cup of coffee beside the plate, taking a second to process that Sadie had prepared another. With sugar, she discovered as she took a sip. Yes, Kate really was going to have some stiff competition for employee of the month going forward. 
“I don’t think it’ll take us long to pack up and hit the road.” Julianna forked in a bite of waffle that didn’t have chocolate. Until she bit into it and realized it was chocolate through and through. Did kids always eat like this?
“We can’t leave until we go swimming.” Jadyn made a duh face, as if Julianna should have known this. 
“You mean in the bathtub, I assume,” Julianna commented, gesturing to the girl’s face. “Because you’re covered in chocolate.” 
Jadyn shook her head vigorously, her neat red braids flying out from her head. Had she left the room with braids? “Not a shower. They have a pool.” 
“We don’t have time for that, Jay,” Julianna told her. “I have some work to do today.” 
“It’s Saturday,” Sadie said in a cautious tone, the kind that implied she thought Julianna should loosen up and live a little.
“We don’t have swimsuits,” Julianna argued, trying a different approach.
“Actually, we do.” Sadie set her orange juice down and grinned. “I picked up suits for all three of us last night.” 
“I thought I said to get the essentials,” Julianna growled. 
“And that’s precisely what I did,” Sadie shot back. “Swimsuits are an absolute must for hotel stays. Everyone knows that.”
“Yeah, Aunt Julianna. Everyone knows that.” Jadyn chewed with her mouth open, bits of bacon falling onto the table. 
Julianna shuddered and looked away as quickly as she could. “I don’t know—” she began.
“Please!” Jadyn pressed her little hands together. “I never get to go swimming.”  
Julianna sighed. It wasn’t often she lost, but at the moment, she was thoroughly outclassed.
“Fine. But after that, we have to get back to Boston.” After all, Julianna needed to get started on landing the biggest deal of her life. February would be here in the blink of an eye and, with it, her return to Tokyo for the big pitch.
“Yippie!” Jadyn jumped out of her chair, running circles around the table. 
“Jadyn, let’s get upstairs and get changed.” Sadie took the child by the hand, an effective way of getting the kid to stop running. She turned her focus on Julianna. “Are you the one-piece or the bikini type?” 
“Pardon me?” Julianna balked. “I’m neither, thank you very much.” 
“You’ll have to be one of those today,” Sadie said in a tone that did not invite discussion. All of a sudden, Julianna could’ve been the child instead of Jadyn. “There was one of each on the clearance rack, so I grabbed them both. We can’t let Jadyn swim without adult supervision. So which do you prefer?” 
Julianna’s eyes fell to the waffle. “The one piece.” 
“Great. I’ll set it out for you to change into when you finish breakfast. We’ll see you at the pool?” Sadie’s deep brown eyes raked over Julianna, making her feel oddly self-conscious in a way she hadn’t felt in years.
Julianna shook her head in defeat. “Apparently, it’s a hotel must.” 
“You’re getting the hang of this whole parenting thing.” Sadie winked before marching Jadyn to the elevator.



CHAPTER SIX
The air smelled of chlorine as Sadie pushed open the door to the indoor pool, and a whoosh of warmth enveloped her bare legs. The pool room was at least ten degrees warmer than the rest of the hotel thanks to a glass wall letting in bright morning sunshine from outside. The chairs and lounges were all empty, but a father bobbed in the deep end as he kept watch over a young boy and girl.
“Walk, Jadyn,” Sadie said as the girl made a dash for the pool stairs. She smiled as Jadyn instantly slowed her pace, relieved to have already established a good rapport with her young charge. It didn’t always go so smoothly.
“Are you coming in?” Jadyn asked as she scrambled down the steps, holding onto the silver railing for balance as the water lapped against her thighs.
“Right behind you.” Sadie put one foot in the water and resisted the urge to squeal. Lord, that was cold. “You go ahead and start swimming.”
Jadyn didn’t need to be told twice. She launched herself into the water with a splash, her laughter echoing through the room. Almost instantly, the two other children in the pool came swimming up to invite the newcomer to a game of Marco Polo.
Edging out of the icy water, Sadie sat on the side of the pool and let her toes dip in, but nothing else. She kept one eye firmly on Jadyn, but the other seemed to continually slide toward the entrance. It wasn’t like she was dying for Julianna’s company, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit she was curious to see what the woman looked like in a swimsuit. 
With legs like hers… it was best not to finish that sentence.
“Look at me!” Jadyn bounced up and down in the shallow end, her goggles jiggling up and down on her face. 
“Let me tighten those for you.” Sadie reached out, thankful for a distraction from thoughts she had no business indulging. Julianna was a client, essentially her boss. There was no world in which allowing herself to indulge in romantic fantasies about the woman would lead to anything good.
Jadyn handed over the goggles. “I’ve never had goggles before.” 
As she tightened the strap, Sadie imagined the kid hadn’t had many things. She showed no outward signs of neglect, but from the scant details, it didn’t sound like Jadyn’s home life had been the best.
Not that Sadie had experienced any better.
If nothing else, her own childhood proved one could live without family. And her experiences as a nanny to families who seemed to have it all made it clear that happiness didn’t come from the ability to buy the biggest and best stuff.
“Aunt Julianna!” Jadyn splashed in the water, making Sadie lean away from the edge to avoid getting wet. “Over here!” 
Sadie slowly swiveled her head, her heart skipping a beat as she caught sight of the Amazonian red head making her way toward the pool. For a moment, all rational thoughts escaped her mind as she took in the sight before her. Even in a bright blue swimsuit covered in even brighter pink flamingos, the woman managed to exude an air of elegance.
A rush of heat spread through Sadie’s body, and she quickly turned her attention back to tightening Jadyn’s goggles. “Enjoying the water, Jadyn? I see you’re making friends.”
“They’re going to show me how to swim to the bottom of the pool.” Jadyn raced across the length of the pool, making it to the other side just as one of the other kids did a cannonball that sent water spraying everywhere. Including all over Sadie’s front.
“Yikes!” Sadie sprang from the side of the pool and laughed as she wiped water droplets from her face.
Julianna, who had been caught in the line of fire as well, was less than amused. “I see you’re having a splashingly good time.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she attempted to pat herself dry with a paper-thin hotel towel.
“At least the swimsuit I found for you fits,” Sadie said, looking away before Julianna could catch the blush spreading across her cheeks. In fact, it fit in all the right places, accentuating curves that had been hidden beneath the woman’s suit the night before.
“That’s about all I can say for it.” Julianna made a face as she plucked at the garish fabric.
“Do you want to get in?” Sadie’s skin prickled with goose bumps, and she wrapped her arms tightly around her exposed midsection. “Now that I’m wet, it’s a lot colder standing around in here.”
Julianna eyed the turbulent water with a dubious expression as the children shrieked and splashed. “I’m not much of a pool person.” 
“What about the hot tub?” Sadie suggested, already making her way toward the inviting oasis of calm nestled in the corner of the room. “You probably could use a good soak after all your traveling.” 
“What about my niece?” Julianna hooked a thumb toward Jadyn, raising her eyebrows questioningly. 
“We can see her clearly from over there, and it’s good for her to interact with kids her age.”
“It’s astonishing how kids become instant best friends.” After one more backward glance, Julianna followed Sadie to the hot tub.
After Sadie kicked on the jets, they eased themselves into the warm, bubbling water. Julianna let out a contented sigh, closing her eyes and leaning her head back against the tiled concrete behind her.
“See? Aren’t you glad I thought to grab suits now?” Sadie watched her intently, daring to let her gaze linger now that the woman’s eyes were firmly shut. It was impossible not to admire the way Julianna’s wet hair fanned out as her body relaxed into the water and the slight flush in her cheeks as her body absorbed the heat around her.
“I think I should have gone for the two-piece,” Julianna muttered without cracking open her lids.
Thank God she hadn’t, was all Sadie could think, certain that the sight of Julianna in a bikini would have wrecked any chance of keeping her thoughts pure. It was already difficult enough with the image of Julianna’s mile-long legs etched into her retinas for good. Would they feel as silky as they looked?
Sadie forced herself to look away, focusing instead on the sound of the children playing. Better to keep her imagination G-rated.
“It’s almost Memorial Day weekend. The offerings were slim. It was either flamingos or uh... one covered in cocktails.” Sadie hesitated, uncertain how to broach the subject or how Julianna might react. “I don’t know the full story, but Jadyn told me about what happened to her mom.” 
Julianna lifted her head from the lip of the tub, her eyes open but not betraying whatever emotion might be hiding inside. “What did Jadyn say, exactly?” 
“That she died in an accident, and her dad went to prison because of it. I sort of assumed... that’s why I didn’t want the suit with booze on it.” 
“Astute of you.” Julianna’s expression tightened, her lips pressed into a thin line as she absorbed Sadie’s words. “My brother has many problems, but addiction is one of the bigger ones. He never got the hang of life, and it was only a matter of time before he destroyed everything in his path.”
“I’m so sorry.” Sadie’s heart ached, both for the little girl who had endured such a tragedy at her tender age, and for her aunt, who seemed to have been thrown into the deep end of her family’s troubles.
Julianna’s eyes found Sadie’s, a sharp intensity in her gaze sending tingles down Sadie’s spine. “Since you’ve pried into my private life, what’s your story?”
Sadie frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Forgive me for being blunt, but I got the feeling that when you were talking about kids in foster homes, that might have come from firsthand experience?” 
“Uh, yeah.” Sadie swallowed, not exactly relishing the prospect of saying anything else but knowing she couldn’t keep it at that. “I guess that’s something I have in common with Jadyn. I learned pretty young how cruel life can be.” 
“Did your parents... were they...” Julianna seemed unsure what to say, how to phrase a question that must have suddenly struck her as too direct, even for her standards. 
“They’re still alive. I think.” Sadie shrugged, attempting to convey a nonchalant air that she didn’t truly feel. “Not sure who my dad is, to be honest. My mom never said. I was five when she met my stepdad, and ten when someone finally believed me when I said he was beating me.”
“Oh.” It was obvious Julianna regretted bringing up the topic. It wasn’t the first time Sadie’s childhood story had left an uncomfortable silence in the air.
Sadie had grown accustomed to the way people reacted to her sad tale. Half the time, she wanted to apologize for bringing them down, for making them uncomfortable with the harsh realities of her past. But there was something about the way Julianna looked at her that made Sadie feel seen in a way she hadn’t before. It was as if the older woman saw beyond Sadie’s troubled past and recognized the strength that lay within her.
Or she was just a skilled businesswoman who excelled at bullshitting, Sadie reminded herself. It was best not to trust anyone too easily, especially when they held the power of a paycheck over you.
“That’s enough about me,” Sadie said, shifting the focus away from the types of things that could lead to her not getting hired. It was better to keep the conversation light and professional.
There was a squeal before Jadyn cannonballed into the water, droplets spraying Julianna and Sadie in the hot tub. 
“Good job, Jay!” Sadie gave a thumbs-up before noticing the tight-lipped expression on Julianna’s face. “It’s important to encourage her not to show fear and to be brave around other kids even when they’ve only just met.”
“Fine, but does she have to be so splashy about it?” Julianna wiped a droplet of water from her nose.
Speaking of being brave, it was time for her to take a risk of her own. “Allie mentioned this assignment might have some longer-term potential.” 
“I need to figure that out,” Julianna said, turning her attention back to Sadie.
“I take it your brother isn’t getting out any time soon?”
“No, and my mother has let her health suffer with all of this, to the point she’s incapacitated. Maybe for good.” Julianna’s voice was heavy with a mix of frustration and sadness.
Sadie felt a pang of empathy for Julianna, but she also knew how lucky Jadyn was to have someone like her in her life. It was clear that Julianna was willing to go above and beyond for her niece, taking on the responsibility of raising her without hesitation. No matter how rocky a first impression the woman had made, Sadie couldn’t help but feel a growing respect for her.

It was late in the afternoon when Sadie pulled her brightly colored car into the narrow driveway beside the modest two-story Victorian on a leafy residential street in Cambridge. “This is the place?” she asked, looking to Julianna for confirmation.
“This is it.”
Wherever Sadie had pictured the woman living, it wasn’t here in this perfectly normal suburban neighborhood in the shadow of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. True that any house in the Boston area was untouchable for less than a couple million dollars these days, but wasn’t Julianna the soon-to-be ex-wife of one of those obnoxious tech billionaires? Sadie had expected something a bit more lavish, maybe a sprawling mansion or a penthouse overlooking the Charles River.
“We’re here, kiddo,” Sadie said softly to the napping child in the back seat. 
Jadyn’s head popped up, and she rubbed sleep from her eyes. “Where?” 
“Home,” Julianna told her. 
“Home,” Jadyn repeated as if not understanding the word.
“All that swimming must have worn you out,” Julianna said with a laugh, but Sadie suspected there was more to it. This poor kid had experienced so much upheaval in her life that she probably had trouble grasping the concepts of stability and permanence.
“Let’s get inside and check it out. I wonder what your room will look like.” Sadie unbuckled her seatbelt. “We need to bring all the stuff inside, too.” 
Surveying the plastic bags in the trunk, Sadie was willing to admit she might have gone overboard when picking up what she deemed the essentials at the store the night before. But in her defense, she’d experienced enough moves and transitions in her own life to understand the importance of a familiar and comforting environment.
Sadie grabbed a couple of bags as well as Jadyn’s suitcases they’d retrieved from the airport on the way home. Jadyn reported for duty at the trunk, holding her hands out for more. Sadie’s heart clenched as she recognized a kid wanting to be as helpful as possible, and she knew why, too. To avoid being booted to the curb. Sadie had been like her as she’d moved from family to family, hoping for one that would keep her.
They never did.
As they walked up the front steps, Julianna whispered in Sadie’s ear. “About her room. It’s my office right now. This was all so last minute, I’m afraid nothing has been prepped, and I don’t know where to begin.”
Sadie surveyed the dozens of plastic bags, inspiration swirling in her mind. “Leave it to me.” 
As they walked through the front door, Sadie was struck by the contrast between the charming vintage exterior with its cheerful green paint, neatly trimmed hedges and flower beds bursting with colorful blooms, and an interior that was as sleek as it was modern.
In other words, utterly lacking in personality.
With the neutral walls, bland furniture, and plain glass light fixtures, she’d seen nursing homes that were less sterile. If the office was similar, she had her work cut out for her.
“Where am I taking these?” Sadie lifted some of the bags in the air. 
“First door on the right at the top of the stairs,” Julianna answered before turning to Jadyn. “I’m starving. Will you help me order Chinese for lunch?” 
“For reals?” Jadyn’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “I had it once, and it’s so good.” 
“Only once?” Sadie asked, curious about this detail.
“My dad didn’t like it, and Gramps says it has too much salt for his blood pressure.” Jadyn’s little shrug spoke volumes, but Sadie wasn’t sure what to make of it yet.
“What’d you get?” Julianna put a hand on Jadyn’s shoulder, leading the kid into the kitchen. More than likely, the move was to give Sadie time to work. 
As she’d feared, the room needed more than a little time. It was begging for a total transformation. But Sadie would have to make do. 
Taking stock of the room, Sadie spotted a twin day bed with a gray comforter. Who had gray comforters? There was a small desk with a vision board above it and a black leather rolling chair. File boxes were stacked in a corner. Not a single thing said a child lives here.
Sadie started with the desk. After clearing away the office supplies, she taped some of Jadyn’s drawings that she’d made at the airport and hotel to the board. Then she put the colored pencils she’d bought into an empty mug. Finally, she spread out the drawing pads to create an inviting art space. 
Next came the bed. Sadie had purchased a couple of Disney stuffed animals, and she placed them in front of the pillows. She put a couple of paperbacks and puzzles on the side table. The comforter would need replacing, but for now, she covered it with a soft fleece throw she’d picked up for the car ride home.
The final task, at the moment, was to unpack the suitcases and hang up Jadyn’s clothes. She held back one cartoon T-shirt, draping it over the back of the ergonomic chair to add more color. 
Right as she finished and was surveying her work, footsteps coming up the stairs caught her attention. She hoped with every fiber of her being that the little girl would be pleased with the results of her whirlwind decorating efforts.
“Is this really my room?” Jadyn stood in the doorway, holding Julianna’s hand. There was a spark of wonder in her eyes as she scanned the room.
“It is,” her aunt confirmed
Sadie held her breath, waiting for Jadyn’s reaction.
Jadyn’s face broke into a wide smile, and she let go of Julianna’s hand to explore her new sanctuary.
Sadie moved closer to Julianna, keeping her voice low. “I did what I could.”
“This was all from last night’s shopping trip?” Julianna took in the transformed office with an expression of awe.
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I only realized as we were bringing in the bags that I probably went a little overboard.” Sadie offered up a self-deprecating chuckle. “In my defense, the amount of cash you handed me would pay my rent for a month. No, two.”
“You pulled off a miracle,” Julianna whispered, her tone one of gratitude. “This is amazing.”
“I remember what it was like to arrive at a foster home where they had prepared for me and the ones where they didn’t seem to care.” Sadie tried not to think about how many more of the latter there had been. “I wanted Jadyn to feel like she belongs here, like this is her home, too.”
“You certainly achieved that.” Raising her voice and addressing her niece, Julianna said, “While you get settled in, Jadyn, Sadie and I will wait downstairs for the food.” 
“You can color!” Sadie suggested brightly, gesturing to the colored pencils. “If that’s not enough, here are the rest.” She opened the door, revealing the remainder of the 172-piece set that hadn’t been able to fit in the mug. 
“Are these all for me?” Jadyn’s eyes widened in amazement. 
“They sure are, kiddo.” Sadie gave the girl a hug. “We’ll be downstairs if you need us.” 
Jadyn instantly busied herself with a drawing, humming a tune under her breath. 
As they descended the stairs, Julianna mused, “You’re like a real-life Mary Poppins.” 
“I wouldn’t go that far.” 
“We should discuss your future.” Julianna waved for Sadie to step into the kitchen. 
Sadie tensed. “That sounds ominous.” 
“I’ll need help Monday through Friday this summer,” Julianna continued, ignoring Sadie’s comment. “At least until I’ve had a chance to think through my plans. Can you be here by seven on Monday?” 
Sadie’s heart raced. “Does that mean I have the job?” 
“Naturally.” Julianna looked at her as if shocked there could have been any doubt. 
Sadie grinned. “Are you sure you don’t need help tomorrow?” 
Julianna stiffened, her body language becoming visibly frosty. “I think I can handle my niece for a day.” 
Sadie didn’t want to argue, sensing this was a sensitive topic. Privately, she had her doubts, but she was beginning to recognize that Julianna was the type of person who hated to be anything but the best at everything she undertook. Admitting weakness or asking for help was simply not in her nature. Sadie nodded, deciding to let the matter drop for now.
The doorbell rang. 
“I’ll get it,” Sadie said. Even in adulthood, Sadie had never outgrown the impulse to please people and make herself useful. 
“Food’s here,” Julianna called upstairs. 
“Coming!” Jadyn responded, zipping down the stairs. “Is Sadie staying? You’re staying, right?” 
“I’ve ordered enough.” Julianna looked away, as if not wanting to sway Sadie’s decision. Did that mean she wanted her to stay? Or was Julianna only being polite?
Sadie was tempted to say no and make her exit, but the smell of the food changed her mind. 
“Yes, but then I’ll let you two get settled in.” 
“Will you come back?” Jadyn’s voice quivered. 
“On Monday. Remember what I told you at the airport? I’m your nanny. It’s my job to hang out with you and be your friend.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
As the birds sang in the bushes outside her dining room early Monday morning, Julianna had the urge to throw open the window and scream at them to shut the fuck up. Seriously, how could something so small make so much noise?
It was possible Julianna wasn’t only thinking about the birds in that moment. In the two days she’d spent alone with Jadyn, Julianna had learned something important. The kid never stopped talking. Telling stories with no discernible plot or end point. Asking question upon question. Laughing in a pitch just below that of a dog whistle. Even while she sat drawing at the kitchen table, she sang songs to herself that Julianna could hear a full room away. 
Julianna had always considered herself a patient person, but even she had her limits. She loved her niece, but the constant noise was beginning to wear her down. With the first of many self-imposed deadlines for the Kami Games proposal looming over her head, the constant chatter was like a persistent mosquito buzzing in her ear. Insignificant in itself but capable of driving a person mad.
Julianna’s success had been built on routines. Most of them involved absolute silence. How was she going to survive another day? 
Thank God she’d told Sadie to arrive at seven o’clock today. She only wished she’d made it earlier by about two hours. How was she supposed to know that her niece, who’d slept like a log that first night in the hotel, would be bright eyed and bushy tailed at five o’clock every morning?
“Aunt Julianna!” Jadyn came racing into the dining room, her red curls bouncing with each step. “Look. I made you a drawing!”
Julianna forced a smile and glanced at the colorful, cutesy cartoon illustrations on the paper Jadyn thrust into her hands. “Wow, these are beautiful,” she said half-heartedly. Not because her niece lacked artistic ability, but because this was already the fourth set of drawings this morning.
Jadyn beamed with pride. “This one’s a frog, and this one’s a cat, and this one’s⁠—”
The doorbell rang, interrupting what was likely to have been a never-ending description of each and every figure on the paper. 
“Is that Sadie?” Jadyn demanded, her eyes widening with excitement behind her glasses.
“One way to find out,” Julianna said, chuckling a little at the kid’s unbridled enthusiasm. “Go answer it.” 
“Can I?” Somehow, the girl’s blue eyes got even bigger.
“By all means. You’re a big girl, right?” Julianna took a deep drink of coffee, savoring the brief moment of near silence as Jadyn scampered toward the front door.
A few moments later, Sadie breezed into the kitchen, looking fresh and perky. It was clear that however she’d spent her weekend, it hadn’t been with a nine-year-old.
“Good morning,” she chirped with the same intensity as the birds outside.
Julianna managed a greeting that was slightly more welcoming than a grunt. This must be what it would be like for one of those Disney princesses to come to life. Although, in a pink sundress, her blond hair in a ponytail, Sadie was a slightly shorter and plumper version of a Barbie doll.
Odd. Julianna hadn’t pictured Sadie as a blond. In truth, she’d been bracing herself for the clown hair. Now that it was gone, she wasn’t entirely certain how to interact with the nanny, who suddenly seemed much older and wiser than Julianna, despite clearly being younger in years.
“We were about to eat breakfast. What do you want?” Jadyn asked, walking on her tippy-toes, her arms waving frantically for no apparent reason, as Julianna had discovered when she’d inquired earlier about the behavior. Only because she could. What a concept.
Had there been a time in the distant past of her childhood when Julianna had done the same thing? If so, no memories sprang to mind. Frankly, she found it very unlikely. Her childhood had been a serious one, filled with academic responsibilities and extracurricular obligations that left no room for tippy-toe walking or arm-waving antics.
“Is this what you’re having?” With a questioning look, Sadie waved to a collection of packaged food items on the kitchen island. 
Julianna’s eyes swept the array of groceries with distaste and more than a little embarrassment. On second thought, calling them groceries was a stretch. It was more like a random assortment of snacks and processed food, devoid of any nutritional value. In her defense, Julianna had already been at the end of her rope when she’d made the mistake of letting Jadyn fill the cart the day before.
“I tried feeding her oatmeal yesterday,” Julianna said with a sigh. “Apparently, it’s too beige.” 
“I like colors.” Jadyn looked as if she was about to do a handstand. “And Pop-Tarts.”
Julianna hadn’t even known that Pop-Tarts came in so many flavors. Frosted Apple Cinnamon Apple Jacks. Frosted Banana Bread. Chocolatey Chip Pancake. Frosted Strawberry Milkshake. It was like a full carnival of artificial flavoring encased in a bland pastry shell. The expiration date was so far off into the future they’d be likely to survive a nuclear holocaust.
But the Pop-Tarts weren’t the only offenders. There were granola bars, fruit roll-ups, and sugary breakfast cereals. Julianna couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt as she looked at the crap laid out before them. She had always prided herself on being health-conscious, but her good intentions had been no match against her niece’s power of persuasion.
“Why don’t you go into the backyard to do gymnastics?” Sadie suggested as Jadyn inched closer to turning her handstand into a reality. “I can help your aunt with breakfast.” 
“Can we get a dog?” Jadyn asked Julianna, seemingly out of nowhere, which was where most of what she said came from.
“What?” Julianna stammered, caught off guard by the sudden request. Jadyn had brought it up sometime on Saturday, but Julianna had assumed the idea had been forgotten after she’d given the girl a firm no. A dog was even less on her radar than parenthood had been.
“Please? Mom promised me I’d get one. But…” 
Julianna’s brain struggled with what to say in response. Had Jadyn seriously just invoked her dead mother to make a case for getting a pet? What the hell was Julianna supposed to say in response that wouldn’t make her sound like an evil ogre?
“Getting a dog is a big responsibility, Jadyn,” Sadie said, jumping in when Julianna hesitated long enough that there might have been reason to believe she’d lost the ability to speak. “It’s not something your aunt is likely to decide right away. Now go practice handstands outside.” Sadie guided Jadyn to the back door.
As soon as the door closed, Julianna said, “I don’t want a dog. Period.”
“Perfectly understandable.” Sadie poked a finger at the pile of junk food as if afraid it might bite.
“I’ve never had a pet. Not even a Chia Pet.” She had no idea why she felt the need to argue her position to Sadie, but something about the nanny’s calm and non-judgmental demeanor irked her. There was no way the woman wasn’t judging her underneath. “I told her that already.”
“I find the best way to handle kids when they get on a subject like this is to redirect them.” Sadie’s gaze trailed all the junk food, her eyes blazing with disapproval. Julianna wasn’t bothered by this. She appreciated the common sense. “Is this all you have?” 
“It wasn’t my idea. I couldn’t get Jay to eat yesterday, until we went to the store. I added up the grams of sugar she consumed, and it was ten times what she should. This is so far out of my normal. I don’t want her to die.” 
Sadie laughed softly. “I doubt we’ve reached that level yet.” 
“Do you think I can get her to eat oatmeal? Do I insist? Not the sugary kind, obviously.” Julianna’s stomach roiled at the thought.
“I think this situation calls for baby steps. Did you get any fresh fruit or anything?” 
“Yes, of course.” Julianna waved to the fridge. “Oatmeal and fruit. It’s what I have every morning.” 
Sadie opened the fridge, nodding as she removed a cantaloupe from within. “Perfect. I can make this work. Are you hungry?” 
“I could eat.” To be honest, Julianna was starving, but saying it outright felt like admitting weakness to the enemy. Though why, she wasn’t sure. Sadie wasn’t the enemy. The competent nanny was an answer to her prayers.
Then again, Preston wasn’t supposed to have been the enemy either. It had never stopped him from finding the chinks in her armor and going for the kill.
“How did yesterday go? Aside from the junk food emergency?” Sadie took a large wooden cutting board from a hook on the wall and grabbed a knife to remove the rind from a cantaloupe. 
“A complete loss. I didn’t get any work done on a very important proposal.” Julianna swallowed the last of her coffee, immediately going back to the pot for a refill. “You probably meant with Jadyn. She’s the reason I didn’t get any work done. She doesn’t stop.” 
“She’s at the age where everything’s exciting. Do you have a melon baller?” 
Julianna pointed to a drawer. “If I have one, it’ll be in there.” 
While Sadie worked on whatever she was doing to that melon, Julianna savored another cup of coffee, her brain finally starting to fire on all cylinders as the caffeine coursed through her veins.
“You seem to know your way around the kitchen,” Julianna said, feeling human enough again for an attempt at conversation. “Do you do a lot of cooking?”
“Depends.” For some reason, Sadie grabbed one of Jadyn’s markers and began to draw something on the outside of the cantaloupe. “I don’t do much for myself, but I share a kitchen with several roommates. When I lived with one of my client families, cooking was a duty I enjoyed.”
“Lived with?” It had never occurred to Julianna that this was something people still did. If she wasn’t firmly committed to sending Jadyn to boarding school as soon as possible, it would’ve been something to consider.
“During the pandemic, I worked for a family in Brookline where I had my own apartment above the carriage house. I was more the teacher, though. They had a second nanny to take over the childcare duties after my shift ended.”
Putting the balls back into the melon shell, Sadie sprinkled blueberries and blackberries on top. 
“Sounds like a governess in a Victorian novel.”
“Fortunately for me, it wasn’t quite so gothic.” Sadie stepped away from her creation, having turned the top of the melon into cat ears. “Do you have toothpicks?”
“For olives? Are you making me a martini?” 
“I can. Do you need one?” Sadie broke into a smile after Julianna started to laugh. 
“I’m not usually a cocktails for breakfast kind of person. But if anything would drive me to it, this weekend would have.” Julianna stretched her arms, working out a kink in her back. “When do you think we can get Jadyn enrolled in school? I don’t think she can go today, but surely soon, right?”
“School?” Sadie looked up from the adorable cantaloupe cat, which resembled one of Jadyn’s cartoon drawings. “According to the file I got from the Bancroft Agency, she’s already completed the third grade.” 
“How? It’s only the end of May. Don’t kids go to school through June?” 
“They do here, but not in her old school district.” Sadie pulled a container of yogurt from the fridge. 
“That’s okay, though.” Julianna gave a shrug. “She’ll get extra lessons in school and make some friends.” 
“I could be wrong, but I don’t think schools will allow that. I’m sure she can be enrolled for the fall, but she’s already finished this year.” 
Julianna’s pulse quickened as she contemplated an entire summer of endless questions and chatter. “When do summer camps start? There must be some good sleepaway camps around. Like in the Berkshires.” She hadn’t given up hope that by the time fall rolled around, Jadyn would be back in Ohio.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Sadie gave Julianna a reassuring smile. “Let’s not jump ahead of ourselves here. Jadyn just arrived. I don’t think you need to worry about sending her away just yet. What do you think she really needs right now?” 
“How the hell do I know what she needs?” Julianna slammed her mug onto the counter top. 
Sadie jumped but didn’t respond, unless you considered the subtle tilt of her head and raised eyebrows a response.
Julianna took a deep breath, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. She couldn’t let her frustration get the best of her. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. This is all so new. I’m not a fan of…” Julianna settled on, “change.” 
“Not many are,” Sadie conceded, seeming genuine in her understanding. “But sometimes change can be a good thing, especially for kids like Jadyn who’ve been through a lot of trauma.”
Julianna nodded, trying to absorb Sadie’s words. “I don’t know what to do,” she said softly, mortified by such a personal confession to the nanny but uncertain who else she could turn to for guidance. Sadie’s gentle smile offered a glimmer of reassurance, urging her to go on. “I’m out over my ski tips here. I can bluff my way out of any business situation, but⁠—” 
“Kids have excellent BS detectors,” Sadie said with a knowing nod. 
As if sensing they were talking about her, Jadyn burst into the kitchen, coming to a stop in front of Sadie’s breakfast masterpiece. “It looks like a cat!” 
“It does,” Sadie agreed, a playful twinkle in her eyes as she bent lower to be more on Jadyn’s level. “And not just any cat. It’s a magical cat that grants wishes. But only if you eat all your cantaloupe and agree to give the oatmeal a second chance. Do you think you can do that?”
“Well,” Jadyn started, her voice filled with anticipation, “if it’s a magical cat that grants wishes, does that mean I can wish for a dog?”
Julianna held in a groan, but at the same time, she had to give the kid some credit for tenacity. “Let’s see how you do with breakfast, first.” Honestly, she was almost willing to entertain the idea of getting a dog if it meant Jadyn would eat proper, nutritious food every day. But that would mean being responsible for two living beings she had no idea how to care for instead of just one.
As Jadyn filled her plate, Julianna ruffled the child’s curls, so close in color to her own. And to her brother, Jason’s, too. Her heart clenched as the enormity of what had happened hit her anew.
She wasn’t equipped to raise a child, let alone one who was suffering the twin traumas of losing one parent to death and the other to prison. At least she’d managed to find a nanny with the skills and patience to make up for what Julianna lacked.
Assuming she didn’t manage to scare the woman away with her temper. Julianna had to work on that. But the only thing she hated more than being underestimated when she knew how to do something was being found out when she didn’t. And there was no hiding her ineptitude from someone like Sadie.

Julianna punched in the code to her front door but struggled to turn the lock. Though the temperature was still pleasant, even slightly chilly in the evenings, the beginning of June had ushered in enough humidity to make every piece of wood in her hundred-and-forty-year-old house swell just to the point that nothing opened or closed properly.
She yanked the door handle, putting her entire weight into the task, until she heard the magical click.
“I need to replace this fucker,” she muttered under her breath, just as she had when she and Preston had bought this place fifteen years ago. The entire house had been renovated and modernized since then, but she had yet to find a lock that wouldn’t stick.
“How was your day?” Sadie sat on the love seat in the living room, a book in her hand.
“Good. No. Excellent,” Julianna amended, surprised to see Sadie had closed the book and was waiting expectantly for her answer. “I made some real progress, although I’m still counting the days until my assistant, Kate, is back from her honeymoon.”
Hanging her laptop bag on a hook in the entryway, Julianna pondered whether, in all the years they’d been married, Preston had asked how her day had gone and actually wanted to hear the answer. And yet the nanny had done it every night.
“You must be enjoying being back in a real office instead of working at the dining room table,” Sadie said with a warm smile.
“It does make things seem more normal. I’m sorry for keeping you so late, though. I was being so productive I lost track of time.”
Sadie laughed, gesturing to her tucked legs on the couch. “I’m truly suffering, as you can see. Jay’s been asleep for hours now.”
Julianna sank into the plush armchair across from Sadie, grateful for the familiar comfort of their evening routine. “I appreciate you staying overtime. As cozy as you look right now, I’ve come to discover since Jadyn arrived that it’s not easy taking care of a kid for an entire day.”
“I love it, though. Jadyn told me the funniest joke today.”
“Should I be afraid?” Another thing Julianna had learned was there was no telling what a kid would say or do at any given time.
“Oh, you should definitely be afraid,” Sadie replied with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “But it made me laugh. She asked if I knew what humanitarians ate?” There was a slight pause before she supplied the punchline, “Humans!”
“Oh, no.” Julianna groaned at the dreadful joke, although it was kind of clever. “I guess if vegetarians eat vegetables, it only stands to reason.”
“Exactly. I’m not sure if she came up with it on the spot, or⁠—”
A scream tore through the house, interrupting their conversation and causing Julianna to reach for her chest as she leapt from the chair. “What was that?”
Sadie didn’t bother answering, already halfway to the stairs.
“Jadyn!” Julianna called out, dashing after Sadie toward Jadyn’s room.
“Mommy? There’s blood. Daddy, help!” Jadyn cowered in the corner of her bed, her eyes closed, grasping at her throat. “I can’t breathe. Smoke.”
Arriving in the room first, Sadie slid onto the bed and wrapped Jadyn into her arms. “It’s okay. You’re okay. Open your eyes, baby. You’re okay.”
“Mommy,” Jadyn sobbed into Sadie’s chest.
Julianna stood in the doorway, helpless. Her heart pounded as panic surged through her veins. “Sweetheart, what happened? What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice filled with concern.
“Shh,” Sadie soothed, rocking the little girl back and forth. “It was just a bad dream.”
Except, Julianna realized it was more than that. It was a memory.
Soon enough, Jadyn drifted back to sleep, her tiny body relaxing against Sadie’s chest.
Without a word, she and Sadie tiptoed back downstairs. In the light of the entryway, Julianna could see Sadie’s hands trembling. Her own were shaking as well, the adrenaline still coursing through her.
“I think we both could use some herbal tea,” Julianna suggested, heading toward the kitchen.
“Yes, please.” Sadie followed, leaning against the fridge as Julianna filled the kettle. “Was Jadyn in the car when her mom…?”
“Yes,” Julianna whispered, her voice barely audible in the silence. “My stupid fool of a brother.” She was seeing red. “It was the middle of the night. They were coming home from a Fourth of July party at the lake, and Jadyn was asleep in the back. She got a bad bump to the head, and I was told she was unconscious when she got to the hospital. I guess I just assumed she wouldn’t remember anything from the accident itself.”
“I think she had a flashback.” Sadie pressed her hands to the corner of her eyes as if to keep the tears from spilling over. “Does she have nightmares often?”
“My parents mentioned them vaguely once or twice, but I assumed it was monsters under the bed and other typical kid stuff.” Julianna pulled down two mugs from the cupboard, fighting back her own tears as she placed a tea bag in each. “I had no idea they were about the accident.”
And she had never asked. What kind of a person was she that she’d never tried to find out more about her own niece’s wellbeing?
The kettle turned off, and Julianna filled the mugs with steaming water, handing one to Sadie, who took it with a grateful nod.
“Would it be okay with you if I stayed here tonight?” Sadie asked after taking a few long, slow sips of tea. “I’ll admit I’m a little shaken up, and it’s so late. I can sleep on the couch. You won’t even know I’m here.”
“I can do better than that,” Julianna was quick to say, the relief inside palpable. “There’s a spare room with a roll away cot.”
“Oh,” Sadie said with surprise. “Since you were working at the dining room table, I guess I assumed Jadyn’s room was all there was.”
“It was Preston’s study when we first moved in here,” Julianna explained, swallowing her distaste at the mention of her ex’s name. “That was a few years before the company made it big, and we moved to that behemoth of a house in Newton. I still associate the room with him, so I barely open the door except to have the cleaning service freshen it up every so often. But it’s better than the couch.”
And having Sadie’s calm, reassuring presence in the house would be better than being by herself, that was certain. Julianna couldn’t bear to be alone with her thoughts tonight, not after Jadyn’s nightmare and the haunting memories it had stirred up.
The weight of her brother’s recklessness was heavy on her mind. She longed for a reprieve from the guilt that consumed her every time she was forced to ask herself if she could have done more. If she had just said the right thing at the right time, could it have prevented her sister-in-law’s death or saved the two unfortunate passengers in the other car? The one he’d hit head-on while blitzed out of his mind?
She knew deep down that she couldn’t change the past, but the what-ifs continued to torment her, gnawing away at her sanity. And now she knew the damage was even greater than she’d imagined. Jadyn’s flashback tonight, her absolute terror as she relived the car crash, was a stark reminder that the scars ran deep for both of them.
This was bigger than she, or even Sadie, could handle on their own. Julianna was going to need to call in a therapist. The very thought of it made her feel sick. Despite what she’d been through with Preston, the gaslighting and infidelities, Julianna had stayed as far away from therapy as a person possibly could. She prided herself on it.
She could never forgive her brother for this.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“Can I get you anything else?” the young man behind the Dunkin Donuts counter asked.
“Um, four egg wraps, please,” Sadie said. 
Fernando gave her a puzzled look as they moved to the side to wait for their iced coffees and the wraps. 
“What?” Sadie squirmed under his intense stare. 
“When did you start eating egg wraps?” 
Sadie stiffened, crossing her arms in front of her. “I haven’t. But Jadyn loves them, and Julianna never remembers to eat lunch.” 
“You’re buying your boss and the kid food?” Fernando’s tone was incredulous.
“They like them.” Sadie edged out of the way of a man in running gear, who took his coffee without so much as a thank you or an excuse me as he nearly knocked Sadie onto her ass. 
“I’m sure a lot of people do,” Fernando remarked as he glared at the runner, “but why are you spending your own money? Or do you have Miss Permafrost’s credit card now?” 
“Don’t call her that,” Sadie whispered through gritted teeth.  
“If the name fits.” Fernando grabbed his ice coffee from the server. 
“It doesn’t. I’ll have you know she’s nothing like what people say.” She retrieved her coffee and the small bag of hot wraps before making her way toward the exit. 
Fernando snaked ahead and held the door open for her. “Are you grabbing a bus, or do you have time to walk to Cleveland Circle for the T? With all your working, do you still remember what you call that thing in the sky?” 
Sadie laughed. “I think it’s the sun, and yes, let’s walk.” 
“Permafrost won’t mind?” 
With a disdainful glance, she swallowed some ice coffee. “I told you she’s not like that.”
“What’s she like then?”  
“She’s surprising,” Sadie said after a moment of thought, not sure how to explain her answer.
“How so?”
The corners of her lips twitched as she thought of the way Julianna would listen to Sadie’s ideas and opinions, deferring to her expertise on childrearing in a way no client had ever done before. Or the way her smile would brighten her face when Jadyn said something funny. Which was all the time because the kid was hilarious. Or the way the woman’s eyes would get a little sad when she spoke about her brother, making Sadie want to wrap her arms around Julianna and protect her from the world.
But she couldn’t say that to Fernando. He would definitely take it the wrong way.
“Like, she knows nothing about kids,” Sadie offered instead. “Never had any plans to have them, in fact. But she makes time for her niece. Last weekend, for instance, we spent the day at the zoo.” 
“You were working on the weekend?” Fernando gave her a skeptical look as he pushed the walk button before proceeding to cross with the crowd of pedestrians even though the light hadn’t changed yet.
“Do you even look before you cross?” Sadie asked, exasperated as she tried to catch up with him after having waited for the white walk signal.
“Boston rules, Pep. If people outnumber cars, it’s okay to go. Or has all that time you’re spending in the suburbs made you soft?”
“Who you calling soft?” Sadie nudged her friend with her elbow. “It’s not like I live there.”
“You still haven’t said why you were at the zoo with them on your day off.” His voice sliced through the air like a razor.
“It’s my job.” 
“On the weekends?” Fernando scoffed. “Your boss isn’t scoring any points here, just so you know.”
“Jadyn feels more comfortable when both of us are there.” Sadie’s heart clenched as she recalled the way the little girl had sobbed after her most recent nightmare, clinging to Sadie like she was a piece of driftwood in the middle of a vast ocean of fear.
“I don’t know. I think both of them might be more comfortable having you there. Who doesn’t want their own personal servant waiting on them hand and foot?” 
“I’m not their servant. The other night, Julianna⁠—”  
“Whoa, you call her by her first name?” His tone carried a hint of incredulity, as if he couldn’t quite fathom the unfolding situation.
“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I? What do you call your boss?” 
“To his face or behind his back?” 
Sadie laughed, knowing Fernando was all bark and no bite. “Look; I get the public image of Julianna isn’t the best, but trust me when I say she’s nothing like what the late-night comedians say. Frankly, I’m offended you believe them. The source of the stories is her estranged husband, and men always try to paint their soon-to-be-exes as frigid and stupid. She’s neither of those things. She’s amazing.”
As soon as she saw the way Fernando’s expression morphed at that one word, Sadie realized she shouldn’t have said it. At least, not out loud. 
He seized her arm, stopping her on the sidewalk. “Hold it right there, my friend. Tell me the truth. Are you hot for your boss?” 
“I absolutely am not hot for my boss.” Sadie stammered, desperately trying to wiggle her arm free from Fernando’s grip. She could feel the heat rising to her cheeks, a telltale sign of embarrassment. But not because he was right, of course. Only because he had dared make such an accusation.
He let go of her arm, but his stare penetrated hers. “Shit. You are. Girl, you know better than to fall for a straight woman. You trying to ruin your life again?” 
“I’m not,” Sadie protested, almost wishing she’d never told Fernando about her history.
“You’ve done it twice,” Fernando scolded, clearly not about to let it go.
“The second one doesn’t count.” Because the first one shredded her heart, never to recover.
“Still. Three times and you’re out. Maybe it’s time you move on from this job. Have that agency of yours find something new for you.”
“I told you I can’t keep doing that. My lack of long-term work is starting to look bad. I need to commit for a while.” Was she trying to convince herself or Fernando?
“That’ll be the day,” Fernando said with a snort, but then his eyes grew wide. “Unless you’re talking about relationship stuff.”
“This has nothing to do with a relationship. I’m a professional. I mean, let’s suppose you’re right⁠—”
“I am right.”
“No, you aren’t. There’s no way you know what’s going on. But for the sake of the argument, let’s say I was hot for Julianna. I would never act on that. No way. That’s a line I’ve never crossed, and I don’t plan on doing that now. Not when everything is going so well.” 
“Meaning?” 
“Steady paycheck,” Sadie supplied. “July first is almost here, but I’ve already paid the rent for the month. Admittedly, that took a big chunk out of it. But I have a great thing going. I’m not going to do something stupid. No way. This job is going to see me through the summer.” 
“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Fernando’s eyes flickered with doubt.
“What’s going on with you?” Sadie said quickly, eager to change the subject. “Did you get into the hair academy.” 
His gaze skittered across the street as if the small, blue house they were passing was as fascinating as a work of art. “I signed a new contract for the fall. I’m going back to the classroom.” 
“I knew it!” She shook a victorious finger in the air. “You love teaching. It’s in your blood. I told you you’d never give it up.” 
“No,” Fernando said with a pout. “I love hair, but they couldn’t fill my spot at the school with all the teacher shortages right now.” 
“And the kids need you.” Sadie’s tone softened. “I get that. Just like Jadyn needs me.” 
“And Jul⁠—”
“Nuh-uh.” She pressed a finger to his lips. “Knock it off.” 
“Only if you do me a favor.” As they approached another intersection, Fernando pressed the walk button again. This time, he waited while the hand flashed red.
“Why would I do you a favor?” 
“Because you love me and can’t say no.” 
Sadie rolled her eyes heavenward. “I hate that you’re right. What?” 
“Look for a new job.”
“What?” Sadie nearly choked on her drink.
“I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
“I won’t. And, for your information, I’m already looking for the fall. I interviewed for that year-long sub position. I think it went well. Can you trust me?” 
“I want to. I hope you know that. Maybe I’m reading into things. Besides, I miss hanging out with you. Walking to the train together on your way to work doesn’t count as quality friend time.” 
“I’m sorry. I’ll be better. I promise.” The screech of the approaching train’s brakes filled her with guilt. “Let’s do dinner next week.” 

“Sadie!” Dressed in shorts and a tank top, Jadyn ran across the small patch of grass in front of the community center building, a large piece of paper clutched in her hand. 
“Hello, Miss Jadyn.” Sadie returned the kid’s hug, warmed by the child’s enthusiasm. “How was your art camp today? Was it a good end to the week?” 
“We learned perspective,” Jadyn replied, stumbling only slightly over the long word. 
“Now there’s a valuable lesson,” came a woman’s voice from behind them. “Can you teach me?”
“Aunt Julianna!” Jadyn let go of Sadie to throw her arms around Julianna, pressing her cheek against her aunt’s midsection. 
“I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” Or to see you dressed like this, Sadie completed the thought in her head.
While Julianna, as the CEO of her gaming startup, usually dressed better than the tech geeks she employed to develop the software, today she’d gone full C-suite. Sadie swallowed as she tried not to let her eyes travel down Julianna’s slim-fitting pencil skirt to her impossibly long legs or get distracted by the bare shoulders that peeked out from her sleeveless silk blouse. 
Surely, there’d been a jacket with this ensemble at some point. Despite it being in the upper eighties and full sun, Sadie really wished her boss was still wearing it.
“Didn’t you get my text?” Julianna spoke over Jadyn’s head, not letting go of her niece. The behavior reinforced one of the many things Sadie admired about her boss. Despite her lack of experience with children, Julianna seemed to understand how much Jadyn needed love and reassurance, never pushing her away.
Frowning, Sadie pulled her phone from the pocket of her knee-length sundress, squinting in the bright light to see the new text alert. “It must have come when I was on the train, and I didn’t realize it.”
“I thought I’d sent it early enough, but I wasn’t thinking about how long it takes to get from Brighton to Cambridge by public transportation,” Julianna said in an apologetic tone. “I was trying to spare you the trip. I had a meeting with a potential investor that ended early. Since you’ve been putting in really long hours these past few weeks, I thought you might want a Friday afternoon to yourself.” 
Releasing her aunt from the hug, Jadyn spun around toward Sadie. “But you promised we could go to the park.”
“I can take you, Jay,” Julianna assured the child as she smoothed her braided hair. Sadie couldn’t help but smile as she recalled teaching Julianna how to do this hairstyle at the beginning of the week. She was becoming a natural. 
“But Sadie promised to go.” Jadyn’s bottom lip trembled. “Promises aren’t meant to be broken.”
“Why don’t we all go?” Sadie suggested, hating to see Jadyn upset. 
“Can we?” Jadyn asked Julianna, clasping her hands together in a pleading gesture. 
“Of course, if Sadie doesn’t mind. Let’s head home, drop off your artwork, and I can change into something more comfortable while we’re at it.” 
Sadie wasn’t sure whether to cheer or weep. She loved the sight of Julianna in a skirt and heels. Sure, it wasn’t practical for a neighborhood park, but...
Oh, crap. She could almost hear Fernando taunting her right now. Could she truly continue to say with a straight face that she didn’t have the hots for her boss with thoughts like that roaming around in her head untamed? 
“Look!” Jadyn pointed. “A dog!” 
“So it is.” Sadie did her best to keep the turmoil inside her from showing on her face as Julianna sought to exchange a worried look.
“The dog thing again?” Julianna asked in a whisper.
Meanwhile, Jadyn put a finger in her mouth to make a popping sound. “Another dog! Can I pet it?” 
“Always ask the owner first,” Sadie cautioned. 
“Excuse me?” Jadyn said to the elderly woman who held the dog’s leash. “May I pet your dog?” 
“She gets insulted when people don’t,” the woman told Jadyn with a grin.
“I’m never going to have a minute of rest until she gets a damn dog, am I?” Julianna muttered, but there was a softness in the way she spoke that betrayed her affection for Jadyn.
“She’s so soft.” Jadyn sat on the sidewalk as the dog squirmed and licked her face, making her giggle. “Can we go to a pet store?” She smartly added, “Just to look.”
“I don’t want to support puppy mills,” Julianna explained as if speaking to an adult.
Jadyn nodded like she understood. More than likely, the dog licking her face had been enough of a distraction to get her off track.
It was moments like this when Sadie could barely believe this was the same kid who screamed out in terror during the night, reliving the most terrible moment of her life. How could darkness like that penetrate such happiness? While Sadie knew deep down that what Jadyn had been through would never leave her, she also knew that love and happiness had the power to heal wounds, even if they couldn’t erase them completely.
If Fernando could see this, he’d understand that the long hours Sadie had been putting in had everything to do with helping this innocent child heal. And nothing to do with her smoking hot aunt.
Sure, keep telling yourself that.  
“Okay, Jadyn. We should let the dog finish her walk.” Julianna said thank you to the owner as she took her niece by the hand. 
“I just love dogs.” With her free hand, Jadyn reached for Sadie’s. 
“Oh? I hadn’t noticed,” Sadie teased.
Julianna chuckled quietly, a sound that made Sadie’s belly do a somersault.
Shit. She was a goner. 
Sadie pushed the thought out of her head as quickly as it had come. She was a professional. No matter how attractive Julianna might be, and she objectively was, there was no way Sadie would ever cross that line. She had a job to do, and it was in the best interest of Jadyn’s well-being to keep things strictly professional. She was here to care for the kid, not pursue a romantic relationship with the kid’s aunt.
Her straight aunt, Sadie reminded herself in the harshest possible tone, finally managing to stifle her errant thoughts. The first time she’d fallen for a straight girl, it had cost her a family. The second time hadn’t been nearly as bad, but it hurt enough. Fernando was right. Three strikes and she’d be out.
By the time they reached the house, Jadyn had talked nonstop for five minutes about the type of dog she’d get, finishing with, “Not too tall, but not tiny. Soft. Button nose. And loves walks!” 
“Sounds like the perfect dog.” Julianna hung her bag on the hook inside the entryway. 
“If I find us the perfect one, can we keep it?” Jadyn had her hands pressed together, her eyes pleading. 
“Mmm,” her aunt grunted, a sound that could be interpreted to mean whatever you liked.
“I’m hungry,” Jadyn said, changing topics at breakneck speed.
“I almost forgot. I got you both some egg wraps from Dunkin.” Sadie held up the paper bag. “Why don’t I pop these in the microwave so you can eat before we go to the park?” 
“Hooray!” Jadyn ran to the table. 
“You’re always saving me,” Julianna whispered, making the hairs on the back of Sadie’s neck stand up in a not at all unpleasant way. “As it happens, I’m also starving. I was so wrapped up in the business part of my lunch meeting I forgot to eat.” 
Sadie smiled, not trusting herself to speak. Her palms were suddenly sweaty, and she fumbled with the bag of egg wraps as she made her way to the kitchen. As Sadie placed the wraps on plates and started the microwave, she tried to ignore the way her heart fluttered and her whole body flushed.
Whatever this was, it was dangerous territory. It needed to stop.
As soon as the food was ready, it took all of one minute for Jadyn to devour the first wrap. 
“It’s not a competition, Jay,” Sadie told her gently. “No one’s going to take it away.” 
“A dog might. I have to practice, just in case.” As if to placate her, Jadyn took a daintier bite of the second wrap. “I wouldn’t mind, though. I’d be okay sharing my snack. How can anyone get mad at a dog?” 
“Who’s ready for the park?” Julianna entered the room, wearing linen capri pants and a light, flowing blouse. On the plus side, this one had sleeves. On the other hand, it happened to be see-through enough that Sadie could trace the outline of Julianna’s bra with her eyes.
God help me.
“Me! Me!” Jadyn jumped up from the table, shoved the remaining wrap into her mouth, and ran to the door. 
“I can’t remember that far back, but did I run all the time when I was her age?” Julianna asked Sadie as they followed Jadyn outside, heading for the park. 
“Most kids do.” It was all Sadie could do to force her eyes to remain firmly fixed on the sidewalk ahead of her instead of glued to the delicate curve of Julianna’s neck, which was exposed now that her strawberry curls had been pulled into a loose bun.
Things were getting more desperate by the second.
“I don’t remember being a kid,” Julianna said thoughtfully, seeming lost in a fog of memories as she munched on the egg wrap.
“Come on. You’re not that old.” Sadie hoped her joke would lighten the mood and reduce the tension that was building inside her, threatening to snap.
But Julianna didn’t laugh. Perhaps because she was woofing the second wrap.
After finishing the last bite, she said, “I wasn’t referring to my age. It’s just when I think back, I remember being left alone a lot, taking care of myself. Both my parents worked. Dad had two jobs. When I was about Jay’s age, I was already making dinner for when they got home.” 
Sadie wanted to ask how Julianna’s brother had fit into this domestic scene, but she didn’t dare. Any mention of Jadyn’s father led to a look of melancholy in the woman’s eyes that Sadie couldn’t bear.
“There’s a dog!” Jadyn pointed across the street. 
“Another one?” Julianna seemed about to say something else, perhaps reaching her limit of dog talk for the day, but then Jadyn ran toward the slides, climbing the tallest one.
“Look at me, Aunt Julianna!” Jadyn shouted.
“You’re very brave!” Julianna called back.
Jadyn slid down the twisting plastic tube and immediately climbed back up. 
“I was thinking that maybe it’s time”—Julianna waved for Sadie to take a seat on the bench—“for a change.” 
Shit. Sadie went cold and numb inside. Was this Julianna’s way of telling her she was being fired? Maybe Julianna had sensed Sadie had the hots for her and was smart enough to put a stop to it all before things could spiral out of control. 
“What type of change?” Sadie squeaked.
“Jadyn’s room. Do you think we should paint it a different color?” Nervous laughter accompanied the question, causing Sadie’s muscles to lose some of their tension. 
“I’m not sure,” Sadie said slowly, her lips twitching with humor. “Would it even be legal? You literally have no color in your house. I was beginning to think you had a homeowner’s association controlling the inside as well as out.” 
“It really is that bad, isn’t it?” Julianna grimaced. “You have to understand when Preston and I bought the house, the place was practically falling down. We fixed it up as best we could between a limited budget and insane work hours. But when the company took off and we had more money, he insisted we move to a bigger house in a more impressive zip code.”
“Why didn’t you sell it?”
“I refused to. I’d loved it since we first saw it, and I couldn’t let the place go. Preston hired a designer who redid it completely for use as a corporate apartment.” There was a long sigh, making it clear exactly what Julianna thought of the results. “When we separated, I moved back in, much to Preston’s annoyance. But I haven’t had the time—or the energy—to deal with it.”
“I shouldn’t have teased you about it,” Sadie said, remorseful for having hit on what was obviously a sore point. “It’s a beautiful house.”
“It’s soulless,” Julianna argued. “I don’t mind admitting it. I don’t want Jadyn to feel like she’s living in a hotel, you know? Her therapist seems to think fixing up Jay’s room would be a good idea.” 
“You finally had the first appointment?” Sadie smiled encouragingly, having sensed that Julianna was not naturally a therapy kind of person. “How did it go?”
“Okay, I guess. She said Jadyn needs more permanence.”
“In that case, let her pick the color. It’ll make it feel more like her room. I know I would’ve loved that at Jadyn’s age.” If only she’d had a room of her own. Or a home. Or a family. But it was too nice a day to ruin it by dwelling on the past.
“In the beginning, I loved that house,” Julianna said, her tone taking on a dream-like quality as she reminisced. “I didn’t have a big budget, but I made it my own. You won’t believe this, but it had character. Preston was proud of it. Then things got more complicated.”
“They often do,” Sadie remarked, surprised at how openly Julianna was talking about her ex today. Usually, she clammed up and became sour the moment his name was mentioned. Not that Sadie could blame her. From what she’d seen in the media, the guy was a tool.
“He wasn’t always the way he is now,” Julianna said as if reading Sadie’s mind. “The bigger the company got, the less he wanted to be himself. It got in his head he had to be something he wasn’t. I’m afraid to admit I let him convince me to change myself. Do you know I didn’t wear heels when I was with him?” 
“But you wear them almost every day.” Not that Sadie had noticed or anything.
“I love wearing them. They make me feel powerful.” 
“You should keep wearing them.” Because you look incredible, Sadie wanted to add but didn’t. “I think it’d help both of you to make the house your own again. Forget about Preston. Reclaim it.” 
“You’re right. I should.” Julianna’s gaze landed on Sadie for several long seconds. “Maybe it’s high time I did something with the spare room, too. Turned it into an actual bedroom again. Make it more comfortable for—people.” 
Sadie wanted to know what word Julianna corrected from, but she couldn’t exactly press. Sadie had stayed in the room many nights now. Was it her comfort Julianna was thinking about? Or was that just wishful thinking?



CHAPTER NINE
Julianna stood in front of the fully stocked snack table in the break room, pondering her options. Did she want a bag of chips or an apple? That was a no-brainer. She wanted the chips. But the apple was clearly the better choice.
If she had it her way, the fruit bowl would be the only thing available. Unfortunately, her fledgling company was still too small for a full office of their own, and while it was great that the co-working space they occupied offered access to a variety of snacks, it also meant that the amount of temptation wasn’t entirely under her control. If there was one thing Julianna hated, it was not having control.
“Have you seen this?” Kate entered the break room, waving a magazine. 
Julianna stood with an apple in one hand and a bag of chips in the other, frozen in place. She could just make out the magazine’s title: Vanity Fair. Which meant this must be the edition with her interview in it. Her heart lurched into her throat as she let the bag of chips fall back onto the counter.
“Oh God,” she groaned, instantly terrified she’d made a complete fool of herself in it. What had she been thinking, letting a major national publication interview her when she was already the butt of jokes for comedians and shock jocks everywhere?
“Don’t worry. The article wasn’t a hit job, like you feared. It’s fantastic. And just look at this photo of you.” Kate’s eyes bulged. “One word: gorgeous.”
Julianna pried her eyes open to stare at her image. “Huh. I don’t look half bad.” 
“You look hot, Boss,” Kate said with a teasing grin. “And more important, you look powerful.” 
“Powerful,” Julianna said the word as if she’d never heard it before and wanted to know what it meant. For all her years of experience, this was the first time seeing her own face in the spotlight instead of her husband’s. “Do you think Kami Games will see this?” 
“It’s possible my connection over there will ensure they do.” 
Julianna grinned before biting into the apple. “Maybe I should cancel the upcoming trip to the beach house.” 
“No, you can’t do that,” her assistant said firmly. “Not only will it crush Jadyn, but you canceled your last vacation. You’re not a robot with only work as a mission. You’re allowed to have a life outside of work.” 
“I guess. But, what does one do at a beach for two weeks? That’s fourteen days.” Julianna felt compelled to spell out the math as if Kate didn’t realize how ridiculous the number was. “I know Jadyn deserves a summer trip. Her therapist said so. And I don’t want to deprive her of that, but maybe I should have just arranged a weekend instead.” 
“From what I’ve heard about your niece, she’ll keep you busy.” 
“True.” Julianna sighed, knowing there was no way to wiggle out of this. At least Sadie would be there. Everything was a little easier when she was around. “But what if people start talking about the article? In a bad way, that is. I should be here to handle the fallout.” 
Kate shook her head slowly, as if trying to solve a riddle. “How do you do that with every win?” 
Julianna frowned as she took a big bite from her apple. “Do what?” 
“Turn a victory into a catastrophe. Not every good thing will stab you in the back or bite you in the ass when you’re not looking.” 
“I don’t do that.” Julianna swiped her hand along her chin to catch a droplet of juice that had dribbled from her lips.
Did she do that? 
But Kate didn’t press. Sadie would have dug just enough to get Julianna to open up, admit to her overthinking and self-sabotaging tendencies. Julianna wasn’t sure which approach she preferred. Was it better to be allowed to pretend that she had it all together, or to confront her nagging doubts and weaknesses head-on?
“Do I need to confirm your rental in Hampton Beach?” Kate already had her phone in hand, poised to take care of it if Julianna said the word. 
Julianna shook her head. “Sadie’s taken care of the details already, and confirmed with the painters who will be working inside the house while we’re gone.” 
“You’re taking the nanny on your vacation?” Kate sounded surprised. 
“Are you kidding me? I can’t survive without her. Not for two weeks.” A shudder tore through Julianna at the very thought of being left as a single parent for that long. 
“Sounds like I have competition.” Kate laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes, and Julianna wondered if her assistant was jealous. 
“Lucky for you, Sadie has no desire to work in an office.” Not that they’d talked about that, but Julianna was pretty confident she was right in her assessment. Sadie was too good at working with kids to waste her talents behind a desk all day.
“I hope it stays that way.” Kate gave a forced laugh, and Julianna made a mental note to make sure she praised her assistant more in the future, just to keep her from feeling neglected. “You’ve been different since they came into your life.” 
“They?” 
“Jadyn and the nanny.” 
“Sadie,” Julianna supplied, even though she knew Kate was fully aware of the woman’s name. “Well, of course, I reckon I am different. Everything’s changed, hasn’t it?”
“I suppose so,” Kate conceded. “At least until the fall when Jadyn goes to Applewild. Has her acceptance letter come yet?”
“Not yet.” Julianna bit down on her lip, an uncomfortable feeling coming over her at the thought of the boarding school she’d contacted on Jadyn’s behalf.
“Having second thoughts?” Kate lifted an eyebrow. “I hear it’s an excellent school, and one of only a dozen or so schools of its kind that take kids so young.”
“It comes highly recommended,” Julianna agreed, a hollow feeling in her chest. “I would have loved a place like that in my youth. It’s just—nine years old seems a bit younger now than when Jadyn first arrived.”
“What are you thinking? Five day boarding instead of seven?” Kate frowned. “You can’t mean you’re thinking of keeping her at home in the fall.”
“The summer’s gone okay,” Julianna argued, bristling at her assistant’s obvious lack of confidence in her parenting abilities.
“So far. With the help of a nanny who seems to be at your beck and call twenty-four hours a day.” Kate shot her a stern look. “You know, you can’t keep expecting that kind of dedication. There are labor laws. She could sue.”
“She’s not going to sue.”
“You seem pretty sure of that,” Kate said slowly, her eyes narrowing. “Is there more to this nanny situation?” 
“How so?”
“The more you talk about her, the less it sounds like another employee and more like… something else.”
“We’ve developed a friendship of sorts over the past two months, if that’s what you mean. But nothing unprofessional.” Julianna straightened up to maximize her height advantage, suddenly feeling under attack. “Why are you even asking about this?” 
“Honestly? You seem smitten.” 
“Smitten?” Julianna laughed at the absurdity of this accusation. “Don’t be ridiculous. First of all, I’m straight. Always have been.”
“She’s not, though,” Kate pointed out.
“Yes, but I’m pretty sure both parties need to be interested for anything to happen. I highly doubt Sadie is interested in me.” An emptiness gnawed at her core, but it had nothing to do with Sadie. Life had been beating Julianna over the head.
“And you wouldn’t be interested in her, either.” Kate’s suspicious gaze made Julianna realize that was what she should have said all along. “Funny that you didn’t lead with that, though.”
“It goes without saying.”
“Does it?” Kate raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “You know, I argued with people for months about not being interested in Bruce. Now look at me.” She held up her left hand with the wedding band shining on her ring finger. “Life has a funny way of surprising us.”
“That would be one hell of a surprise.” Even as Julianna said it, her cheeks flushed. With embarrassment, surely. Because she hated it when anyone scrutinized her personal life. “I’m not smitten. It’s just—she’s intriguing.”
“Intriguing?” Kate repeated, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “That’s how it started with Bruce, too.”
“Stop trying to twist things. I just mean, she cares about how my day was. She makes sure I have something to eat. She’s always guessing what I need before I know what I want.” 
“She sounds like the perfect wife.”
Julianna rolled her eyes at her assistant’s teasing. “I’m serious, Kate. It’s not like that. She’s just genuinely kind and attentive. It’s refreshing, that’s all.”
Returning to her office, Julianna shifted in her seat, unable to get comfortable. Her mind swirled with conflicting thoughts and emotions as she replayed her conversation in the break room. She had always considered herself straight, never once questioning her sexuality. So why was Kate so insistent on the idea that she might be interested in Sadie?
If Julianna wasn’t straight, she’d know. She wouldn’t need someone else to tell her. Would she? No, of course she wouldn’t. Kate had good instincts when it came to business, but that didn’t make her a mind reader. Whatever the woman thought she was seeing, it wasn’t there. At forty years old, Julianna certainly knew at least that much about herself.
But the very suggestion was unsettling for some reason, and Julianna hated to feel that way. After her split from Preston, she had built her life on stability and predictability, carefully constructing a world where everything was in its proper place. She wasn’t about to destroy all that hard work by dwelling on answering questions that didn’t need to be asked in the first place.

“What in the world is all this?” Standing in front of the closet in Preston’s old study, Sadie pulled out a plastic tub and added it to a growing stack. “There’s even more in the back.” 
Bending low, Sadie reached for another box, her T-shirt riding up her back as her leggings stretched taught across her rear end.
Julianna’s mind went blank for a second, her eyes glued to Sadie’s backside. The exposed skin wasn’t pale like Julianna’s own would be, but lightly tanned in a way that suggested the woman had spent a great deal of time outside wearing much less than she was right now. An image of Sadie in a bikini at the pool the day after they’d met flashed into Julianna’s mind, nearly causing her to drop the box she was holding.
Had she ogled Sadie that time, too? Because she definitely was doing so now.
Heat rising in her cheeks, Julianna quickly averted her gaze. This was Kate’s fault. Their recent conversation was making Julianna’s brain short circuit.
Turning to look at Julianna from the depths of the closet, Sadie snapped her fingers. “Earth to Julianna. Are you keeping this stuff, or is it to get rid of?” 
“What? Oh… um… I think these are all the old gaming consoles and the like.”  
“You’re not kidding when you say all.” Sadie stressed the last word. “There are over half a dozen boxes. Is this Preston’s collection?”
“I’m sure he’d like to think so.” Julianna hugged the box in her hands close to her chest. “But these are all mine. I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for retro gaming. The classics like Mario Kart and Zelda. Well before your time.”
“A lot of these are before your time, too. I think you have every gaming system since the cave woman days.” Sadie’s eyes lit up as she peeked inside one of the boxes. “No way! Is this an original Atari 2600?”
“Wow, you know your vintage consoles.” A smile tugged at the corners of Julianna’s lips as she watched Sadie delicately lift the ancient console out of the box, her fingers running over the faded wood paneling. “My dad bought that one when it first came out, four years before I was born.”
“Most of the foster homes I was in didn’t have much in the way of video games, but one of them did have an Atari just like this one. When I was in college, I used to hang out at Fernando’s house on the weekends. They had a Play Station 4 and an Xbox, plus every game imaginable. Or at least I thought so, until I saw your collection. He’d try to get me to play, but⁠—” 
“What? Not into games?” 
“No, I enjoy gaming well enough. I could never relate to the ones he and his siblings liked, though. I’m not into explosions and violence. Life has enough darkness. Why drown in it?” Sadie placed the Atari back into the box with the same care one might show a fragile artifact. Considering it was over forty years old, that was just about what it was.
“I can’t tell you how many hours I played Pong growing up,” Julianna said, a wistful tone in her voice as she reminisced. “There was a lot more sophisticated stuff available by then, but it was my dad’s favorite. It was something we used to do together. He wasn’t the type to take me to Girl Scout meetings⁠—” 
“Back up there a second.” Sadie’s eyebrows shot up. “You were a Girl Scout?” 
“Hard no,” Julianna quickly corrected. “I didn’t go for all that girly stuff.”
Even as she said it, Julianna couldn’t help wondering if there was a slippery slope that led from eschewing feminine pursuits as a child to suddenly developing a crush on her niece’s nanny as a grown woman. Was this a sign she’d overlooked?
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Sadie informed her without a moment of hesitation. 
“What does that mean?” The words came out more harshly than Julianna intended. Oh God, maybe this was a sign. Maybe the only one who’d failed to see it was her.
Sadie took a small step back. “Considering you started a gaming company, I just assumed you spent more time with boys than girls.” 
“You’re right about that.” Feeling foolish for her overreaction, Julianna busied herself by lifting the lid to one of the boxes. It was filled to the brim with game cartridges. “I can’t believe I forgot all of these were here.” 
“When’s the last time you played with any of them?” 
Julianna paused, trying to picture it, before giving up with a shrug. “Forever ago.” 
“Do you not like gaming anymore?” Sadie’s tone was incredulous, like she couldn’t fathom anyone losing interest in something so dear to them. 
“I do. I think.” Julianna hesitated, her fingers tracing the edge of one of the old cartridges. “It went from being a hobby to a job. Preston was the one who’d always be playing games in his office. It was part of his shtick. He was the goofy, fun one.”
“He didn’t let you have fun?”
“It’s not that he didn’t allow it, but one of us had to be the adult. I got mired in running the company, overseeing all the development deadlines, marketing plans, you name it. And before I knew it, gaming felt more like a chore than a source of joy.” Julianna sighed heavily. “That’s what happens when you work for a living. The fun gets left in the dust.” 
Sadie nodded in understanding. “It’s easy to lose sight of why we love something when we get caught up in the responsibilities that come with it. But that doesn’t mean you can’t rediscover the joy you used to feel.”
Did Julianna used to experience joy? Had she ever been lighthearted? Entertaining to be around? Or had she always been a hard-ass everyone talked about as being a bitch? 
“I’m not sure I remember what that feels like,” she admitted after a long pause. “All those years before Preston Innovations took off, I had to keep everything afloat. My ex couldn’t stay focused on anything business-related. Yet everyone loved being around him. They thought it was amazing he’d be gaming while on video calls with clients. Like he was such a genius he could multi-task better than anyone. When in reality, I was off to the side, taking notes and running everything.”
“You always had to be the responsible one,” Sadie finished for her, her voice sympathetic. “Even now, taking care of Jadyn when no one else in your family can do it, you’re the one who steps up. I really admire you for that.”
“You do?” Julianna swallowed, her voice catching slightly at the unexpected praise as a strange warmth bloomed in her chest.
“I really do. I know what it’s like to be in Jadyn’s situation. What you’re doing for her, taking her in and giving her a real home, it’s the most important thing in the world. But you can’t let yourself become so weighed down by meeting everyone else’s expectations that you lose sight of yourself.”
Uncertain what to say, Julianna stared into the bin of games, a pang of longing deep inside her for that time in her past when she could lose herself in the thrill of competition and camaraderie. Duty was a heavy burden she had carried for so long she was no longer sure she knew how to put it down.
Julianna reached for a plastic case buried at the bottom of the bin, its cover worn from years of neglect. Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas. It was an old favorite from her college days. She hadn’t played it in years.
“Oh my God. Is that for Play Station 2? Fernando would go nuts if he knew you had that.” 
“That’s the rainbow guy right?” Julianna cringed inwardly at the awkwardness of her phrasing, hoping Sadie wouldn’t take offense. “Your friend, that is.”
“More like family, really,” Sadie said with warmth in her tone. “If you ever want to get back into some gaming, I can invite Fernando over.” 
“Will he paint his controller rainbow?” 
“If you let him, yes.” Sadie chuckled more to herself. “Jadyn would love Fernando. I haven’t met one kid who doesn’t.” 
“Jadyn.” It struck Julianna that even though she was surrounded by boxes of gaming equipment, it hadn’t even occurred to her that her niece might enjoy some of these old games. “I wonder if she’s ever played any of these.” 
“Are we still taking all the boxes to the basement?” Sadie placed the lid on the bin and gave it a tap to make sure it was closed. 
“While the work is being done on the room, but let’s make them easy to get to.” Julianna’s eyes swept the room that had once been her husband’s study, suddenly picturing a new purpose for it. In addition to a guest room for when Sadie stayed over, it might make one hell of a game room.
“I’d better get started taking these down.” Sadie hefted one of the containers, her T-shirt once again riding up to expose her tanned abdomen.
“I’ll take one down in a second.” In her haste to look away before a glance turned into a stare, Julianna narrowly missed clocking her head on a low-hanging light fixture. Even the glimpse of skin she’d gotten was enough to send a jolt of something almost electric through her.
“Be careful! You can’t injure yourself before our vacation has even started.”
Damn it. Julianna really needed to get this—whatever this was—under control before spending two weeks with this woman at a beach house where there would be no escape.
Julianna rummaged through one of the boxes, mostly to avoid looking Sadie in the eye. “I might see if I can combine some of this. I need a sturdy container to bring my work stuff to Hampton Beach.” 
“An entire bin of work stuff on vacation? No one can say you don’t know how to have a good time.” Sadie offered a soft smile, and it was all Julianna could do to tear her eyes away from those pink lips. 
Why had Kate gone and put these ideas into her head? Everything had been fine before that.
Once Sadie was out of the room, Julianna let out a long breath. After emptying one of the boxes, she started downstairs with a full bin ready for storage. As she reached the entryway, the mail slot rattled. A moment later, a thick white envelope plopped onto the tile floor. Setting down the bin in her arms, Julianna scooped up the envelope, her throat going dry. 
It was the enrollment packet from Applewild, the boarding school where Jadyn would be going in the fall. 
All at once, she could hear her father’s voice in her head, accusing her of throwing money at problems instead of doing the hard work. Was that what she was doing now? Her father had been clear during their calls. Sending Jadyn back after the summer wasn’t an option. That was when Julianna had settled on Plan B.
And what would Sadie think if she knew Julianna’s plan was to send Jadyn away to school? After all the praise and admiration Sadie had showered on Julianna for giving Jadyn a real home, the thought of her finding out about the boarding school decision made Julianna’s stomach twist with guilt.
At the sound of footsteps coming up the basement stairs, Julianna quickly stuffed the envelope into the laptop bag that was hanging in the entryway, hoping to avoid the topic for now. She picked up the bin and tried to wipe the guilty look from her face before Sadie saw it.
“Let me take that for you.” As Sadie took the box from Julianna, their fingers brushed, sending a shiver down Julianna’s spine. She forced a smile, hoping Sadie wouldn’t notice the way her body sparked at the brief touch.
“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Julianna said, her voice a little too breathless.
Sadie raised an eyebrow at Julianna’s reaction but didn’t comment as she headed back toward the basement door, leaving Julianna with the impossible task of collecting her wits.
Sadie was the nanny. An employee. Julianna shouldn’t care what she thought about Jadyn’s schooling. Nor should she nearly pass out from a simple brush of the woman’s hand against hers. Was she losing her mind?
Or was it actually possible that she was, as her assistant had put it, smitten?
Dear God, why did Kate have to put these ridiculous notions into Julianna’s head?



CHAPTER TEN
“Will there be sharks? I love sharks.” Jadyn danced around Sadie as they entered the beach rental, energy seeming to overflow from every pore.
“I hope not,” Sadie replied with a pretend shudder, though she was laughing inside at the kid’s enthusiasm. “Sharks are not my idea of a good time at the beach.”
“I don’t know about that,” Julianna said as she battled to fit her suitcase through the front door. “Frankly, the world could use more sharks and fewer people. People ruin everything.”
“They do?” Jadyn’s eyes were wide, and Sadie could see the gears turning in her young mind. Time to redirect to something more kid-appropriate.
“Your Aunt Julianna was exaggerating.” Not that Sadie completely disagreed with the sentiment, but it hardly seemed wise to turn an innocent nine-year-old into a total grump. “You just have to choose what people you have in your life. That’s the key to happiness.”
Julianna arched one ginger eyebrow but didn’t add her two cents to the conversation. It was probably for the best as Julianna had no idea how she would defend her position, considering she’d mostly chosen to be alone and didn’t have the first idea what the true key to happiness might be.
“I want to see the water.” Jadyn dumped her bag in the entryway and began hopping up and down. “I’ve never been to the ocean before.”
“You can see it from the window.” Julianna pointed toward the large bay window in the living room that offered a view of the sandy beach on the other side of the road, and the vast expanse of ocean beyond.
Jadyn ran to the window, pressing her nose against the glass to get a better look at the waves crashing against the shore. “It’s so big!” she exclaimed, her breath fogging up the window. “If I put on my bathing suit, can we go to the water?”
“Now?” Julianna glanced at her Apple watch with a look that Sadie recognized as one of subtle irritation. “It’s after four, and the beach is packed.”
Sadie watched Jadyn’s hopeful expression falter, her lips turning downward in a petulant pout. Before the little girl could voice her disappointment, Sadie stepped in. “Why don’t you take your bag to your room? It’s the second on the left. Change into some flip-flops so we can take a quick walk to the water, just to feel the sand and dip your toes in before we figure out what to do this evening.” Sadie gave Jadyn a don’t worry about Aunt Julianna grin.
As soon as they were alone, Julianna whispered, “I planned on getting work done tonight.”
“Vacation is about making memories,” Sadie whispered back with a playful wink. “You can work anytime, but moments like this while Jadyn is young are priceless.”
“I have a major deadline approaching,” Julianna argued.
Sadie raised an eyebrow. “We’re here to relax and enjoy ourselves. You work constantly. It’s not good for you.”
“We’re here for Jadyn’s mental health, not mine.”
Sadie studied the creases around Julianna’s eyes. “Are you sure about that? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you seem really tense. Would it kill you to relax?”
“Literally? Probably no. Professionally, it might. If you must know, I’m struggling with the Kami Games proposal.”
“Some time off may help you come up with an idea,” Sadie suggested, hesitating a moment before placing a comforting hand on Julianna’s shoulder. “You never know what a change of scenery can do for your creativity.”
“It’s not the idea that’s the problem.” Julianna sighed but made no effort to distance herself from Sadie’s touch. “I’ve had the idea for ages. But now that it’s finally time to implement it, I’m failing at every turn.”
“You’ve been putting in so many hours. Have you considered that you need to let your brain relax to refill your creativity?” Reluctantly, Sadie eased her hand from Julianna’s shoulder, conscious that if she didn’t do so now, she might become permanently glued there. “Sometimes stepping away from a project can give you the perspective you need to solve the problem.”
“Perhaps, except I don’t even know what the problem is. So how can I figure out how to fix it?” Julianna stared out at the ocean with a furrowed brow. “If I fail at this, I’ll be ruined. Not to mention it’ll add yet another punchline for the late-night hosts.”
“Do you know who Brandon Sanderson is?”
“The author? I’ve heard of him.”
“He’s one of the most prolific writers on the planet, but even he takes vacations. In fact, he recently announced a new secret project. Do you know how he came up with the idea for the book?”
“Tea leaves?” Julianna began searching in her laptop bag for God knows what. It was a nervous tick Sadie had noticed, something the woman did whenever a conversation was not going the way she wanted it to.
“As a matter of fact, he was sitting on a beach. Watching the waves and zoning out let his mind wander, which led to a new project.”
“That’s great for him, but as I said, I already know the project I want,” Julianna practically growled, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “I just have no idea how to execute it successfully. And with the deadline looming, I can’t afford to waste any more time trying to figure it out.”
Before Sadie could respond, Jadyn ran into the room. She wore a cover-up over her swimsuit and a pair of goggles on top of her head. A mesh bag clutched to her chest was filled with plastic sand castle molds that Sadie had found at the dollar store the previous week. “I’m ready!”
“Great job, Jay,” Sadie told the girl with a grin. “Your aunt and I need to get changed, and we’ll head out. We won’t be able to spend too much time on the beach⁠—”
“I know. Because Aunt Julianna needs to work.” Jadyn’s shoulders folded inward, her dejection impossible to miss.
“Actually, that isn’t the reason.” Julianna shook her head. “We won’t be able to stay on the beach too long because it’ll be too cold pretty soon, and I’m starving.”
Sadie wanted to give Julianna a thumbs-up in response to this sudden reversal but didn’t think that would go the way it was meant to. Even so, she was pleased that the usually stubborn woman appeared to be taking her advice to heart and trying to spend more time with her niece. She knew how important this vacation would be for the young girl, in part because Sadie had never had a family vacation herself growing up. This would be the first time Sadie spent more than a day at the beach.
After changing into a sundress, Sadie returned to the main area, skidding to a stop as she zeroed in on the laptop bag Julianna clutched in a similar fashion to the way Jadyn held her beach supplies. “Please tell me you’re not bringing that along.”
“What? I never go anywhere without this bag. What if I need to quickly hop on my computer while we’re out?”
“Do you know what the beach has?” Sadie demanded. “A lot of sand. Do you really think sand and laptops mix?”
Jadyn giggled.
Julianna’s stare intensified until she finally blinked, relenting. “Fine. I’ll leave it here. But I won’t be happy about it.”
After locking up the house, Sadie took Jadyn’s hand to cross the busy street to the beach. Dark clouds hung overhead. Jadyn didn’t seem to notice, but Julianna caught Sadie’s eyes to draw her attention to the lifeguard stand, where a yellow caution flag flapped in the wind. There were still many diehards in the water, but the crowds were thinning. It appeared a storm was imminent, the waves growing more violent with each crash against the shore.
“Hey, Jadyn, do you like video games?” Sadie pointed to an old-fashioned arcade on the boardwalk, hoping a distraction would shield the girl from disappointment at not getting to go in the water after all.
Jadyn’s eyes boggled. “Can we play?”
Right then a drop of rain hit Sadie on the nose, followed by another. “I think we’d better make a run for it.”
The three of them dashed toward the arcade, holding hands, with Julianna in the lead. They skidded through one of the many open doorways just as the skies opened, and it started pouring rain.
“Just in time,” Sadie said with a laugh. She held out her hand to take Jadyn’s spotted glasses, wiping the raindrops off with the edge of her skirt.
“Look at this place. They still take quarters.” Julianna stared awestruck at the change machine. “It’s like when I was a kid.”
“You played video games as a kid?” Jadyn asked, her tone implying she couldn’t believe her aunt had ever been a child, let alone one who hung out in arcades.
“You bet I did,” Julianna pointed to one of the games, her eyes lighting up. “Look over there. I haven’t seen that game in years.”
Sadie followed Julianna’s finger. “Which one? Q*bert or Ms. Pac-Man?”
“Both,” Julianna spoke with reverence in her voice.
“I wanna play Ms. Pac-Man!” Jadyn shook Julianna’s hand up and down. “She has a pink bow.”
“Okay, but I bet you can’t beat me.” Julianna fed a twenty-dollar bill into the change machine.
“What do I get if I do?” Jadyn stared up at Julianna, a newfound respect in her gaze.
“I don’t know.” Julianna shot a frantic look toward Sadie, clearly begging for a rescue.
“How about you get to have dessert for dinner?” Sadie suggested, holding back a laugh at the expression of horror on Julianna’s face.
“Yes!” Jadyn hopped up and down on one foot, raring to go.
“I really hope you’re as good as you think,” Sadie teased. “Otherwise, this kid’s going to be on a sugar high until noon tomorrow.”
“Are you doubting my skills?” Julianna demanded.
“Never. Besides, we’re on vacation. Ice cream for dinner one time is a requirement. Trust me. I’m a professional.”
“And as a professional, you’re foregoing nutrition?”
“As a professional, I subscribe to the eighty-twenty rule. If your nutrition is healthy eighty-percent of the time, you get the occasional moment of complete decadence.”
“Interesting rule.” Julianna fed quarters into the Ms. Pac-Man machine. “Do you know how to play this one, Jay?”
Jadyn shook her head.
“You have to avoid the ghosts, and the goal is to eat all the pellets,” Julianna explained. “If you eat one of the super-sized pellets, you can gobble up the ghosts, but only for a short while. If you eat the fruits, you get more points. Got that?”
Jadyn offered a grave nod. “I think so.”
“Didn’t Grandpa take you to the arcade?”
This time, when the child shook her head, a look of sadness crossed her face.
“It’s time to make up for that. You ready?” Julianna waited for Jadyn to nod before starting the game.
Jadyn’s little hand grasped the joy stick.
“That’s right, Jay. You’re a pro already.” Julianna moved side to side, clearly anxious as her niece maneuvered Ms. Pac-Man through the maze.
“Worried we’re having ice cream for dinner?” Sadie asked.
“Worse things have happened in life.” Julianna winked at Sadie, warming her through and through.
As she watched the two of them take turns, Sadie wondered if this was what it felt like to have a family.
The thought terrified her.
This was supposed to be a job, a temporary one at that. If there was one thing Sadie excelled at as a nanny, it was keeping professional boundaries. Most of her clients made it easy enough to do with their entitled demands and expectations.
But Julianna and Jadyn were different. Sadie wasn’t sure how to handle it. She wasn’t used to this level of genuine care and affection.
Sadie had learned long ago not to get attached, to keep her distance and focus on the job. But Jadyn had a way of tugging at Sadie’s heartstrings with her innocent smile and the sadness that lingered just behind the curiosity in her eyes. And the glimpses Sadie got of Julianna’s vulnerability when they were alone were a stark contrast to the cold professionalism she showed the rest of the world.
Each day, the connection to Jadyn and Julianna grew exponentially, and with it the possibility that Sadie would get hurt like Fernando predicted. She’d lost two families in her life already. She couldn’t bear to have it happen again.
Was it time to move on?
It was already going to be hard to say goodbye in the fall. Dragging it out would only cause more pain.
Deep down, she knew they needed her, but it wasn’t like Sadie could truly become one of the family. Sadie didn’t understand much, but if life had taught her anything, it was that she was always destined to be on the outside looking in.
Perhaps it would be best to put in her notice when they finished up these two weeks. Summer was drawing to an end, anyway. Once school started, Jadyn would have plenty of activities to keep her occupied. She could enroll in some after-school clubs. Julianna wouldn’t need the services of a nanny any longer.
Yes, Sadie would let Julianna know as soon as they were back in Cambridge. The timing was perfect given she’d been offered a substitute position that lasted the school year. She had enough money in her account, which would allow her to put in her notice and still have one week of summer before reporting for duty. Everything was falling into place. So why did she feel so empty inside?

“But I’m not tired,” Jadyn whined as she struggled to keep her eyelids open. “It’s our first night of vacation. I don’t want to miss a second.” 
“I know,” Sadie soothed. “But you can barely stay awake. The rain’s all gone, and you need a good night’s sleep so you can enjoy the beach tomorrow.” 
“I need a drink of water,” Jadyn announced, her eyes closed by now. She made an effort to get out of bed, but before she could disentangle herself from the sheets, her head had fallen back on the pillow, and she was sound asleep.
“Sweet dreams, darling girl.” Chuckling softly, Sadie pressed the lightest of kisses onto Jadyn’s forehead before turning off the light in the bedroom. 
She paused for a moment outside the door, her heart heavy at the thought of how few moments like this with Jadyn she had left. But her mind was made up. Moving on was the right thing to do. She would just have to get used to it.
Walking onto the deck, Sadie stretched her arms overhead and breathed in the salty air. Her stomach fluttered at the sight of Julianna, who was staring at her laptop screen, deep in thought. A bottle of wine sat on the table along with one full glass that appeared to be untouched. 
“Everything okay with work?” Sadie asked. 
“Huh?” Julianna’s eyes were glassy. “Oh, it’s fine.” She slammed her laptop shut.
“If you have to work, I understand. I’m a bit⁠—” 
“No, it’s okay. I wasn’t actually working. Just catching up with some of the press about that stupid Vanity Fair article.” 
“Bad press?” After patting the seat dry with a towel, Sadie slid into one of the deck chairs, her stomach swirling at the memory of Julianna’s photos in the copy of the magazine she’d seen on the kitchen table back at the house. 
“Surprisingly, no.” 
“Why surprisingly?” Sadie breathed in the salt in the air, willing herself to remain emotionally detached even as she was dying to hear every word Julianna had to say.
“I wasn’t sure how it would play out,” Julianna said slowly. “These past eighteen months—since leaving Preston—they’ve been hell.” 
“Did you want to talk about it?” Even as she said it, Sadie knew she shouldn’t. It was crossing a line. But something about Julianna’s vulnerability drew her in and made it impossible to leave well enough alone.
“You know, I might.” Julianna sounded almost surprised at this revelation, as if talking to someone else about her problems was a foreign concept. “But if we do, you’ll need a glass of wine. I’ll be right back. Here. Take my glass. I haven’t touched it yet. I’ll get another from the kitchen.” 
“I can get it.” 
“You’re off the clock, Sadie. It’s the least I can do after everything you do every single day.” Julianna’s eyes stayed a beat longer on Sadie, before she stepped inside the house. 
Sadie stared off in the distance. She couldn’t make out the water in the darkness, but simply being so close settled her mind. As much as it could be settled, anyway. 
What had that lingering look meant? It wasn’t the first of its kind Sadie had detected today. It almost felt like Julianna was trying to communicate something beyond just gratitude. Like there was a connection between them that ran deeper than either of them realized.
Despite all her rational arguments to the contrary, Sadie allowed herself to wonder, just for a moment, if there could ever be something more between them.
It wasn’t just the way Julianna looked at her sometimes, or the gentle touch of her hand on Sadie’s arm when she laughed. It was the way time seemed to slow down when they were together, their conversations flowing as effortlessly as if they had known each other for lifetimes.
She knew what Fernando would say, that it was all in her head. But it felt so undeniably real to Sadie, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that there had to be something more there than mere friendship.
Sadie shook her head, pushing away the thought. She couldn’t afford to misinterpret things, let alone get tangled up in anything beyond a professional relationship with Julianna. Straight women had brought Sadie nothing but heartache in the past.  
Julianna returned a moment later with a glass in her hand. “I have to admit it’s kind of relaxing out here when the crowds have died down at the end of the day. But I’m not sure how I’ll make it through two weeks. I’m not good at doing nothing.” 
“Nothing?” Sadie teased. “You won a boatload of tickets on all those games tonight. That’s not nothing. Jadyn has her eye on some of the bigger prizes, by the way. So, you’ve got your work cut out for you this week.” 
Julianna laughed, settling into the chair next to Sadie. “I’ll have to update my resume.” She took a tiny sip of the chilled white wine. “If the talk show hosts get a hold of that nugget, I’ll never live it down. It’s the cost of being a female in a male-dominated world. Men like Preston get away with being overgrown children, while women get dinged for everything and have to be the serious ones. Although, maybe they’d drop the Permafrost bit.” 
“Was that always your nickname?” 
“Not that I know of. Preston never called me that. Not until the end. He used to call me Muffin.”
“That’s kind of sweet,” Sadie said, though she was less than enthused over reminiscing about Julianna’s ex. “Did you like muffins?”
“More than I should have. I would get blueberry muffins from the college cafeteria every day. By the end of the first semester, I was a little chunky and had a muffin top. You know, that roll of fat that sticks out over your pants?” 
“Hold on.” Sadie raised a finger skyward, signaling for Julianna’s full attention. “Did he call you muffin because you liked them or because of that?” 
“Good question, right? He said it was innocent. A term of endearment, but I’m not so sure. It always seemed to be laced with judgment.”
“I can see why you thought he meant it that way.” Sadie couldn’t keep the disgust from registering on her face and in her tone.
“The Permafrost nickname—I feel like such an idiot for not seeing it coming. In the beginning, we were so close we could finish each other’s sentences. We bonded over our ambition. I thought we were on the same page.” 
“You never know what people are truly thinking.” Sadie pulled her legs up onto the chair, hugging them and resting her cheek on a knee. 
“You never do. It wasn’t so much that he cheated. Yes, that hurt, but it was more the betrayal of our partnership. Not only did he devalue my contributions, but he’s made me a laughingstock. That—” Julianna’s voice cracked. “That hurts the most.” 
“I can’t even imagine,” Sadie said, though it wasn’t entirely true. She’d known betrayal in a relationship before.
“I’ve always been a private person. Preston wanted the limelight, and I was happy for him to take it. I never wanted the mansion. The sports car. Hell, I didn’t want any of the stuff he wanted. How did I miss all the signs?” Julianna drummed her fingers lightly against the wineglass, producing a soft, rhythmic sound.
“It’s easy to do when you love someone.” Hadn’t Sadie missed all the signs with Alexis, mistaking her foster sister’s fleeting sexual curiosity for true love? And when their foster parents had discovered what was going on, it had cost her the only chance she’d ever had at a real family.
“He honest to God thinks he’s as big as Zuckerberg and Musk,” Julianna said with a derisive laugh. “Back in the day, I thought he was the one person who truly got me. The one I could always trust. Now, I don’t know who I can trust. I don’t trust myself. Not my judgments. Not my thoughts.”
Same here, Sadie thought, her heart pounding as she watched Julianna lift her glass and press it to her cheek. Dear God, what she wouldn’t give to be that glass.
“I’m sorry. You must be exhausted.” Julianna reached out, but it was for her laptop, not for Sadie’s hand as it had first seemed.  
“Yes. I think I should go to bed.” And pray for some much-needed perspective to strike her like a bolt of lightning on the beach while she slept.
“I’ll do that soon myself. Just need to go over some emails.”
It’ll always be work with her, Sadie warned herself as she headed inside. Don’t let yourself forget it. Whatever else you think is going on is an illusion, and it will be better to make a clean break as soon as you can.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
“Jadyn, can you move back this way?” Julianna took a few steps through the hot sand, shouting through cupped hands to be heard over the sound of seagulls and crashing waves.  
“Okay!” Jadyn and her new friend, an adorable girl in pigtails a mirror image of hers only in black instead of red, worked their way back to being in Julianna’s direct line of sight in the water.
Julianna had been relieved to see how quickly her niece had made friends on this trip, fitting in with a new group each day. It had to be a good sign. If she went to boarding school in the fall, she would certainly settle in without any issues.
Or maybe that was just what Julianna wanted to believe.
“Your back’s getting pink,” Sadie commented, raising herself up to a sitting position on her beach towel. “I can apply more sunscreen if you’d like.”
Julianna glanced over her shoulder, immediately looking away again as she caught sight of Sadie in her bikini. Her heart stuttered as if she’d been caught doing something wrong. Somehow it felt rude to stare, even though she reminded herself that it was just a swimsuit. Nearly every woman on the beach wore one, most of them even more revealing, if such a thing was possible. 
But the sight of Sadie’s smooth, sun-kissed skin made Julianna feel self-conscious in a way she couldn’t explain. She fidgeted with the straps of her one-piece bathing suit, suddenly aware of how it hugged her body, lumps and all. You don’t look bad for forty, she told herself, wondering when it had become necessary to qualify that statement with her age.
“I don’t burn,” she replied, remaining standing so she could make sure Jadyn was still following directions and staying in sight. 
“Your pink skin tells a different story.” Sadie held the tube of sunscreen in her hand, not relenting in her mission. 
“I can’t believe that cost thirty dollars.” Julianna deflected, still not sure why Sadie in a bikini was making her brain spin out of control. It had to be jealousy. Julianna had never looked that good in anything, even at Sadie’s age. Any other explanation wasn’t worth considering.
“We should have stocked up ahead of time. Buying sunscreen at the beach is never cheap. Now sit.” Sadie waved to Julianna’s empty towel. “No one’s getting burned on my watch.” 
“I told you. I don’t burn.” 
“Everyone burns.” Sadie employed her don’t mess with me tone, the same one that kept Jadyn in line. 
Now Julianna could see why.
Retaking her seat on the sand, Julianna sat with her back to Sadie, her eyes roaming the crowd. “Some people go all out when they go to the beach, don’t they?”
Compared to their modest if pricey drug store purchases, some of the surrounding beach goers seemed to have packed for a tropical expedition. There were people with colorful umbrellas, monogrammed tote bags filled with every essential, and even beach chairs with built-in coolers and sunshades. Julianna couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy as she observed their preparedness.
“They’re pros for sure,” Sadie said, squirting some sunscreen onto her palm. “I’m digging that family’s wagon with off-roading wheels. I bet you could take something like that up a rocky mountain trail as well.” As she spoke, Sadie spread the sunscreen onto Julianna’s back and began rubbing it in. 
The contrast between the cold cream and the heat of Sadie’s fingers caught Julianna by surprise, and she let out a small gasp.
Sadie paused, her hands still on Julianna’s back. “You okay?” Sadie’s voice was laced with concern. “I told you your skin was burned. Is it painful?”
Julianna shook her head, feeling the warmth rise to her cheeks. “No, it’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting it to be so cold,” she mumbled.
But that wasn’t the whole truth.
Julianna’s toes had curled into the warm sand, and her insides tingled like fireworks igniting on a summer night. It wasn’t just the temperature of Sadie’s hands that had caught her off guard; it was the unexpected surge of electricity that seemed to pass between them. Julianna quickly shook off the thought, blaming it on the scorching sun. Clearly, the wires in her brain were getting crossed, making it difficult to know simple facts. Needing a distraction, she asked, “Did you go to the beach a lot as a kid?” 
“My mom didn’t have the money for it when I was little, and once I was in the group home, well...” 
Fuck. Julianna had completely forgotten about that. It had been insensitive to ask. “I’m sorry⁠—”  
“Don’t be. It’s a normal question. Everyone always gets nervous when they’re reminded of how I was brought up, but it’s fine. Everyone has their cross to bear.” Finishing up with the sunscreen, Sadie put the cap back on the tube and put it into the plastic tote that had held Jadyn’s sand toys.
Julianna almost offered to return the favor with the sunscreen, but all of a sudden, she didn’t trust herself. It felt too personal, too intimate.
Jesus. Since when was an innocent gesture like helping a fellow human to prevent sunburn akin to inviting a lover’s touch? Julianna mentally scolded herself for her overactive imagination. This was Kate’s fault for putting notions like this in her head in the first place. It never would have crossed her mind otherwise.
And what did these sudden flutterings and tinglings suggest about the sorry state of her marriage those last few years? If the prospect of basic human contact made her heart race like a hormonal teenager, it had to have been even more sterile than she’d realized.
“What was it like in the group home?” Julianna found herself asking, even as it horrified her. Why did she feel the need to pry into Sadie’s past like this? But there was something about Sadie’s vulnerability that drew Julianna in with a desire to understand her better.
Sadie shrugged, a distant look in her eyes. “Normal to me, really. I don’t know what it was like not to be a foster kid. No, that’s not true. I do remember.”
The way she said it made it clear those memories were not good.
“How old were you when... uh, you know?”
“Just about Jadyn’s age when I was taken away.” Sadie hesitated, a flicker of pain crossing her face. “A few years younger when he came to live with us.”
“Your stepfather?”
“Not at first, he wasn’t. A boyfriend.”
“Did he...” Julianna’s throat went dry. She couldn’t bear to finish the question.
“Not what you’re probably thinking, no.” Sadie reached down and absentmindedly brushed off a few grains of sand from her knee before finally meeting Julianna’s gaze. “At first, it was just verbal. He would get so mad. He’d twist my arm or pinch my skin but never leave a mark. Until the day he broke my arm. I was ten.”
“Sadie, I’m so sorry,” Julianna whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of the ocean. She wanted to reach out and touch Sadie, offer some sort of comfort, but more physical contact so soon seemed ill-advised.
“The people at the ER told my mom I couldn’t go home until he was gone.”
“What did she do?”
“She married him.” Sadie inhaled sharply, the pain and betrayal evident in her eyes. “I know now it was because she was pregnant and terrified to raise another baby alone, but at the time, all I could see was she chose him over me.”
Julianna blinked back tears, her heart breaking for Sadie. She couldn’t imagine the pain and trauma Sadie had endured. It was no wonder she had such an affinity for Jadyn, whose own circumstances were very different yet filled with the same sense of pain and abandonment. “You went straight to a group home after that?”
Sadie let out a shaky breath, and Julianna immediately wished she’d kept her mouth shut. But then Sadie smiled, a small, sad smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “The group home came later. I made my way through several foster homes first. It wasn’t all bad. At least I was safe. No more wondering when the next explosion would come, no more walking on eggshells. For a while, I even thought I might get adopted, but it wasn’t meant to be.”
“What happened?”
“They weren’t interested in raising a queer daughter.”
Julianna’s chest ached at the raw pain behind Sadie’s simple words. There was more to this story. Of that, she was certain. But she couldn’t bear to pry any further.
What she wanted to do was reach out and take Sadie’s hand to offer some form of comfort in this moment of vulnerability. But she held back, sensing it would cause more confusion for them both. Not that Sadie seemed conflicted about their relationship. To her, it was probably crystal clear. Julianna was the boss, and Sadie was her employee.
It was only Julianna who was stuck in this murky territory of mixed feelings and unspoken desires. She cleared her throat, attempting to push aside the tumult of emotions swirling inside her.
“I can’t even fathom everything you’ve been through and how you must’ve felt,” Julianna whispered, almost embarrassed by how inadequate her words were. What did you say to someone who had been through so much?
But Sadie only offered a slight shrug. “It all made me who I am today. It’s a little like Jadyn. She went through something terrible, but look at her in the water, playing like she doesn’t have a care in the world.”
“It’s a great sign she’s able to make a friend,” Julianna commented, grateful for the shift back to a topic that felt safer to navigate. “Her therapist says that social interaction is crucial for her healing process.”
“She hasn’t had a nightmare the whole time we’ve been here,” Sadie added.
“It’s real progress,” Julianna agreed. “I’m glad we decided to make this trip. It seems to be doing wonders for her.”
“I’m starving!” Jadyn announced, standing in front of them and shivering as water dripped from her swimsuit. 
Jumping up, Sadie wrapped a beach towel around the girl, patting her dry. “We’re fresh out of snacks, kiddo.”
“Aunt Julianna promised we would all get chili dogs today.” Jadyn wriggled in an excited dance that nearly sent her tumbling to the ground.
“I don’t remember saying we,” Julianna argued, the previous conversation temporarily forgotten. “I said you could. As an adult, that sounds like an awful meal.” 
“Come on. You’re no fun,” Jadyn said with a pout. 
“I’m no fun?” Julianna protested. “Fine. I’ll eat a chili dog, but if I spend the rest of the week in bed, it’ll be your fault, Little Miss.” She pressed her finger into Jadyn’s belly, making her giggle.
Julianna crammed the towels and bucket into a shoulder bag, tossing on a cover-up so she wouldn’t feel embarrassed to be walking in public. “One good thing about traveling light is it doesn’t take much effort to pack up.” 
Jadyn slipped on her flip-flops, running toward the boardwalk where all the shops and restaurants were located. 
“Don’t kick sand on towels,” Sadie cautioned as she hurried after the child. Her own cover-up was in her hand, but had yet to be put on, and the view of so much bare skin jiggling and glistening in the sun was enough to make Julianna break out in a sweat that had nothing to do with the quick pace she was keeping.
After a couple of close calls, Julianna had to force her eyes to the sand to avoid twisting an ankle. 
“Here we go,” Sadie said, stopping in front of a bright yellow food stand just off the boardwalk. “This place is world famous. It says so right on their sign.”
“I’m pretty sure there are no regulations about things like that,” Julianna pointed out, averting her eyes as Sadie wriggled into her flowing, gauzy cover up, which still revealed a bit more than was comfortable. “It’s like claiming to be the world’s best coffee. No one is policing it.”
“They’re the home of the Lobster Dog,” Sadie added, as if that would be an enticement.
“Sounds like a science experiment gone wrong,” Julianna muttered. She was feeling extra cranky, though she wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she was hungry and knew she wouldn’t be allowed to have anything that resembled real food.
“I want the Coney Island,” Jadyn said with confidence. “I read the description, and that’s the one with chili.”
“I want a spinach salad with beets and goat cheese,” Julianna countered. “And a nice balsamic drizzle.”
Sadie shot her a look that said she had never heard a more out-of-place order in a beachside food stand. “You can get the BLT dog. It has lettuce.”
“Coney Island it is,” Julianna growled, pulling her wallet from her bag and handing two twenties to Jadyn. “Do you think you can manage the order on your own while we find a table?”
The young girl nodded eagerly, taking the money and skipping over to the open take-out window. Julianna watched her for a moment, feeling a mix of pride at Jadyn’s independence and a pang of worry about letting her out of sight in such a crowded place.
“She’ll be fine,” Sadie assured, gently touching Julianna’s arm. “It’s good for her to have some freedom.”
By the time they finished lunch, Julianna was ready to head back to the beach house and hit the hay. Unfortunately, Jadyn was apparently too old for a nap, as she’d made sure to inform her aunt with the disdain of a kid who was way too close to being a teenager.
“Can we go back to the arcade? It was awesome! I want to win a stuffed minion before vacation is over.” Jadyn’s eyelids fluttered with the thrill of the challenge. 
“Again?” Julianna asked with a groan. They’d already been earlier in the day. And much to her chagrin, Jadyn had tired quickly of the video games and taken a liking to Skee-Ball, of all things. How many times could one child possibly want to roll a ball into a hole?
“I want Kevin,” Jadyn told her matter-of-factly. 
“Who’s Kevin?” Now Julianna was thoroughly confused.
“The minion,” Jadyn said as if everyone should know that. 
“The minion’s name is Kevin?” Julianna gave her head a shake. “I was expecting something more, I don’t know, minion-y.” 
“Like what?” Jadyn asked. 
“Uh…” Julianna shrugged, not having given it much thought. “Mickey?” 
“He’s a mouse, not a minion,” Jadyn said in all seriousness, grabbing Julianna by one hand and Sadie by the other as she led them through the crowd toward the arcade. 
“Are you okay with more arcade time?” Julianna asked Sadie apologetically.
“I’m always up for Skee-Ball,” Sadie replied with what seemed like genuine enthusiasm. She was clearly enjoying herself, even if Julianna was starting to feel a bit worn out.
Ah, to still be in your twenties.
As they entered the bustling arcade, the air was filled with the sound of video game beeps and animated voices, creating a sensory overload that made Julianna’s head spin. It had been fun the first night, but with a chili dog sitting uneasily in her belly and a likely case of sunstroke from being out all day with insufficient sunscreen, Julianna was beginning to question the wisdom of letting a nine-year-old dictate their entire vacation itinerary. She longed for a quiet spot to sit down and maybe even close her eyes for just a moment.
What the hell kind of game developer was she if she couldn’t even handle an arcade?
An old one, Julianna told herself. And that was the last thing she wanted to be. Not when Sadie was so full of energy that she could give Jadyn a run for her money. No way did Julianna want Sadie to see her as old.
Determined to survive without shriveling up like an old lady, Julianna fed a twenty into the machine. 
“You’re not playing again, are you?” she asked Sadie, certain her own back would scream in protest if she spent any more time bending over the Skee-Ball game today. “I mean, you don’t have to. Jadyn will be fine on her own.”
“It’s Skee-Ball,” was Sadie’s answer. “I’m playing, and so are you. We need to win all the tickets.” 
“All the tickets!” Jadyn spun around on her tippy-toes.
“Besides, I like kicking your buttocks,” Sadie said with a glint in her eyes that immediately sparked a competitive fire in Julianna’s breast. 
“Kicking buttocks.” Jadyn giggled. 
“Are you teaching the child to swear?” Julianna teased. 
“Pretty sure proper anatomical words are perfectly acceptable.” Sadie winked, setting off a flutter in Julianna’s belly.
Julianna shook her head as she retrieved the token cards from the machine. “I fear I’ll be leaving my life savings behind in this arcade.” 
“Don’t start adding up the money now,” Sadie cautioned. “You’ll only regret it, and that’s no way to spend a vacation.”
As they headed to the wall of Skee-Ball machines, Julianna felt the very opposite of regret. Despite her earlier fatigue, she was suddenly rejuvenated, ready to embrace the same youthful spirit that came so naturally to her companions.
“I didn’t know how competitive you could be,” Julianna said as Sadie let out a shout when her ball went into the small pocket marked 50. 
“We should get one of these machines for the house.” Sadie held one of the balls with two hands, surveying the path she wanted before releasing. The ball hit the lip of the top hole before bouncing in the fifty slot. “Dang!” 
Julianna could almost picture it, a vintage Skee-Ball machine sitting in the finished basement, Sunday afternoons spent in competition and laughter. But the summer would be over soon, and with it, Sadie’s contract. School would be starting, and like it or not, the most practical solution was to send Jadyn to Applewild School, bringing her home on weekends.
There would be no need to employ a nanny full-time anymore, which meant Sadie would be out of their lives.
But as Sadie high-fived Jadyn for scoring forty points, Julianna couldn’t push away the feeling of dread creeping into her heart. The thought of not having Sadie around, the way she effortlessly connected with Jadyn, the warmth and light she brought into their home—all of it filled Julianna with a feeling of loss she wasn’t prepared to face.
Julianna was moved by an urgent need to speak up, to voice the unspoken truth that weighed on her heart like a stone. But the words caught in her throat, suffocated by the fear of what saying them out loud would mean for the status quo she valued so much. As much as she was enjoying this little trio they’d formed, the impending goodbye was inevitable. It was a decision rooted in practicality and logic.
And it made Julianna want to freeze this moment in time for as long as she possibly could.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“Why does it take an eternity to pack up at the end of a trip?” It was the final night at the beach house, and Sadie sat on her battered piece of luggage in hopes of getting it zipped shut. “We may have overdone it with trinkets, T-shirts, blankets, stuffed animals, sweatshirts, and who knows what else.” 
As Sadie struggled with her overstuffed luggage, she couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle at the sight of the chaos around her. The living room was littered with mismatched flip-flops, sandy towels, and a jumble of half-empty sunscreen bottles. Two weeks of vacation had resulted in the once pristine beach rental looking like a hurricane had blown through it.
“I think this may be my fault. I’m not good at saying no when Jadyn gives me sad eyes,” Julianna confessed with a sheepish grin. “She knows exactly how to tug on my heartstrings.”
“She’s had a rough time of it,” Sadie pointed out, wondering what her own life might have been like if someone had intervened for her the way Julianna was for Jadyn. If only there had been a rescuer, instead of bouncing from foster home to foster home before finally aging out of the system without ever finding a permanent family or a place to truly call home.
“I know my parents did their best while they had her,” Julianna said with a sigh, glancing toward the bedroom door, behind which Jadyn was sound asleep with her newly acquired stuffed minion named Kevin in her arms. “But with Jason’s trial and everything, I have a feeling her needs slipped through the cracks more times than I’d like to think about.” 
“Your parents had a lot on their plates. Jadyn’s lucky to have you looking out for her and putting her first.” The zipper made it around the first corner, but as Sadie kept tugging, it ground to a halt again. “Oh, come on.” 
“Does this help?” Coming over to where Sadie knelt on the living room floor, Julianna pressed a knee to one corner.
“Yep.”
Considering Julianna’s breasts were nearly pressed to Sadie’s face during this maneuver, it helped in more ways than Julianna might care to know. But that was a thought best kept private. It was getting increasingly difficult for Sadie to tamp down forbidden thoughts about her straight boss. The last thing she needed was to provide a reason to get herself fired before she had a chance to put in her notice.
After the zipper closed the last inch, Julianna put a hand up for a high five. “Success!”
Sadie smacked it harder than intended, not wanting the contact to last longer than necessary. Or rather, knowing that if she gave in and allowed her hand to linger the way she wanted to, no good would come of it. She couldn’t allow herself to indulge in these feelings for Julianna, no matter how caring and attractive she found her.
“That’s the final bag packed,” Sadie declared, scrambling to stand up and put some distance between herself and Julianna. “It’s kind of dark out now, but we can bring everything out to the car first thing in the morning. What time is checkout?”
“Ten, I think,” Julianna said. “But I’m not completely sure.”
“Where are the checkout directions from the hosts? It should say on there.” 
“You mean the list of requirements that will say something ridiculous like, ‘You must put the trash in a purple bag and hop only on your left leg, while taking it to the bin’?” Julianna started hopping on one leg, making Sadie burst out laughing.
Not only was it shocking to see the usually uptight woman so relaxed and carefree after two weeks of vacation, but the jumping caused her cleavage to bounce in a way that was utterly delightful. Sadie loved the relaxed Julianna.
And she shouldn’t. Respect was what she should be feeling. One was supposed to respect their boss, not wonder what it would feel like to be naked in bed together.
“Yeah, those.” Sadie shook her head at Julianna’s antics, forcing herself to look away instead of staring at her boss’s breasts. “Don’t worry. I seem to recall the hosts at this rental were pretty reasonable.”
“Unlike the place I stayed at in Aspen last Christmas,” Julianna added. “They were assholes, but that’s expected there.”
“Aspen, huh?” Sadie lifted an eyebrow at the mention of a destination that was so outside her price range she couldn’t even afford to dream about it.
“It was for business,” Julianna assured her, not that it was surprising. Except for this trip, Sadie wasn’t convinced Julianna had ever done anything that wasn’t work-related. “As for the directions, check my laptop bag. I remember printing them out before leaving the office, but I only skimmed the instructions.”
Sadie began to rifle through the bag, not finding what she sought amidst more paper than she’d ever seen in one place. “What do you even have in here?”
“Everything. Archeologists would have a field day excavating it a hundred years from now.”
“I believe it.” Sadie started pulling out items and placing them on the counter to make her search easier. A thick envelope with the return address for someplace called Applewild School caught her eye. 
“What’s this?” Sadie held the envelope up for Julianna to see. 
“Nothing.” The guilt on the woman’s face was impossible to miss. Julianna quickly moved to grab the envelope from Sadie’s hand, a flicker of panic crossing her features. But Sadie moved it out of her reach.
“Clearly, it’s not nothing.” Sadie wanted desperately to tear open the envelope, but she refrained, not willing to invade Julianna’s privacy to satisfy her own curiosity. “Please tell me what this is about. This is for Jadyn, right?”
Julianna hesitated, her usual air of confidence faltering. 
Sadie narrowed her eyes. 
Finally, the woman said, “I forgot I even had that. It arrived right before we left for the trip, and I meant to read it over while we were here, but I didn’t have the time.”
“It’s a school. That much I can tell,” Sadie said, scanning the outside of the envelope again. “But this is nowhere near Cambridge. It must be at least an hour away.”
Julianna cleared her throat. “It’s a boarding school.” 
“For a nine-year-old?” Sadie was appalled, a feeling of dread settling in her stomach. “Why on earth would you be looking into sending Jadyn to a boarding school? Especially now, when everything’s been going so well.”
Julianna hesitated, her eyes darting away before meeting Sadie’s gaze. “While these weeks with Jadyn have been wonderful, I have to be realistic. You’ve been clear this is only a summer job, and I can’t handle taking care of Jadyn on my own on top of running a company.”
“You can’t throw a kid away like that.” To think Sadie had been ogling this monster’s cleavage moments ago. 
“For the cost of tuition at this place, it’s hardly throwing her away.” 
“It is, though. Do you have any idea how much damage this can do to Jadyn? She’s already lost her mom. Her father is in prison. Her grandparents shipped her off to Massachusetts. She landed at the wrong airport, for God’s sake.” As Sadie rattled off the list, her voice became sharp. “Kids are remarkably resilient, but they do have limits.” 
“If you don’t think I worry about that, you’re wrong.” Julianna’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I worry every day about what’s best for Jadyn. This isn’t an easy decision for me. Especially now. But I can’t keep juggling everything and expect her to thrive in such chaos.”
Sadie looked away, unnerved by the sight of the usually fierce and capable woman seeming fragile, almost desperate. “You said especially now. Why now?” 
“Look what two weeks at the beach did for her. She’s a happy kid. I don’t want to wreck that. I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do.” Julianna’s voice cracked, and a tear escaped her right eye, rolling down her cheek.
A wave of compassion washed over Sadie as she realized the depth of Julianna’s struggle. Her jaw relaxed, and her tone softened. “I don’t have all the answers, but I know what you can’t do. You can’t ship her away to be raised by strangers.” 
“Even if she comes home every weekend?” 
“No!” Sadie pressed her hands to her face. “You’ll break her if you do this. You can’t break such a sweet kid.” 
“I don’t want to,” Julianna nearly sobbed, her anguish evident. “But I’m not equipped⁠—”  
“You are! Don’t make me change my mind about you.” 
Julianna seemed taken aback. “What does that mean?” 
“I’ve admired the way you’ve stepped up,” Sadie explained. “How you’ve taken her in. Hell, how you bought her one ridiculous T-shirt after another during this trip. You love Jadyn. She brings out the best in you.” 
“I agree,” Julianna said in a choked whisper. “That doesn’t change the fact that I’ll be busting my ass for the Kami Games proposal. Which is going to involve travel back and forth to Japan if it goes through. How can I be in two places at once?”
“Jadyn’s happiness and well-being are what’s most important here,” Sadie insisted, even as she had no answer for Julianna’s dilemma. “What I know is that little girl has already been through so much in her short life. You can’t send her away to some boarding school where she might feel abandoned again. I understand you’re in a tough spot, but she’s doing so well with you.”
“It has little to do with me,” Julianna scoffed. “The reason my niece is doing so well is you. Are you forgetting that part?” 
“I’m just doing my job.” That wasn’t entirely true. Sadie loved Jadyn. More than she cared to admit. 
“So it’s okay for you to walk out at the end of the summer and break her heart, but I’m the bad guy for at least trying to arrange a good education?”
Sadie’s eyes narrowed with determination as she faced Julianna’s accusation. “I never said it was going to be easy for me to leave Jadyn. The bond we’ve formed, the trust she has in me—it’s not something I take lightly.”
“Great! Keep doing it, then.” 
Sadie’s jaw tensed. “What are you accusing me of?” 
“I’m not accusing you of anything.” Julianna’s tone was softer now, the hurt in her eyes reflecting the pain in her heart. “What I’m trying to do—badly, apparently—is ask you to stay on after the summer. Look. I don’t want to ship Jay off to boarding school. But I need you to stay so I don’t have to.” 
Sadie folded her arms across her chest. “Guilt trip, much?” 
“That isn’t how I meant it. I promise. I’m simply stating the facts. Raising a child is a full-time job. More than a full-time job. And I don’t know how to do it alone. I need your help.” Julianna paused, her body trembling. “Stay, Sadie. Please. We need you.” 
Sadie gaped at Julianna, not expecting such a heartfelt statement. She wasn’t sure what to do or how to react. She’d been so set on moving on, like she always did. She wasn’t the type to allow herself to become too attached, not to the kids she cared for and certainly not to the families who employed her.
“It’s not completely up to me,” Sadie insisted, knowing how weak an argument this was. But at least it bought her time to think. “I would have to speak with Bancroft.”
“I’m sure they’ll agree. I’ll reach out to them first thing Monday.” 
“It’s not just that. I’m considering accepting a teaching position in the fall.” Correction, she already had, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit that. “Teachers get pensions, you know. And it’s what I trained for.”
“Whatever they pay, I’ll double it. Plus free room and board. You can have Preston’s old study. It’s already being repainted. I’ll get new furniture, whatever you’d like.” Julianna was pleading. Legit begging.
Sadie swallowed hard, overwhelmed. Everything Julianna was saying to her, everything she was offering, was making it hard to say no. But what would it mean to Sadie to say yes? She didn’t like long-term commitments or emotional entanglements, and this position would be filled with both.
She liked temporary. She could handle that. A one-year substitute teaching contract was the most permanent job she’d been willing to commit to since graduation.
What Julianna was proposing wasn’t temporary at all. And the feelings Sadie was developing… those would only become harder to manage.
This was bad. So very bad. 
Yet, how could she leave Jadyn now? A million thoughts raced through Sadie’s mind as she stood there with Julianna staring at her with pleading eyes.
Sadie uncrossed her arms, stepping closer to Julianna. “I’ll think about it,” she murmured, surprising herself with the words that escaped her lips. She’d sworn never to put her heart on the line again, to risk losing everything.
But here she was. And it suddenly seemed that everything hung in the balance, dependent on whether she could overcome her fears and the trauma of her past long enough to take a chance.

“Are you excited to see your room?” Sadie patted the top of Jadyn’s head as they made their way to the front door of the house.
Home. If Sadie agreed to move in and take the job Julianna had offered her, would she ever think of it that way? Or would she always feel like a visitor in someone else’s space, a temporary occupant with no real claim to the rooms she walked through, no true ownership of the memories waiting to unfold within those walls?
In other words, would it be just like every other place Sadie had ever lived?
Jadyn bounced up and down, unable to speak. Not necessarily because she was so excited she didn’t know what to say. It was more because she was sucking on a ring pop she’d bought with the last of her arcade tickets, while her other arm hung onto Kevin. 
Julianna punched the door code into the lock, frowning as she went to turn it. “What the…?”
“What’s wrong?” Sadie scrambled onto the porch to get a closer look.
“The door isn’t locked.” 
Sadie pulled Jadyn closer to her. “Do you think it’s wise to go inside? Maybe we need to call someone to come check it out.”  
“It was probably the painters,” Julianna reasoned as she pushed the door open and stepped into the entryway. “I warned them the lock is finicky. They’re going to get an earful from me first thing⁠—” 
“Hello, Muffin.” 
Sadie stopped in her tracks at the sound of a man’s voice coming from the living room. She instinctively moved to shield Jadyn behind her. Looking over Julianna’s shoulder, she spotted a man sitting on the couch, a smirk on his face not unlike the one he frequently wore in the photos of him in the media. No doubt he thought he was exuding confidence and charm, but Sadie knew enough about Preston Wade not to be fooled. His presence in Julianna’s house was unexpected and unsettling, making Sadie’s skin prickle with unease.
“Preston?” From the tightness of Julianna’s voice, it was clear she was equally disturbed. “What are you doing here?” 
“I came to see you and—” He hunched down, pulling a giant stuffed unicorn from a hiding place behind the coffee table. “This is for the kid. Jadyn, right?”  
“Who are you?” Jadyn asked, not making a move from behind Sadie’s legs despite the obvious allure of a stuffed unicorn that was almost as tall as she was. 
“Now, that’s a good question.” Preston said it in a lighthearted way, but there was something calculating about the glint in his eyes that sent a shiver down Sadie’s spine. “I’m your Aunt Julianna’s husband. I guess that kind of makes me your new dad.”
“I may not know who you are, but I know you’re not my dad,” Jadyn said firmly, stepping out from behind Sadie and eyeing the newcomer warily. “I have a dad.”
Preston’s smirk faltered, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face before he masked it with a chuckle. “Of course, you do, kid. Just trying to lighten the mood around here.”
“Sadie, please take Jadyn upstairs,” Julianna stepped between Preston and Jadyn. “It’s been a long day, and it’s well past her bedtime.” 
Sadie nodded. “Let’s check out your room, Jay.”
“Don’t forget this.” Preston’s voice was silky smooth as he handed the unicorn to Sadie, but there was an underlying edge to it that made her grit her teeth.
Sadie put a hand on Jadyn’s shoulder to guide her up the stairs, unable to take her hand because the little girl was using both arms to clutch Kevin to her chest like a shield. Sadie hated to leave Julianna downstairs alone, but she knew it was crucial to remove Jadyn from whatever trouble her boss’s ex had come to stir up.
At the top of the stairs, Jadyn asked, “What did he mean he was my new dad? I have a dad.” 
“I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it, Jay. Just ignore him,” Sadie replied, her voice tight as her throat constricted. She couldn’t shake off the feeling that Preston’s sudden appearance was nothing but bad news. 
“Aunt Julianna didn’t look happy. I don’t like seeing her sad.” Jadyn sniffled, her shoulders turning inward.
“Me neither.” Sadie didn’t know how to explain what was happening downstairs for the simple fact she had no idea what the fuck was going on. Why would he show up again now after waging a nearly two-year public smear campaign against his estranged wife?
And daring to call her Muffin?
But Sadie couldn’t think about that now. Not that it was her business at all. She needed to get Jadyn settled for the night.
“Are you ready to see your room?” Sadie asked, pausing for dramatic effect before she flipped on the light. 
“It’s purple!” 
“It sure is. That’s the color you chose.” 
“Look at the fairies!” Jadyn pointed to the green decals on the wall. “I love fairies! Is that mine?” She gestured to the art table in the corner. 
“It’s in your room, so I’d say yes,” Sadie said with a smile, relieved to see Jadyn’s eyes lighting up with excitement. “And I bet you’ll make the most beautiful drawings there.”
“I’ve never had an art table. Or my own room. Like, mine, mine.” Jadyn grinned ear to ear. “Not a room I had to share with Mommy and Daddy, or the guest room at Grandma and Grandpa’s.”
Sadie ruffled Jadyn’s curly head and thought about the bittersweet reality of the situation. Jadyn deserved so much more than what life had handed her up until now. And the kid was over the moon about every little thing. But it was all so tenuous.
If Sadie didn’t agree to stay beyond the summer, Jadyn would be shipped off to boarding school. All of this happiness could be temporary, a fragile bubble about to burst at any second. It seemed that Sadie alone had the power to keep that from happening. And yet, she had to be mindful of her own emotional well-being.
God knew nobody else was looking out for her. Especially not Julianna, who had put her in such an impossible position to begin with. And now had invited chaos into their lives with the sudden appearance of an ex whose intentions were clear as mud.
The best thing would be to fortify her emotional walls and keep her distance. She couldn’t afford to get attached, no matter how endearing Jadyn was.
“All right, kiddo. It’s time to get ready for bed. Go brush your teeth.” 
“Will Aunt Julianna tuck me in?” Jadyn cast a worried look at the door as if sensing something was not right downstairs. 
Smart kid.
While Jadyn was in the bathroom, Sadie hovered at the top of the stairs, only able to hear muffled voices. Was Julianna giving him shit for everything he’d put her through? Or was she trying to smooth things over, pretending that everything was okay?
That’s what Sadie’s mother used to do.
Surely Julianna was stronger than that and wouldn’t be so careless with Jadyn’s well-being. On the other hand, this was the woman who was seriously contemplating sending a nine-year-old to boarding school, so maybe it wasn’t wise to count on Julianna to do the right thing.
The bathroom door opened, and Sadie jumped, not wanting to appear that she’d been trying to eavesdrop. That would set a terrible example for Jadyn about boundaries and privacy.
Sadie plastered on a smile as the little girl emerged, toothbrush in hand, her eyes searching her face for reassurance and stability.
“All clean?” Jadyn nodded, looking somewhat dazed, prompting Sadie to say, “Go put your toothbrush away, and let’s get you tucked in.”
“Will Aunt Julianna be up soon?” Jadyn searched Sadie’s face for reassurance. 
“Why don’t you get into bed? Your aunt will come to kiss you goodnight as soon as she can, even if you’re already asleep.” Sadie hoped her voice didn’t betray the conflicted feelings that roiled inside her.
Damn Julianna for putting her in such an impossible position.
As Jadyn climbed into bed, Sadie tucked the blankets around her and smoothed a stray lock of hair away from her face. She leaned down to press a gentle kiss on Jadyn’s forehead, trying to convey all the love and protection she could muster in that simple gesture.
Jadyn yawned and closed her eyes, not fighting tonight to stay awake, much to Sadie’s relief. 
After tucking Jadyn in, Sadie made her way down the stairs, slipping into the kitchen. Which just so happened to have excellent acoustics for hearing what was going on in the living room. Not that she was there to listen, of course. She needed a glass of water. Hydration was important.
If she happened to catch whatever was going on between Julianna and Preston, that was just a coincidence.
Sadie poured herself a glass of water, her hands trembling slightly as she took a sip. She strained to hear snippets of the conversation drifting from the living room, feeling like an intruder in a home that could never be hers.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“She’s…” Preston paused for a moment, clearly searching for the right word before finally settling on, “cute.” 
“I assume you’re referring to my niece,” Julianna said, her eyes narrowing. Several minutes in and she still didn’t know why the fuck Preston was in her house. “Unless you were busy ogling the nanny. Come to think of it, that really is more your style.”
“I’ll admit I might deserve that based on my previous indiscretions, but I was, indeed, referring to the child.”
“Enough with the chitchat. You’ve been wasting my time with small talk when I know you have an agenda. Why are you here, Preston?” Julianna instantly regretted saying his name. It felt dirty in her mouth, especially considering this was the man responsible for publicly dragging her own name through the mud. “And how the hell did you get in without a key?”
“It was unlocked,” he said with a shrug, as though that made it acceptable to just waltz into her home uninvited. “That darn lock never did work right.”
“Yes, I recall you were supposed to fix it about fifteen years ago.” Julianna rolled her eyes, immediately wishing she hadn’t as the beginnings of a headache formed behind her temples. “You still haven’t said why you’re here.”
“Do I need to have a reason to want to see my wife? I’ve missed you.” He managed to get the words out without a hint of emotion, as if he was reciting lines from a play while his eyes darted around the room.
“Legal technicalities aside, I’m not your wife anymore,” she said coolly, crossing her arms over her chest. “You made sure of that when you cheated on me with that weather girl of yours.”
“Apparently, they prefer the term meteorologist now,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Who knew?”
Julianna fought the urge to slap that smirk off his face. Instead, she took a deep breath and said, “This is my home. You can’t just breeze in whenever you feel like it. So, unless you have a legitimate reason for being here, I suggest you leave.”
Preston’s grin faltered slightly. “Do you remember when we got this?” He picked up a traditional African sculpture from the mantel, turning it over in his hand. “It was when we were in Botswana.” 
“Zambia.”
“That’s right.” Preston tapped his forehead with the palm of his hand as if jogging his memory. “After the excursion to Victoria Falls.” 
Julianna took the souvenir from his hands, putting it back in place while making a mental note to tuck it away in a box tomorrow. She never wanted to see it again. And she didn’t buy for a second that he actually remembered anything about that trip. Victoria Falls was the only thing they’d done in Zambia, aside from shopping. It was a lucky guess that meant nothing.
“Don’t you miss that?” He jerked his thumb to the mantel piece. 
“Miss what? Africa?” Julianna raised an eyebrow, uncertain where this conversation was heading. “It’s still there.” 
“Exactly.” He tapped his nose as if they were simpatico, but she had no idea what he meant by it. Nor did she care to. After a very long second, he said, “I want to do that again.” 
“Book a flight.” Julianna not so casually looked at her watch. “If you don’t mind⁠—”
“No, I mean I miss traveling with you. I miss us.”
Julianna studied him closely, trying to decipher the sincerity in his eyes. For a moment, she saw a glimmer of the man she had fallen in love with years ago. A part of her wanted to believe him, if only because it would mean she hadn’t been such a fool to have stayed for so long. But there was no way this was anything but another of Preston’s manipulative tactics.
He wanted something. She just needed to figure out what.
“We both know what happened at the end of that trip,” she said, fighting the strangling sensation in her throat.
Preston’s expression darkened briefly before he masked it with a forced smile. “A narrow escape, I believe we called it.”
“That’s what you called it.” There was no disguising the bitterness in her tone, but Julianna didn’t care. Let him hear it. Why should he be spared? It wasn’t her job to shield him from unpleasant facts anymore. “Forgive me if I had slightly different feelings about my miscarriage.”
“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,” Preston insisted, though he stopped short of saying how else he could possibly have meant such an insensitive statement. “Neither one of us wanted to be tied down. You know that. And fate went along with us on that one.” 
“Neither of us wanted kids,” Julianna repeated, having heard this old refrain so often she had come to accept it as truth. Only now it all rang hollow, like a lie she told herself to make her loss more bearable. “Except I did. I didn’t think I did before, but when I saw those two lines on the pregnancy test, I realized I did. And you couldn’t handle it.” The words spilled out of her before she could stop them, the years of pent-up resentment finally finding a voice.
Preston’s mask slipped, revealing a flicker of something that may have been guilt or possibly anger, before he composed himself again. 
“I just thought we weren’t ready,” he offered weakly. “Too many waterfalls in the world to see, am I right?”
She opened her mouth, but her voice caught in her throat as the memories of that time flooded back. The pain of loss, the loneliness that followed, the betrayal she felt as Preston insisted over and over that they were both in agreement about not trying again.
“Pretty sure kids like waterfalls, too.”
Come to think of it, Jadyn would probably love Niagara Falls. Maybe Julianna and Sadie could take her there in the fall. If Sadie was still around when the time came. As Julianna confronted the very real possibility that she would soon be on her own with Jadyn, a sense of loss almost as deep as the one she felt after her miscarriage gripped her heart. The weight of it all settled in her chest, making it hard to breathe.
“It’s not the same, traveling with kids,” Preston prattled on, oblivious to her emotional distress, which was par for the course with him.
“In case you’ve already forgotten, I have a kid now. Jadyn.”
“Sure, sure. But that’s a temporary thing, right?”
“My mother’s in poor health, and my brother is in prison. How could this be anything but permanent?” Even as Julianna said it, she knew in her heart it was true. For the first time, she recognized and accepted there would be no going back to the way things were.
“We can talk about that later. I hear there are some excellent boarding schools.”
Hearing the words come out of Preston’s mouth was like someone holding a mirror up to her face. The reflection was monstrous, and all at once she was certain she could never let herself go through with it. Sadie had been right about that. No matter what else happened, Julianna knew in that moment that Jadyn would always have a home with her.
Correcting the slumping posture she adopted around Preston out of habit, Julianna raised herself to her full height, enjoying the cornered expression on her ex’s face. “Jadyn is my family. I will never ship her off for strangers to raise.”
“Yeah, okay.” Preston seemed to shrink into himself briefly, struggling to recollect his confidence before adding, “It’s not just travel I’m missing about us, you know. It’s the collaboration. The yin and yang at the office.” 
And there it was. Preston never stopped by for idle chat. After just enough effort to gaslight and confuse her, he was about to get to the actual point of his visit.
Julianna focused intently so as not to miss a single word that was about to come out of his mouth. If she knew one thing about Preston, it was that he always had ulterior motives. He thought he was so smooth that no one else noticed. But Julianna knew him too well. His subtle manipulations, his carefully crafted words were meant to steer her in the direction he wanted her to go.
But she was wise to his tactics now, no longer willing to be controlled. She had been blindsided by him too many times before. This time, she wouldn’t let herself be caught off guard.
Julianna’s mind whirred into action. The guy wanted something that had nothing to do with romance. That much was obvious. What was it? More importantly, why? 
“We worked well together,” Preston admitted, his voice softening in a calculating way as he continued. “I miss us working together. The way we bounced ideas off each other, the creative energy we shared. It was special.”
“Is that why you’ve been telling everyone I’m Ms. Permafrost?” Damn. Julianna cursed silently at herself for letting her anger slip through. She shouldn’t have said that. If she put him on guard, he would be even more careful with his next move. She needed to play this cool, keep him talking until she could figure out his game.
Julianna could see the flicker of annoyance in Preston’s eyes, quickly masked by his charming smile. She knew she had hit a nerve, and that gave her a small sense of satisfaction despite the risks. He’d come in thinking he had the upper hand. Despite her slipup, he probably still believed it. But she was not as defenseless as he assumed.
“It’s just a joke, Jules. Where’s your sense of humor?”
After twenty years, could he truly not know how much she hated to be called Jules? Julianna tamped down her annoyance, instead fixing a neutral expression on her face. “Setting me up as a late-night comedian punching bag is your idea of funny?”
“Okay, I admit I may have let my buddies carry it too far. I didn’t expect that you would be so sensitive. But you have to admit, it was somewhat accurate. You did get a bit icy.”
Julianna’s temper rose, but she forced herself to stay calm. “I guess some things, like a husband’s infidelity, can do that to a girl.”
“There you go. See?” Preston grinned. “That’s the sense of humor I was talking about. That’s one of the things that works so well for us. I’m the playful one. You’re strong. It goes together”—he threaded his fingers—“like that.”
“Forgive me,” Julianna remarked, her voice steady with a hint of steel beneath the surface. “But this is beginning to feel like a business pitch.” 
“No. I want us to get back together.” 
“In that case, I would have expected you to bring chocolate and roses. You’re acting like a man packing a contract.” 
“You see? No one truly gets your sense of humor.” He forced a smile. “I’ve always appreciated it.” 
If Julianna had zero concerns in life, she’d love nothing more than to punch the guy right in the kisser. She couldn’t recall all the times this man had manipulated her. But no more. She had learned her lesson.
This time, she wouldn’t fall for his charming facade.
As she tried to tame her racing heart and boiling rage, she said, “I’ve had a long day. Do you mind if we talk at a different time?” 
“Sure, of course. It’s a lot to think about, but don’t forget how well we fit together. Your office is still there. We—I would love to see you back at the controls. Where you belong.” 
She bobbed her head, too emotionally exhausted to force a coherent fuck you from her mouth. Just as well. She needed him to think she was actually mulling over his preposterous idea to keep him on his best behavior. A cornered Preston was dangerous. Better to appease him, or at least make him believe that was what was going on. 
When he moved to give her a kiss on the cheek, she nearly let out a primal scream. 
It took every fiber in her body to stay upright and visibly unaffected until the front door shut. 
Then her legs gave out.

“Whoa? Are you okay?” Sadie rushed to Julianna, supporting her as they made their way to the couch. 
“I need to email Kate. Preston’s up to something. She needs to work her contacts to find out what.” Julianna’s chest constricted, and she struggled to get the words out. 
“I understand, but first we need to get you settled. You’re shaking like a leaf. Do you need water, or should I bring you something stronger?” Sadie studied Julianna with worried eyes. 
“Just water,” Julianna said. At first, she was tempted to say she was fine and didn’t need anything, but Sadie was too attentive to be so easily fooled.
As Sadie bustled off to the kitchen, Julianna sank deep into the sofa cushions, her mind racing. Preston’s sudden appearance had stoked chaos inside her mind. She couldn’t believe she had let him get to her this way again.
“Just when I thought I couldn’t hate the man anymore, he invades my home like he owns the place.” Julianna took the glass of water from Sadie’s hands, gulping it down greedily as the cool liquid soothed her parched throat. “I guess he technically still does own it, or half, at least. I need to get this damn divorce finalized.” 
“We should start by changing all the locks.” 
“Agreed. I’m tired of that lock sticking anyway.” 
“I’ll get a locksmith out first thing tomorrow.” Grabbing a throw blanket, Sadie settled beside Julianna and draped it over her shoulders. “You’re shaking. You need to rest. We can figure out what to do about Preston tomorrow.” 
Julianna nodded absentmindedly, her thoughts still consumed by her ex’s unsettling visit. Sadie’s arm remained around her, offering a comforting weight that grounded her against the anxiety that swirled inside. Julianna closed her eyes, trying to push away the memories that threatened to consume her.
“I hate the way he makes me feel.” Julianna rested her head against Sadie’s shoulder as the warmth of the blanket and Sadie’s presence began to ease the tension from her body. Finally, her racing thoughts began to slow down.
“How does he make you feel?” Sadie murmured, still holding Julianna close, her voice gentle and soothing.
“Powerless,” Julianna whispered, her voice barely above a breath. “Weak. Like I have no control over my own life.”
“Are you kidding me? That’s not how I see it.” Sadie stroked Julianna’s hair, her touch gentle and reassuring. “You refused to let him walk all over you, and you didn’t cave and take him back. I was so afraid you would, but you stood firm. That’s the opposite of weakness.”
“You couldn’t think for even a minute I’d be willing to take him back, could you?” Julianna’s eyes fluttered open, searching Sadie’s face for an answer.
“It’s what my mother would’ve done.” Sadie’s confession hung in the air, heavy and laden with unspoken pain.
“Oh, Sadie.” Julianna continued to study the younger woman’s face, seeing a vulnerability she’d never noticed before. “Your mother was wrong to do that, just like I would’ve been wrong to send Jadyn to boarding school at the end of the summer.”
“You mean you’ve changed your mind?” A line creased Sadie’s brow. “But I haven’t told you yet whether I agreed to stay on for the fall.”
“It doesn’t matter. I should never have put you in a position like that, making the burden of Jadyn’s future rest on your shoulders.” Julianna reached out across Sadie’s lap, taking the woman’s hand in hers and giving it a squeeze. “I want you to stay, but even if you don’t, I’ll figure something out. I won’t let Jadyn down.”
“I couldn’t help but overhear what you said to Preston earlier. About the miscarriage.” Sadie’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears as she leaned into Julianna’s touch, her breath catching in her throat. “I’m so sorry.”
“It was a long time ago. I’d almost let him convince me that it was for the best, that I felt the same relief he did.” Julianna took a deep breath, her chest tight with the weight of years of suppressed emotions. “But as soon as I found out I was pregnant, I wanted that baby so much. How could I have lied to myself like that? All these years later and I still thought his version was true, right up until I heard my own words about boarding school coming out of that man’s mouth.”
“He’s a master manipulator.” Sadie’s voice was filled with an understanding Julianna wasn’t convinced she deserved. “There’s something unnatural about him.” 
“You have no idea.” Julianna inhaled a deep breath. Then another as she sank against Sadie, who still had an arm around Julianna. “I can’t believe how blind I was for years. I admit I wasn’t super close with my family, but Preston never wanted me to go home. He’d give me hell about it for weeks when I did, until I finally just stopped. How could I let him control me like that? To isolate me?”
“It happens. You need to forgive yourself and focus on moving forward now. You have Jadyn to think about.” Sadie’s voice was gentle and so very comforting.
Julianna couldn’t remember ever feeling so safe in someone else’s arms before. Not in all her years with Preston, for certain. She couldn’t put a name to what she was feeling, but it was something new. Something she’d never experienced with anyone else. It was a mix of relief, vulnerability, and a strange sense of hope blossoming within her chest.
Could it be love? It was a question she wouldn’t have dared ask even a day ago. Perhaps because the answer was too terrifying to contemplate. Love had never been a source of comfort, and to admit she could fall in love with a woman was something that she’d refused to consider. To realize she hadn’t known something so huge about herself scared her more than she was willing to face.
But in that moment, as Sadie held her close, Julianna realized that maybe love wasn’t meant to be a source of fear. Maybe love was supposed to feel like this—warm, reassuring, and freeing.
Julianna lifted her head from Sadie’s shoulder and looked into the kind eyes of the woman who had offered her more support in the past few minutes than Preston had in all their years together. Love had many forms, she realized. The love she thought she had known with Preston was twisted and suffocating, a shadow of what true love should be. But if she opened her heart to allow for it, maybe she could find something pure and beautiful.
Sadie seemed to offer what Julianna had been looking for, even if she didn’t know it until this moment.
“Thank you,” Julianna whispered, feeling a precious and tender emotion stirring within her. “I know I shouldn’t say this, but I don’t know what I would do without you. I’m not trying to pressure you into staying longer than you agreed. I promise. I just wanted you to know that you being here right now means everything to me.”
“What do you need from me?” Sadie tucked a strand of Julianna’s hair behind her ear, the touch of her finger against the skin sending a shiver down Julianna’s spine. “I want to help you in any way I can. Just tell me what you need, and I’ll be here for you.”
“I need you to stay. For tonight,” Julianna added. It wasn’t really what she meant, but she lacked the courage to give voice to the deeper desires awakening inside her. “I don’t want to be alone.” 
In fact, the idea of being alone again, without Sadie’s calming presence beside her, was too daunting to bear. But if Julianna found herself yearning for more than just a temporary solace, if she was craving a connection that went beyond mere companionship, she knew she had to tread carefully. She couldn’t risk scaring Sadie away with the intensity of her newfound emotions.
Sadie gazed at Julianna with an unreadable expression, the silence becoming a palpable presence in the room. After a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity, Sadie’s lips curled into a soft smile.
“I’ll stay,” she said simply, her eyes holding Julianna’s in a gaze that felt like an answer to a prayer Julianna had been too afraid to utter. “I’ll stay for as long as you need, and not just tonight. I’m ready to accept your offer, to move in and be Jadyn’s full-time nanny in the fall.”
“Do you really mean that?”
As Sadie’s words sank in, Julianna felt a rush of emotions flood her being. Hope, joy, and a profound sense of gratitude washed over her, mingling with the undercurrent of something deeper and more complex. She searched Sadie’s eyes for any hint of hesitation but found only unwavering sincerity staring back.
“I do.”
Julianna reached out tentatively, tracing a line from Sadie’s cheek to her lips, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath her fingertips. Sadie’s breath caught, and Julianna’s heart skipped a beat as their eyes locked in a moment of unspoken understanding.
Sadie’s head drifted closer to Julianna. 
Julianna leaned in slowly, her heart racing as she closed the distance between them. Who could resist the tug to move closer? 
But before their lips met, a shrill scream tore through the stillness of the night.
“Daddy!” 
“Jadyn!” They both gasped the child’s name simultaneously.
Acting almost as one, Julianna and Sadie jumped off the couch, their own needs put aside as they raced in unison up the stairs.
“I’m here, baby. I’m here.” Julianna sat on her niece’s bed and pulled Jadyn into her arms, holding her close as the little girl cried out in fear. Sadie stood by, a comforting presence, soothingly rubbing Jadyn’s back.
“What’s wrong, sweetheart? Did you have a bad dream?” Julianna asked, her voice gentle and calming.
Jadyn nodded, tears making her rosy cheeks wet.
“What’s wrong?” Julianna whispered, although she had a feeling she already knew. Damn Preston and his flippant meddling. Jadyn had been fine for months until he showed up with that stupid stuffed animal and started running his mouth.
“Daddy. I need to see Daddy.” Jadyn sobbed into Julianna’s shoulder. 
“Okay. We’ll go see him.” Julianna met Sadie’s eyes, reassured by the nod. “Everything’s going to be fine, Jay. We’re here for you, and we always will be.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Fernando stood in front of his open trunk, a moving box in his arms, as he stared at the green Victorian house with a quizzical expression. “I won’t lie. I pictured it being bigger. More like a mansion.”
“I told you it was modest.” Sadie grabbed a box from the back seat and hefted it onto her hip.
“But her ex-husband is like one of the richest guys on the planet. It’s only a matter of time before he builds a rocket to blast off into space.” 
“Hopefully never to return,” Sadie couldn’t help adding. She still hadn’t fully recovered from her one encounter with the man and had no desire to repeat it. “Julianna isn’t like him, though. She’s more down-to-earth.”
“I’m sure. As down-to-earth as someone can be when they hire full-time, live-in staff,” Fernando teased.
“She’s the head of a tech start-up, and guardianship of her niece basically just fell in her lap a few months ago. Can you blame her?” Sadie countered, feeling the need to defend her employer in a way that almost felt like she was defending herself, too. After all, she couldn’t even count the number of times she’d sworn she would never take a live-in position. Sure, she had during Covid, but she didn’t have a choice then because it was the only thing available, and she had to eat. Yet here she was, moving all her worldly possessions into Julianna’s guest room.
“I suppose not,” Fernando admitted, closing the trunk and following Sadie up the steps to the front door, his arms laden with as many boxes as he could carry. “As long as you promise this isn’t one of those lesbian U-Haul situations.”
“Oh my God, Fernando. I can’t believe you would even think something like that.” Sadie winced as she heard the shrillness of her tone, knowing this would be a dead giveaway that her best friend was a wee bit closer to the truth than she’d like to admit.
“Hold on a minute.” Fernando slanted his head. “Did something happen between you two? Is that why you’re moving in?” 
“I’m moving in because it’s my job.” Sadie pressed the box against the doorframe as she unlocked it with a key, relieved that they’d finally gotten rid of the fancy code lock that only worked half the time.
“You’ve turned down many live-in situations. Like when that movie star you worked for when they were filming on location in Boston wanted you to move to Beverly Hills.” 
“Who would want to live in California when you could be in beautiful Massachusetts?” Sadie set her box down next to the stairs, avoiding his gaze. 
“Pretty much everyone I know. They have palm trees and perfect weather year-round. We have snow half the year.” Fernando followed her inside, setting the boxes down in the entryway and heading back out for another load. “Seriously, Peps. What’s going on between you and the boss lady?” 
Fernando’s eyes bore into Sadie, searching for the truth she wasn’t quite ready to admit to herself let alone another living soul. But she knew from experience there would be no peace until she told him everything. Or at least enough so he’d leave her alone.
Sadie sighed, her shoulders slumping in defeat as she set another load of boxes down inside the house. “Fine, maybe something did happen. But it’s complicated, okay? I don’t even know what I feel anymore. It’s like one minute she’s my boss, the next she’s my friend, and then suddenly I’m questioning everything because she looked at me a certain way, and my heart just... Ugh, I can’t even explain it.”
“Before I carry one more box, I need the full scoop. And some iced tea.” He ran a rainbow handkerchief over the back of his neck. “It’s swampy today.”
“See? That’s why I can’t wait for snow.” 
“You say that now, but talk to me when you’ve got a shovel in your hand.” Fernando shook his head with disbelief. “Although now that you’re seeing how the other half live, maybe your girlfriend has people who do that kind of thing.”
“She’s not my girlfriend.” Sadie led him to the kitchen, motioning for him to take a barstool as she rummaged in the cupboard for a glass. “But it’s possible a few weeks ago, on that night I told you about when Preston came over, that after he left… Well, I guess the truth is Julianna and I almost kissed.” 
Fernando stared blankly like he hadn’t heard what she’d said. Or perhaps he had heard, and as a result he’d stopped existing in this world and been immediately transported to Mars. 
Sadie filled a glass with ice and then some fresh tea from the refrigerator as she waited for her friend’s brain to stop malfunctioning. 
“Please, Peps,” he finally said, “tell me you kept the lease on your apartment for when this crashes and burns.” 
“What do you think I am, a millionaire? I can’t afford to pay rent on a place I’m not living in. Besides, that apartment’s a dump. You know I hate it.” She took a drink of her own iced tea, the cold liquid tempering the hot flush of worry. Because, of course, she knew the risks better than anyone. “And it’s not going to crash and burn.”
“So you’re just all in, then? No backup plan?” Fernando gaped at Sadie, his rainbow handkerchief forgotten on the counter. “I mean, I’ve seen you dive headfirst into things before, but this is some next-level risk-taking. Not just your heart, but your job, too. You don’t think this is too much like… you know, before?”
Sadie’s heart clenched at the reference to her youthful indiscretion, the one that had cost her everything. Of course, it was on her mind already. When wasn’t it? But she pushed those memories aside, unwilling to dwell on the past when she had a future to think about.
She took a long sip of her iced tea before responding. “I said almost, remember? Nothing actually happened between us. And nothing’s going to happen, except I’m finally going to have a job long enough to put money into that savings account you’re always riding me about. End of story.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. Kiss or no kiss, something already did happen,” Fernando argued. “Something big enough for you to override your commitment phobia and agree to a permanent position, and to move in, no less. I mean, I knew you had a crush on her, but⁠—”
“It’s not a crush.” She sighed, placing her glass down with a clink before turning to face him.
“You almost kissed your boss, Peps.”
Sadie rolled her eyes, exasperated by Fernando’s dramatic flair. “It was a moment. A tiny blip in the grand scheme of things. Julianna and I are just friends. That’s it.”
“Friends? Not boss and employee?”
“Whatever. Same thing.”
But like it or not, Sadie knew Fernando was right in pointing out this distinction. There was an undeniable tension between her and Julianna that had nothing to do with her work duties. It was something neither of them had addressed directly in the two weeks since the almost-kiss. But they didn’t need to because Sadie was determined to keep things strictly professional. She had worked too hard to build a stellar reputation at the Bancroft Agency for a potential romantic entanglement to ruin it all.
“Look, Fernando. I took this job because of Jadyn, not Julianna. There’s something about this kid’s situation that reminds me of my own childhood. I feel like I can help her have a better outcome than I was given.”
“I get that. I do. But what if you’re risking too much by getting so emotionally involved in this job?” Fernando’s voice was filled with concern as he leaned against the kitchen island, eyeing Sadie carefully. “You can’t save everyone, no matter how hard you try. You need to protect yourself, too.”
“I’m an adult. I’m totally in control.” Sadie shrugged. “Besides, it’s been well over a week, and nothing else has happened. Not even close.” 
“Did you two talk about what almost happened?” 
“No. Why would we? We’re grown-ups.”
“Uh, I don’t know. Because communicating is the mature thing to do?”
Sadie fought the urge to stick her tongue out at her friend, sensing it would not be the grown-up thing to do. “Trust me. We’re on the same page. There’s no reason to worry.” 
“Yeah, can’t imagine any cause for concern.” 
“You need to stop worrying. I’m not worried. You shouldn’t be.” And if Sadie kept telling herself that, she might begin believing it.
Fernando took a long drink of iced tea before getting to his feet. “Are we taking the boxes to the basement or what?” 
“No,” Sadie said as they walked back to the entryway where the boxes were waiting. “My room is upstairs.” 
“Next to hers?” 
“If you mean Jadyn, yes.” Sadie shot Fernando a warning glance, but he only raised an eyebrow in response.
“You know who I mean.” 
“Not that it makes any difference, but Julianna’s bedroom is also on the second floor. So what?” After making the remark, Sadie paused momentarily, her gaze shifting to the floor as she contemplated her next words. But none came.
“You’re really playing with fire, and you don’t do that. You can’t even handle pepper on a baked potato.” 
“Yes, I can.” 
“No, you can’t. You nearly died when I made you dinner that one time.” 
“There was more pepper than potato. That doesn’t count.” She laughed at his dubious expression. “Once we get the boxes upstairs, I’ll show you the new gaming room we set up in this little bonus space next to the dining room.” 
“Gaming room, huh? Is that where Julianna keeps her whips and chains?” 
Sadie gave her friend a playful punch to the shoulder. “You’re not going to stop, are you?” 
“Teasing you? Never,” Fernando said with a laugh, but his expression quickly grew serious again. “I care, okay? One of us has to be aware of what can happen. You want to remain blissfully unaware, so that leaves it to me to watch out for you. Bad things happen when people ignore what’s right in front of them.”  
“The only thing I see is a friend who’s being difficult and refusing to let go of the past,” Sadie retorted, her voice tinged with frustration. She hoisted a box onto her hip and gestured toward the staircase. “Now, are you going to help me get all this stuff upstairs or not?”
Fernando sighed. “You’re so stubborn. But fine, have it your way. Let’s get you moved in so we can check out this so-called gaming room. And while we’re upstairs, I may need to inspect your boss’s bedroom for anything suspicious.”
“Watch it,” Sadie warned with a snort, “or I won’t let you touch the vintage Atari.”

“Ha! Got it!” Fernando nearly launched himself out of his beanbag as he jerked the joystick sharply to the right.
“I swear I had no idea anyone could get this competitive over a game of Pong,” Sadie teased, her laughter mixing with the incessant beeping coming from the television.
The sound of a key in the front door alerted her to Julianna’s return.
“We’re in the game room,” Sadie called out.
Almost instantly, Jadyn zipped in. She skidded to a stop as her eyes locked onto Fernando. “Who are you?” 
“This is Fernando,” Sadie explained. “He’s my best friend.” 
“Hello. You must be Miss Jadyn.” Fernando offered the young girl a warm smile. “Are you better at video games than Sadie? I hope so, because I need some real competition.” 
Jadyn nodded enthusiastically. “I’m way better. I can kick her buttocks.”
“I really regret teaching you that word.” Sadie handed the controller to Jadyn. “Here you go, kiddo. I need to start making dinner.”
In the kitchen, Sadie found Julianna perched on a barstool, rubbing her forehead with her fingers.
“How was Jay’s therapy appointment?” Sadie asked.
“Dr. Malcolm is concerned about the nightmares.” 
“I think we all are.” 
Julianna nodded. “Damn Preston. I can’t stop thinking about that night. If he hadn’t shown up, talking shit about being Jadyn’s new dad—she’d been doing so well.” 
“Did you tell the therapist that?” 
Julianna nodded. “Jadyn is dead set on visiting her dad in prison.” 
“And…?” Sadie let her voice trail off, not wanting to express an opinion one way or the other. This was Julianna’s decision to make. 
“Dr. Malcolm agrees.” Julianna let out an anguished sigh. “School will be starting soon. It’s best to get it out of the way before then. Looks like I’m going to Ohio.” 
Sadie let out a relieved sigh, knowing this was the right decision. “When do we need to leave? I’ll clear my calendar.” 
Julianna shook her head. “I can’t expect you to tag along—not that I don’t want you there, of course. But you’re only just getting settled into the house. It’s too much to ask.” 
“You’re not asking. I’m insisting. I want to go. For Jadyn.” And for Julianna, too, Sadie knew. But that part didn’t need to be said. “It’s going to be emotional. She’s going to need all the love and support she can possibly get. Besides, it’s my job now.” 
“Let me take a quick look at my calendar.” Julianna pulled out her phone, frowning as she studied the screen.
“Something wrong?”
“Not exactly.” Julianna’s eyes scanned the text message again before continuing. “So far, Kate’s contacts at Preston Innovations are reporting they’re struggling with their new game. It’s the one they’re pitching to Kami.” 
“I hope he fails miserably, that worm.” 
“Me too.” Julianna gave a quiet chuckle. “I’ll admit I’m not doing much better with my own proposal, but I can’t worry about that now. With everything going on with Jadyn, I know she has to take precedence.” 
Sadie could hardly believe her ears. The Julianna she’d met at the airport couldn’t possibly be the same woman sitting in the kitchen with her now. Past Julianna was all about power and image. Now she was putting her niece first. 
It was fantastic, but it was also dangerous. Keeping herself at arm’s length from the old Julianna was a much easier ask. This new version was significantly more attractive in every way. That could prove problematic. 
“Do I get to meet the owner of the notorious rainbow car?” Julianna asked. “I know he’s here. I saw the car parked outside when we came in. I imagine everyone within a ten-mile radius saw the car.” 
Sadie grinned. “I don’t know. Will you be nice?”
“When am I ever not nice?” Julianna feigned being insulted, which made Sadie laugh. 
Sadie lifted one eyebrow. “You literally fired me within minutes of meeting me.”
“Are you never going to let that go?” Julianna protested with a laugh, shaking her head. “I wasn’t really firing you. I simply had to make sure you were up for the challenge of working alongside me.”
“Challenge is right,” Sadie teased, enjoying the banter. Sadie loved it when they interacted like this, even if it sent a wave of alarm through her brain. But they were adults. Adults could banter, and it didn’t have to mean anything. Sadie and Fernando did it all the time. 
“I guess I should get dinner started,” Sadie announced, opening a cupboard and peering inside, hoping inspiration would strike. Having spent most of the afternoon moving boxes and setting up her room, followed by playing video games with Fernando, she’d given very little thought to what to cook. She pulled out a can of soup, feeling completely uninspired.
“I have an idea. Should we all go out to dinner?” Julianna ran a hand through her red curls.
“But it’s my job to cook now that I’ve moved in,” Sadie argued, though her tone didn’t inspire much confidence right then. “Remember the contract?”
“You’ve only just moved in today,” Julianna pointed out. “You’ve got to be exhausted from it, and I can’t stomach the thought of dirty dishes.”
“I’m with you on that one,” Sadie admitted. The idea of not having to cook or clean up afterward did sound appealing. “I guess I should tell Fernando it’s time for him to head home.”
“Nonsense. He can come, too.” Julianna’s tone said arguing would be futile. “It’ll give me a chance to grill Rainbow Man and get him to reveal all the juicy bits about your past.” 
Sadie chuckled, knowing full well that Julianna was skilled at getting intel out of anyone. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”
“That’s a yes to dinner?” Julianna’s eyes gleamed with mischief.
“I suppose so,” Sadie agreed, giving in to Julianna’s persuasive charm. “Let’s go out for dinner. But don’t expect Fernando to spill any juicy bits about me. He’s sworn to secrecy.”
“We’ll see about that,” Julianna said with a sly smile that made Sadie suspect the woman was already plotting her interrogation strategy. No doubt it would be CIA-level sophisticated. Julianna did nothing by half measures, which was one of the many things that made her so damn appealing.
“Behave.” Sadie rolled up a dish towel and swatted it at her boss. “The same rules apply to you as to Jadyn. We’re only going to go out in public if you promise to be a good girl.” 
Julianna caught the dish towel midair and winked mischievously. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I promise,” she said with a laugh. But deep down, Sadie knew Julianna’s definition of “best behavior” was very different from her own.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Be honest with me, Jules.” It was the nickname Julianna hated, but somehow coming from Fernando with just a hint of an accent—making it sound more like a Y than a J—it was kind of endearing. “Did you pick a Mexican restaurant for dinner tonight because of me?”
Fernando bumped Julianna’s arm with an elbow as they stepped into the brightly colored entryway of the restaurant, and she sensed all the blood draining from her face. 
“What? No! This just happens to be my favorite place in Harvard Square.” All at once, the blood that had so recently escaped burst back into Julianna’s cheeks with a fiery vengeance, rocketing her internal temperature to somewhere around a thousand degrees. “I mean it didn’t even occur… that is to say, I hadn’t…”
Oh God. Her first time meeting Sadie’s best friend, and she’d made a terribly racist, if completely unintended, faux pas.
“Just kidding.” Fernando’s shoulders shook with laughter. “It’s a game I like to play. Make white people uncomfortable. All of you fall for it every time.” 
Sadie, who was holding Jadyn’s hand in front of the host’s station, shot Fernando a withering glare. “Cool it, man. She’s already nervous enough meeting the owner of that insane clown car. She doesn’t need to be subjected to your terrible sense of humor, too.”
Fernando held up his hands in mock surrender, a mischievous glint in his eye as he winked at Julianna. Instantly, the tension inside her dissipated, and Julianna found herself smiling back, the knot in her stomach loosening. Why she was so nervous around him was a mystery, but it was the truth. She hadn’t felt this jittery since presenting to the first round of investors in Preston Innovations nearly twenty years ago. For whatever reason, making a good impression on Sadie’s friend was as vital as securing millions of dollars in start-up capital.
Grabbing a stack of menus, the host led them through the maze of crowded tables to a booth in the back corner by a window. Inexplicably, given the multitude of sombreros decorating the walls—which Julianna belatedly realized most likely qualified as racist, too—some sort of hip-hop music blared through the speakers. It was probably intended for the college crowd that frequented the establishment, but it hurt Julianna’s ears.
And made her feel impossibly old. 
When had Julianna become the age where music playing in the background annoyed her? Looking at her dining companions as they settled into the booth, she was aware she had at least a decade on the lot of them. Was it strange that she was feeling these pangs of inadequacy and self-consciousness with people who were practically kids compared to her?
Then again, despite being younger, Sadie had always struck Julianna as older and wiser than herself. Maybe because she knew so much about kids, whereas Julianna was a complete novice in that department. Since day one, when it came to Jadyn, Sadie had offered guidance and support that Julianna hadn’t even realized she needed. There was no way she could have survived the past several months without her.
Her eyes landed on Sadie, who offered a stunning smile. It was almost as if the nanny had read her mind and sensed the complimentary thoughts.
Julianna swallowed and hid behind her menu, not wanting to confront the warmth that spread inside her, which should have been nothing but gratitude and admiration, but instead felt uncomfortably akin to more. The connection between them was one she hadn’t expected.
Ever since that moment when they’d nearly kissed—it was useless to pretend anything other than that would’ve happened if they hadn’t been interrupted—thoughts had been swirling inside her head. Thoughts that shouldn’t be there. Like what Sadie’s lips would feel like against hers. Or how her touch would send shivers down Julianna’s spine.
And like how she had been missing something all along, a piece of herself she hadn’t known existed, until Sadie had entered her life.
“Anyone up for a margarita?” Julianna suggested in a voice that was somehow too loud, even considering the music that would surely drown out any attempt at conversation. However, it wasn’t quite loud enough to cover the sound of her racing heart. “The pitcher deal is quite good.”
As Fernando eyed Sadie over his menu, and Sadie gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, it struck Julianna that maybe she had overstepped. Was it awkward for a boss to offer to buy drinks, and a pitcher of them no less, for her employee? Maybe Sadie was uncomfortable with the idea of mixing business with pleasure. Or she didn’t want to take advantage of Julianna’s generosity. Either way, the last thing Julianna had intended was to make Sadie feel uncomfortable. She quickly backtracked, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment.
“I mean, you don’t have to. Please, order whatever you want. I just know the margaritas are really good here. And we’re walking home. So, you know. Why not live it up?”
Because people go too far with it and end up killing people.
Julianna forced a casual smile, even as the tragic reminder of her own brother’s addiction invaded her brain. It occurred to her that Sadie was probably thinking about Jason now, too, and how his drinking had ruined his and Jadyn’s life. God knew she’d tormented herself with similar thoughts, even giving up alcohol completely in the early days after the accident, until finally coming to terms with the fact that she and her brother were two different people. His demons were not her own. But not everyone would see it that way or appreciate her perspective.
Shit. Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut? Or suggested something benign, like raspberry iced tea?
“Can I get you all started with something?” the server asked, holding a pen in one hand and a tablet in the other.
“How about chips and queso?” Julianna said, confident that nothing about spicy melted cheese could be misconstrued.
“And a pitcher of margaritas,” Sadie added, giving her a reassuring look that sparked another flutter inside Julianna’s belly. Not once in Preston’s life had he been able to intuit her discomfort, but Sadie always seemed to know what she was experiencing and how to make it better. 
How did she manage it? 
“Could we get another package of crayons?” Sadie added, pointing to Jadyn, who was busy coloring a giant parrot on the children’s menu. “The one she got is missing a green.”
“You can’t color a parrot without a green,” Jadyn pointed out with a smile. The server left, presumably to locate a new pack.
Julianna set her menu to the side and turned her attention to Fernando. “How long have you known Sadie?”
“About ten years now. We went to college together, but she’s like the annoying sister I never wanted and can’t get rid of.” His laughter was infectious, and Julianna found herself joining in. 
“Ditto, buddy,” Sadie informed him. “He’s lucky his mom’s a good cook. I kept him around in hopes of getting invited over for dinner. Our cafeteria food was a far cry from Mrs. Martinez’s enchiladas; I can tell you that.”
Julianna grinned at the way Fernando mock-scowled at Sadie. They had such a nice rapport, able to tease one another mercilessly but without any real harshness. 
“Does that mean you have the dirt on Sadie?” Julianna tapped her fingertips together. 
“Maybe. But it’ll cost you.” Fernando boosted one eyebrow. 
“Cost me more than a meal and a pitcher of drinks?” Julianna pretended to think it over with a theatrical sigh. “How about we order churros for dessert?”
“Deal.” Fernando slapped his hands together as though eager to start spilling the beans. “Alright, so you want the lowdown on Sadie, huh? Let’s start with how we should watch her marg consumption.” Fernando swiveled his head to Sadie, who blanched. “What? Do you not remember that epic fight we had about unicorns?”
“No one wants to hear that story, Fernando.” Sadie deliberately dragged out each syllable of his name. 
“I do,” Julianna assured them, trying to hold back a laugh. 
“I love unicorns,” Jadyn piped up. 
Fernando tossed an arm over the back of his chair, angling his body away from Sadie, more than likely to avoid a sharp elbow to a kidney. “It was a marg night at the Martinez household. The only thing better than my mama’s enchiladas is my dad’s homemade margaritas. We were out having drinks on their deck, and then as we were doing tequila shots⁠—” 
“Remember that key detail. Tequila shots.” Sadie held a finger in the air. “Not exactly the same thing as a margarita. To be honest, no one should be able to remember the argument that night.” She stared daggers at Fernando, which made Julianna feel the urge to giggle. 
“Girl, please.” Fernando held up a hand. “Tequila is like water to me. I remember it all.” 
The server placed the chips and queso on the table, ready to take their dinner orders. Sadie’s shoulders relaxed, clearly expecting that she was off the hook now that they’d been interrupted. But Julianna wasn’t going to let Fernando forget. Sadie was way too cute when she was nervous.
In a thoroughly non-sexual, nanny way, naturally. Like seeing Mary Poppins blush.
“So, the unicorn fight?” Julianna prodded as soon as the server was gone. 
“Right.” Fernando poured a margarita for Julianna and then Sadie, before taking a sip of his own. “I don’t remember how we started talking about⁠—” 
“Your memory is failing you, Mr. Tequila is Like Water?” Sadie ribbed the man. “I wouldn’t trust anything he says, given that he’s clearly unable to remember all the pertinent details.”
“Because that part is inconsequential.” He rolled his eyes in such an exaggerated way it even made Jadyn giggle. “What I do know, and would be willing to attest to under oath on a whole stack of Bibles, is we got into an epic battle about the movie The Last Unicorn.” 
“As one does after tequila shots,” Julianna sneaked a glance in Sadie’s direction. “I assume anyway.”
“I’m glad you’re on my side.” Sadie’s tone dripped sarcasm, but there was that damn smile again. Delightful and torturous. 
“The argument got heated,” Fernando continued, “and Sadie lurched out of the deck chair, proclaiming, ‘I have one final thing to say about unicorns,’ but before she could finish, she looked over the deck rail⁠—” 
“Oh no.” Julianna placed a hand over her mouth, uncertain where the story was headed but sensing it wouldn’t be good. She turned to Sadie. “You didn’t fall, did you?”
“No. But the liquor hit me hard, and the world turned upside down,” Sadie explained. 
“She marched inside the house, and we found her passed out face down on the couch.” Fernando laughed. “To this day, I don’t know what she was going to say about unicorns.” 
“I’m sure it was going to be brilliant,” Sadie said in her defense. “That was a beautiful movie. I still cry thinking about it.” 
“It’s a terrible movie,” Fernando countered. “Give me Beauty and the Beast any day.” 
Sadie crossed her arms. “Yeah, because kidnapping is so sexy.” 
“Wait—” Julianna held a hand in the air. “Are you saying the man who drives a rainbow car doesn’t like unicorns?” 
“I love unicorns!” Fernando put a hand on his chest, giving Jadyn a broad smile. “I just don’t like the movie. It’s depressing.” 
“It’s beautiful!” Sadie exclaimed, dipping a chip into the queso. The way she licked the last bit of cheese from the tips of her fingers sent a jolt through Julianna that was so sudden she found herself crossing her legs. 
Where the hell had that come from? It was like a switch had been flipped, and all Julianna could see on an endless loop was that moment Sadie’s tongue darted out to catch the last remnants of queso.
Sadie’s casual sensuality was completely overwhelming. As the conversation continued, Julianna found herself struggling to focus on anything other than the way Sadie’s lips curved around each word. It was like watching a seductive dance. Julianna couldn’t tear her gaze away.
“Can I watch the movie?” Jadyn asked. “I can be the tiebreaker with my vote.” 
“Why would you put yourself through that?” Fernando said with sincerity. “There are better kid movies.” 
“Yes, we’ll watch it,” Sadie told Jadyn, overruling Fernando. 
“Only if we watch Beauty and the Beast right after,” Fernando said grumpily. 
“A marathon?” Jadyn seemed tickled by the idea. 
“Yes. With lots of buttery popcorn and Milk Duds,” Sadie promised. “I like to melt them in my popcorn.” 
Jadyn’s eyes bulged with excitement. “Can I do that, Aunt Julianna?” 
“Um…” Julianna was having trouble processing what was being said, still fixated on Sadie and her darting pink tongue.
Good lord, she was in serious trouble. Especially since this source of temptation now resided under her own roof. How was she going to survive when every interaction, no matter how innocent, seemed to set Julianna’s heart racing and her mind spinning with forbidden thoughts?

“When are we doing the movie marathon?” Jadyn demanded as she scooted under the bed covers, her eyelids battling to stay open. 
“Soon.” Julianna kissed the child on the forehead. “Have sweet dreams, baby.” 
When Julianna moved out of the way, Sadie also gave Jadyn a kiss goodnight. 
“Now that Sadie lives here…” Jadyn paused as a yawn overtook her. “Are you going to give her a kiss goodnight, too?”
As she processed the question, Julianna’s entire body went cold. No doubt she had the classic deer in headlights look, but instead of answering, all she could manage was a nervous laugh that sounded like a cross between a chipmunk and a hyena.
“Silly girl,” Sadie said, bopping the child on the nose with her index finger.
Desperate for an escape, Julianna turned out the lights and closed the bedroom door behind her as soon as Sadie was in the hallway. 
“She’s always got something interesting to say,” Sadie remarked. Julianna noted that she had her back pressed to the wall as if trying to keep as much distance between them as possible. “Full of ideas and opinions.”
“Indeed.” Julianna stared at her bare feet, uncertain where else to look. What must Sadie be thinking right now? “Being opinionated is a Bristol trait. Especially the women.” 
“Nothing wrong with strong women.” There was a husky quality to Sadie’s voice that Julianna wasn’t sure was intended.
Julianna shifted, suddenly aware of the charged atmosphere in the hallway. With the weight of Jadyn’s innocent question hanging heavily between them, the sound of Sadie’s voice sent shivers to all the wrong places.
Eventually, Julianna’s eyes worked their way up from the floor, climbing over Sadie’s body with way too much interest. She needed to find some restraint, to distance herself from whatever unspoken thing was simmering between them before it spiraled out of control.
Clearing her throat, she managed to force a smile. “Yes, well. Amen to that, I guess.” 
They stared at each other, still right outside Jadyn’s bedroom. Any second now, the little girl might pop her head out, most likely to ask another unintentionally embarrassing question. Julianna should head downstairs before that could happen, or before she lost the ability to move completely. But her feet remained glued in place.
As the seconds ticked on, the tension was palpable, crackling in the air like static electricity before a storm. Julianna knew she should say something, anything to break the spell that seemed to bind them together in this moment.
“The other night…” Julianna started but couldn’t finish. 
“Which night?” Sadie’s tone was wary, and something about the look in her eyes suggested she knew exactly what Julianna was referring to and was only pretending to be unsure.
“The one when we’d just gotten home from vacation, and Preston came by. When we almost—you know.” Kissed. Julianna gulped as she heard the word in her head, unable to say it out loud.
“Oh, that night.” Sadie’s face remained impassive, but her eyes softened slightly. Or else it was a trick of the light.
Silence fell between them, and a twinge of panic began in Julianna’s belly. Had she read the situation wrong? Maybe Sadie had no intention of kissing her, and the fact Julianna had read it that way was a source of embarrassment rather than relief.
“That night…” Sadie’s voice was barely above a whisper, but it echoed loudly in the narrow hallway. “Do we really need to talk about it?”
Shit. Julianna’s worst fears were coming true. She had misinterpreted everything, and now it seemed like she was about to make a fool of herself. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and she searched for the right words to salvage the situation.
“No. It’s just… I’m sorry. It wasn’t professional of me.” 
“That makes two of us.” Sadie forced a laugh, which sounded strained and hollow. “It won’t happen again.” 
It was like a dagger pierced Julianna all the way through, pinning her to the bedroom door. On the one hand, she hadn’t completely imagined it. But on the other hand, Sadie was shutting down the conversation, crushing any hope Julianna had nurtured in her heart.
The vulnerability Julianna had allowed herself to expose by asking the question now felt like a raw wound, open and stinging. She wanted to take it all back, to rewind time and erase the last few minutes from existence.
“Right. It won’t.” Julianna lifted her chin. “Emotional night. Not thinking. Jadyn. All about Jadyn.” 
Were those even complete thoughts? Julianna had no idea what she was trying to say. What had she expected to happen? Had some part of her hoped Sadie would have taken a step toward her, closed the gap between them, and kissed her senseless like they were characters in a movie?
Sadie nodded, and as the air seemed to cool around her, Julianna knew that their connection had shifted, morphed into something unrecognizable from what it had been. She felt suffocated by unspoken words and unfulfilled desires.
Most of all, she felt like an idiot.
The almost kiss had been a horrendous mistake. Julianna couldn’t disagree. Given the circumstances, it was thoroughly unprofessional and wrong on every level.
“I’m sorry about the margaritas tonight,” Julianna offered somewhat stiffly, not knowing how to get herself out of this nightmare. “I hope it didn’t make you uncomfortable for me to buy them.”
“Not at all. As long as it wasn’t awkward for you.” Sadie was visibly squirming. 
“Because of my brother?” Julianna guessed.
Sadie nodded. “I hate that Fernando shared that drunk story. He doesn’t know about Jason.” 
“No need to apologize. What happens in college stays in college.” 
“Until your best friend spills the beans in front of your boss.” 
Boss.
It was a jarring title, but one she needed to remember at all times. Sadie saw Julianna as her boss. Which was technically true. More than technically. It was true. Full stop. Which was why Julianna needed to maintain professionalism at all costs. Even if it meant stifling the feelings that were bubbling inside her, threatening to spill over and drown them both in a sea of complications. The boundary between them was clear, drawn with bold, indelible lines that she dared not cross.
“Are you going to bed?” Sadie asked. 
Julianna almost joked it was time for their good night kiss, but that was not something a boss should say. And even if it were, the thought of being shut down was too painful to contemplate. It’d rip a new hole inside her, and Julianna was barely holding her shit together these days as it was. 
“I might try to get some work done.” 
“Oh, okay. I think I’ll turn in then.” Sadie didn’t make a move toward her bedroom. 
“Goodnight, Sadie. I really enjoyed dinner tonight.” Damn. She shouldn’t have said that last part. It sounded too friendly and not at all boss-like.   
Sadie hesitated for a moment before finally nodding, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “I enjoyed it, too. Goodnight, Boss.” She turned and walked slowly toward her room, leaving Julianna alone in the hallway, emotions swirling inside her like a tornado.
When Sadie’s bedroom door closed, Julianna allowed herself a single moment to imagine what it would have been like if Sadie had paused in the doorway and looked back. What if she had come back, reached out, hesitantly at first, before gathering the courage to touch Julianna’s cheek? The warmth of Sadie’s touch would have been the reassurance Julianna needed that everything was going to be okay, despite these strange and unexpected feelings that threatened to overwhelm her.
But Sadie hadn’t done any of that. And now Julianna wanted nothing more than to go to her room and allow the tears to fall freely. She needed to release the emotions that she had been holding inside so that she could close up her heart and become herself again.
Whoever that was.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“T
his is where you grew up, huh?” Sadie took in the simple brick Cape-style house with its small but well-manicured lawn, trying to picture a young Julianna riding a tricycle in the driveway. It wasn’t much to look at by some people’s standards, but to Sadie, who had never lived in a home like this growing up, it seemed like paradise.
“This is the place.” Julianna’s eyes darted across the property, though her demeanor suggested less a sense of nostalgia than frayed nerves. “I should probably warn you that my parents and I⁠—”
The front door opened before she had the chance to finish her thought. As soon as a gray-haired woman appeared in the doorway, Jadyn dropped Julianna’s hand and went running up the walkway.
“Grandma!” Jadyn threw herself into her grandmother’s arms with such enthusiasm that she nearly knocked the woman over.
“Careful there,” Sadie called out, quickening her pace. “We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
“That’s all right,” Julianna’s mother said, still holding Jadyn tight. She turned her head in Sadie’s direction as she spoke, such that it would have appeared to anyone who didn’t know better that the woman could see just fine. But as Julianna had explained it, her mother could only make out shapes in the periphery. A dark curtain blocked her vision head-on.
Julianna hurried up the steps to greet her mother, guiding Sadie to follow suit. “Mom, this is Sadie. You remember I told you Jadyn’s nanny was coming along on this trip.”
“I’m blind, not senile,” was her mother’s tart response, though she said it with a twinkle in her voice. “It’s nice to meet you, Sadie.”
“Likewise, Mrs. Bristol.” Sadie’s lips twitched at how alike mother and daughter seemed. Two strong personalities, for sure. It was little wonder they butted heads.
“Now, none of that Mrs. Bristol nonsense. You can call me Joan.” At the sound of footsteps behind her, Joan turned her head. “And this is my husband, Josiah.”
“Pleasure to meet you,” Julianna’s father, a tall man with a slender build and faded, rosy-colored hair, stepped forward to shake Sadie’s hand. His warm smile and gentle demeanor put Sadie at ease immediately. If Julianna had inherited her mother’s personality, it seemed clear she’d taken after her father in appearance.
“Does everyone in the family have a J name?” Sadie couldn’t help but ask.
“It’s kind of a tradition,” Joan said, finally releasing Jadyn from what had to have been the world’s longest hug. “Sadie, could I ask for your help in the kitchen a minute while Julianna gets Jadyn settled?”
“What do you need, Joan?” Josiah asked with a frown. “Whatever it is, I can do it. No need to trouble our guests.”
“You mind your business,” Joan replied. “And help your granddaughter find some toys.”
“I’d like to draw,” Jadyn announced, not that Sadie was surprised. It was all the kid liked to do most days, and her talent was really starting to blossom.
“I’m happy to help with whatever you need,” Sadie assured Joan, even though she could see words of protest bubbling up in Julianna’s throat. Sadie gave her head a slight shake and watched as Julianna swallowed back down whatever it was she’d wanted to say.
Julianna led Jadyn inside, following her dad, while Sadie trailed after Joan into the bright, cozy kitchen.
“You seem to get around very well,” Sadie remarked. “Julianna explained to me about your vision. It must be hard for you at times.”
Joan chuckled softly as she rested a hand on the kitchen counter. “I manage just fine in the house. Been here forty-six years, so I could probably tell you the location of every squeaky floor board from memory. But I do find it a challenge to get up on the step stool to reach the back of the top cupboard. Would you mind?”
“No, of course not,” Sadie said, quickly locating a stool and dragging it to the cupboard in question. Even once she’d climbed up, Sadie had to stand on her toes to reach. “Not that I mind helping, but I think I’m the shortest one in the house, other than Jadyn.”
“Yes, but I can’t have Josiah help, or he’ll find out my secret,” Joan said in a whisper. “Reach straight back. There should be a full, unopened box of Girl Scout cookies.”
“Thin Mints,” Sadie confirmed, retrieving a green box. “Is this your cookie hiding place?”
“Forty-six years and he has yet to figure it out,” Joan revealed with a mischievous grin. “A woman’s got to have her secrets.”
“Your secret is safe with me,” Sadie replied with a grin as she handed Joan the box of Thin Mints.
“They’re Julianna’s favorite, although I’m sure you already knew that.” Setting the cookies down, Joan filled an electric kettle and turned it on. “I sure hope you like them, too. You know, she talks about you all the time, but I don’t recall finding out your favorite cookie.”
“She? You mean Jadyn?”
“Her too,” Joan answered with a laugh. “But I was talking about Julianna.”
Sadie’s breath caught as she tried to process Joan’s words. Julianna, talking about her all the time? Her heart raced as she wondered what exactly Julianna had been saying. She knew she shouldn’t read too much into it. Most likely it had all been childcare related. But still, the flutter in her chest refused to settle.
“Now, I don’t want you to worry about Jadyn,” Joan said as she took a plate from the cupboard and set it on the counter. “I know Josiah has been adamant about her not staying here on this trip, but I plan to bring him around on that. Would you mind arranging the cookies while I brew the tea?”
“Will do.” Sadie opened the box and pulled out a sleeve, the minty chocolate smell hitting her the moment the seal was broken. “Why doesn’t your husband want Jadyn staying here?”
“He’s just being stubborn,” Joan replied, pouring the boiling water into a well-used ceramic teapot. “He has this notion that Julianna might try to get us to take Jadyn back.”
“She would never do that,” Sadie insisted, though once the statement was made, she had to ask herself if she was certain this was true.
The Julianna she’d met four months ago would have been more than willing to pack up her niece and send her off. Whether back to Ohio or to boarding school, it hardly mattered. But now? Sadie was convinced Julianna’s change of heart was real.
“I know,” Joan said. “Which is why I said not to worry. You two will get to enjoy some alone time in that fancy house my daughter booked.”
“You mean me and Julianna?” Sadie nearly tripped over her tongue. Did Joan think she and Julianna were a couple?
“Yes,” Joan said, giving Sadie a knowing shake of a finger. “You both deserve this getaway after everything you’ve done for Jadyn.”
“But, is that… I mean, did Julianna… What exactly did Julianna say about us, er… me?”
“Nothing to confirm my suspicion, of course. Typical Julianna. But it wasn’t so much what she said as how she said it. I know my daughter. She hasn’t had very many special people in her life, but I recognize the signs. And I’m so glad we’re getting to meet you right away. Unlike Preston.” It was hard to ignore the grimace Julianna’s mother made when she said the man’s name.
“You weren’t a fan?” Sadie couldn’t help but ask.
“Not particularly, no,” Joan admitted with a tight-lipped smile. “But that’s all water under the bridge now. You and Julianna make a lovely pair, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
Sadie felt her cheeks flush, unsure of how to respond to Joan’s assumption. Fortunately, Joan motioned in the general direction of the plate of cookies along with a wink. “Why don’t you go ahead and offer these to Julianna? I’ll be in with the tea as soon as it’s finished steeping.”
Sadie accepted the plate and headed out of the kitchen. She couldn’t deny the flutter in her stomach as she spotted Julianna in the living room, standing in front of a set of framed pictures on the wall. She seemed to be studying them intently.
“Your mom said to give you these.” Sadie held out the plate of cookies with a nervous smile, trying to ignore the confusing conversation she had just had with Joan.
“Thin Mints! My favorite,” Julianna exclaimed, reaching out to take one. As their fingers brushed against each other, Sadie nearly dropped the plate. “I was getting worried my mom was going to talk your ear off in there.”
“No, it was fine.” Sadie pointed to one of the photos, eager to find a new topic of conversation before Julianna started grilling her on what had been said. “Is that you? You look so young.” 
“It feels like it was taken in a different lifetime.” Julianna continued to study the photos, finally pointing to the one beside her own. “My brother always wore that smug look.” 
Sadie moved closer so she could get a better look. “He looks uncomfortable to me. Like he’s feeling guilty or something.” 
“Ha!” The forcefulness of Julianna’s exclamation surprised Sadie, making her feel like she was treading dangerous waters.
“He was always up to something. I think guilty is an understatement.” Sadie could sense a shift in Julianna’s demeanor, a guardedness that hadn’t been there before.
“When was your picture taken?” Sadie hoped this question would lead them in a safer direction.
“High school graduation.” 
“Let me guess. You were valedictorian?” 
“I was,” Julianna said with a shrug. “Not that it mattered much.” 
“Are those Thin Mints?” Josiah asked, coming into the living room and making a bee-line for the cookies. “I don’t know how your mama manages to hide them from me. If I’d known they were there⁠—” 
“They wouldn’t still be here.” Entering the living room with a pot of tea and four mugs, Joan laughed. “Hence why I hid them, dear. Julianna doesn’t ever get them.” 
“What? They don’t have Girl Scouts in Boston?” It was clear from the tone he used that he didn’t have a very high opinion of city life. He took the tray from his wife with a sigh. Sadie had to wonder how often Joan insisted on doing normal tasks without asking for his help.
“Ignore him,” Joan said. “He’s just mad about the Thin Mints.” 
“I can’t believe you remembered they’re my favorite.” Julianna settled onto the couch, taking one of the cookies, flicking a glance in her father’s direction as if expecting her hand to be swatted away.
Sadie also took a seat on the couch, wondering what Julianna had meant before about being valedictorian not mattering. It seemed that there were underlying tensions within the family that Sadie had not been aware of before.
She sipped her tea, feeling a sense of unease settling over her as a silence descended on the room. That was something Sadie hadn’t really experienced before with families. Whenever she was with Fernando at his house, it was always filled with noise and laughter.
But here, in Julianna’s childhood home, there was a weight to the air that made Sadie antsy.
As if sensing a mental SOS from Sadie, Julianna broke the silence. “Mom, how are your eyes?” 
Before Joan could answer, Jadyn entered the room and settled on the couch between Julianna and Sadie. “How many cookies can I have?” 
“Two?” Julianna gave Sadie a questioning look over Jay’s head as if second guessing her answer. 
“Two sounds just right. You don’t want to ruin your appetite, Jay Bear.” Sadie tickled Jadyn’s side. “We’re going to dinner soon.”
“We could have made dinner. You don’t have to take us out,” Josiah grumbled as he poured a cup for his wife.
“Jadyn couldn’t stop talking about that restaurant you used to take her to on Sunday mornings. She went on about it the whole flight here.” Julianna’s tone was admonishing, which her father didn’t miss, causing his scowl to deepen.
Joan smiled at her husband, reaching out to briefly touch his arm. “It’s nice to have a break, dear. Let Sadie and Julianna treat us tonight.”
“Back to you, Mom. Are your eyes doing better?” 
“Why are you asking?” Josiah gave Julianna a warning glance. It was clear he was suspicious of something, and Sadie wondered if this was all part of his theory that Julianna was trying to arrange for Jadyn to move back to Ohio. 
“Because I care,” Julianna sounded truly baffled, and Sadie couldn’t blame her. Julianna’s concern for her mother was genuine, and the way Josiah was eyeing his daughter, his expression guarded and watchful, was enough to make anyone uneasy.
“The specialist is seeing hope for improvement.” Joan lifted the steaming mug to her lips. 
“Do you like your new doctor?” Julianna pressed. 
“She seems to know what she’s talking about.” Joan laughed. “Not that I would know any better.” 
“She comes highly recommended,” Julianna reassured her mother. 
“Your mom’s not going to be cured, though. If that’s what you’re thinking.” Josiah’s eyes glanced off Jadyn. 
“I imagine not, especially since…” But Julianna’s voice drifted off, leaving whatever she was going to say unfinished. 
“I wish you two would stop making a fuss,” Joan interjected gently, giving a pointed look to Josiah before turning her attention to her granddaughter. “Now, Jadyn, tell me all about Boston. Do you like it?” 
“I don’t live in Boston, Grandma. I live in Cambridge.” Jadyn finished her cookie in one swallow before filling her grandmother in on the house and especially her new bedroom. “It’s purple. I love purple.” 
“You turned your office into her room?” Josiah asked, incredulous. “And painted it purple?”
“It was Jadyn’s choice,” Julianna defended. “I wanted her to feel more at home. We painted the whole house to make it homier. Isn’t that right, Jay?” Julianna wrapped an arm around Jadyn’s shoulders, the child resting her head on Julianna’s chest. 
“We have a game room!” Jadyn exclaimed. “I’m kicking Sadie’s buttocks at Mario. Whoever has the biggest score at the end of the year gets a prize.” 
“The end of the year?” Josiah boosted his bushy eyebrows to his hairline, as if the prospect of Jadyn still being in Cambridge so far in the future was the last thing he’d expected to hear. “What happens at the end of the year?” 
“I don’t know.” Jadyn shrugged. “I guess we start over.”
“I like the sound of that.” Sadie laughed. “I’ll need a clean slate. Otherwise, I’ll never have a chance. Not with these two.” 
“I think we’re getting a puppy soon.” Jadyn bounced up and down on the couch while Julianna’s eyes doubled in size. “Can we adopt a shelter dog?”
“Hold on now.” Julianna laughed in a way that suggested she knew resistance was futile. “We have to find the right one, if we do get a dog.”
“The Goldilocks dog,” Jadyn giggled, not picking up on yet another excuse by Julianna to put the dog further in the future.
“You’re getting a dog for Jadyn? In Massachusetts?” Josiah didn’t seem to know what to do with his eyebrows. The left went in one direction, and the right had its own ideas. 
“She’s obsessed. Everywhere we go, she’s pointing them out.” Again, there was resignation in Julianna’s statement but also a fondness that added warmth to her words. 
“What about school in the fall?” Joan asked. “Is Jadyn enrolled?” 
“She is,” Julianna confirmed. “She’s going to be a Wildcat.” 
“A what?” Joan laughed. 
“It’s the school mascot,” Julianna explained. 
“And she’s enrolled for the whole school year?” Josiah seemed to need clarification. 
“Yes, though I’ve got my eye on a charter school once she hits seventh grade. It gives kids more freedom to study subjects that truly interest them. Like art.” 
All at once, Josiah’s shoulders softened. It was as if the mention of a grade that was still several years away finally convinced him that Julianna was truly committed to raising Jadyn for the long term.
As if sensing the shift in her husband’s mood, Joan put a hand on his arm. “Jo, what do you think about Jadyn staying here tonight after all? You can build a pillow fort together and then run out in the morning to Ruby’s for some donuts.”
“Is that a local place?” Sadie asked, admiring Joan’s stealth in bending her husband’s will to her own. “We only have Dunkin.”
“Ruby’s still makes ’em fresh every morning,” Josiah replied, licking his lips. “I sure could go for a chocolate frosted.”
“With sprinkles?” Jadyn’s eyes were wide and hopeful. She clasped her hands like she was about to pray. “Please, can I stay the night?”
“Of course, you can, Jellybean,” her grandfather replied, eliciting a sly smile from his wife.
Sadie swallowed as her pulse quickened. This meant she and Julianna would be alone at their Airbnb tonight.

WALKING through the door of the Airbnb that night, Sadie checked the clock. It was just after nine. Almost as if in response to this discovery, she let out a yawn. 
Julianna collapsed on a chair in the corner, groaning in what seemed to be agreement. “It’s been a long day. First travel and then spending the evening with my parents. I should probably be giving you hazard pay.”
Sadie chuckled, sinking into the plush sofa opposite Julianna. “Your parents weren’t that bad. I actually enjoyed meeting them,” she replied with a smile, propping her feet up on the coffee table. “But I have to say, this place is amazing. I could get used to this kind of luxury.”
“What’s really amazing is how much further your money goes in the middle of the country,” Julianna observed, kicking off her shoes. “And I won’t lie, as much as I love having Jadyn around, it will be nice to have a few nights of not having to worry about her. I just hope she doesn’t have any nightmares while she’s with my parents.”
“I’m sure they can handle it.” Sadie leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment. “I feel a little guilty, though. Your parents are doing my job for me.”
“Don’t feel guilty. You deserve some time off to relax.” Julianna stretched her arms above her head, letting out a contented sigh. “Besides, my dad had made it crystal clear before we arrived that Jadyn couldn’t stay with them. I was shocked by his sudden change of heart.”
“Any idea what caused it?” Sadie asked, shifting on the sofa to face Julianna more directly. Of course, Julianna’s mother had already explained it, but Sadie was curious how much Julianna suspected.
“I assume from his interrogation tonight that he’d convinced himself the only reason I came here was to dump off Jadyn,” Julianna responded, essentially hitting a bull’s-eye with her guess. “He thinks I don’t know how to do the hard, emotional work, that the only thing I do is throw money at problems.” 
Sadie nodded sympathetically. With her own troubled background, she understood the complexities of family dynamics all too well. “That’s quite a thing to say. It sounds like there must be some history there.”
“More than I’d like to admit,” Julianna said in a voice tinged with sadness. “I did when it came to Jason. I can’t even deny it. I paid for his lawyers, sure. But I couldn’t bear to see him. I haven’t even talked to him since he was arrested. And I never came to visit, not even for his trial.” 
“I don’t blame you for keeping your distance from him,” Sadie said gently, wishing she was brave enough to reach out and take Julianna’s hand. But ever since her conversation with Joan, her emotions had been too turbulent to take such a risk without knowing how it would be received. “Are you nervous about visiting him?” 
“A little,” Julianna admitted, pausing before adding, “Also, it’s complicated.” 
“How so?” 
“Where do I even begin? Ever since we were kids, I always felt responsible for him in some ways.”
“Isn’t he older than you?”
“By two years. But I can’t shake the feeling that I failed him somehow. At the same time, I’m so angry with him.” Julianna’s eyes clouded with a mix of guilt and frustration.
“Because of the accident?” Sadie leaned forward, once again wishing she could fold Julianna into her arms. It hurt her heart to see the woman in such turmoil.
“No, because every single choice he’s made has brought him to this point, but my parents still put him on a pedestal. I feel so much resentment,” Julianna said with a heavy sigh, her voice cracking slightly. “Remember the photos in my parents’ house? One for each of us. Fair is fair. That’s the only photo of Jason winning anything, and it’s a fucking joke.”
“What do you mean?” Sadie asked, intrigued by the sudden bitterness in Julianna’s voice. She sensed there was more than simple sibling rivalry going on here.
Julianna took a deep breath before continuing, her words measured but filled with emotion. “The prize he was receiving in that photo was from a poetry contest. It was when he was in high school, and I was still in middle school. The poem he entered was one I’d written. He stole it from my journal.”
“And he won an award for it?” 
“Yes.” Julianna’s jaw clenched. “He stood on that stage, receiving praise and adoration. I sat in the audience and listened to him read my own words while my parents gushed about how he’d finally found his calling.”
“I’m so sorry.” Again, Sadie longed to reach out and comfort Julianna, but she held back. All she could think about was how Julianna would interpret it, and where it might lead if it turned out Julianna’s feelings toward her were more complicated than she’d let on. It was too dangerous to risk when they were all alone without Jadyn as a buffer.
“My brother’s betrayal cut deep,” Julianna said in a low voice, her eyes fixed on the coffee table. “I kept quiet about it, buried my resentment as far down as I could. It was like a knife in my chest every time my parents praised him for his creativity. He’s a monumental fuck up, but my parents still worship him.”
“Did you ever confront him about what he’d done?”
“No. What was the point? He would just deny it or gaslight me about how the words were really his.” Julianna’s eyes widened. “Jesus. I just realized how much my brother reminds me of my ex. And you want to know what he used his prize money for? Beer for him and his friends. That was when the drinking and partying started.”
“Oh, Julianna.” Sadie didn’t know what else to say. Considering where alcohol had eventually led Jason, she could understand Julianna’s sense of guilt, unfair as it was.
“I hate coming home because whenever I’m around, all my parents talk about is Jason. No matter what I achieve, I’ll never be the first-born son.” 
“Your parents have no idea about the poem?” Sadie asked, unable to square the impression she’d gotten of Joan and Josiah with the image of them Julianna presented.
“No, I never told them about it. I was too scared of what they might say, or worse, what they might not say. It’s easier to keep things to myself than to risk disappointment,” Julianna admitted, her voice heavy with resignation.
“I know it’s got to annoy you,” Sadie said in the gentlest of tones, “but I think your parents are just doing the best they can. Your brother is in prison. I’m sure they see he’s far from the golden child. But tell me this. If Jadyn ever screwed up like that, would you still love her?” 
“Of course, I would.” Julianna paused, contemplating Sadie’s question. “I would love Jadyn no matter what.”
“You see?” 
Julianna’s lips thinned as if she was about to utter a scathing retort, but she finally let out a whoosh of air. “I guess so.” 
“Maybe someday all of you can talk openly about things.” 
“I think my parents have had enough to deal with. They spent every day at the trial. They don’t need me to say, ‘Hey, Mom and Dad, he also stole my poem—you know the one that won the award!’”
Sadie burst into laughter at Julianna’s unexpected joke. “You have a point there.”
Julianna cracked a smile that quickly turned into almost hysterical laughter. “What’s wrong with me? I’m forty years old, and I’m pouting because my parents still love their screw-up son.” 
“You’re human. We all have something that gets under our skin and we can’t let go.” 
“You must think I’m a fool.” Julianna buried her face in her hands.
“Nope.” With Julianna’s face hidden, Sadie took the opportunity to look at her more openly than she had dared before. “It’s kinda nice, really.” 
“What do you mean?” There was something in Julianna’s tone that made it seem she was dying to know Sadie’s every thought. 
How many times had Julianna reacted that way toward her? Sadie wasn’t sure, but it felt like hundreds. Maybe even thousands. Was this the type of thing Joan had picked up on when Julianna talked about her? Because it almost did seem in this moment that Julianna could have real feelings for her.
A rush of heat flooded Sadie’s cheeks at the thought. She quickly averted her eyes, focusing on the patterns in the carpet to regain her composure.
“What I mean is it’s refreshing to find out you’re a regular human because let’s face it; you’re pretty much perfect. Successful. Confident. Very tall.” 
“That’s genetics,” Julianna said with a laugh. “I can’t take credit for that last point.” 
“You wear it with pride, though.”
“I didn’t always.” Julianna said with a sigh. “Preston didn’t like that I was taller than him.” 
“I think whenever you’re around that douchebag, you should wear the tallest heels you have.” 
“I just might.” Julianna stretched out her legs and reached her arms above her until her body was impossibly long. “What a day.” 
“Yeah. It’s been long.” Like Julianna’s legs that went on forever. 
The more Sadie stared, the less able she was to tear her gaze away from Julianna’s mesmerizing form.
“I should—” Sadie’s mind went blank, only conjuring up things she wished she could do to Julianna if circumstances were different. If the romantic night Julianna’s mom had envisioned in sending them off to the Airbnb alone together was actually true. She finally settled on, “Take a shower.”
The coldest one humanly possible.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Are you okay, sweetie?” As they followed the prison guard down a long hallway, Julianna glanced down at Jadyn, who clung tightly to her hand. With her stomach tied up in knots, Julianna could just as easily be asking herself the same question. 
“Yeah.” Jadyn’s voice was tiny, and her grip got tighter, but it loosened just a little as they went through the door the guard held open for them. Inside was a colorful room with small tables, beanbags, and several shelves of children’s books.
“This is a prison?” Jadyn was wide-eyed as she took it in, her body showing signs of relaxing that flooded Julianna with relief.
“It is.” Julianna didn’t know what else to say. 
It wasn’t what she’d pictured, either. In her imagination, prison was dark and scary. She’d been convinced they would be speaking with her brother through a thick pane of glass, each of them picking up a phone to communicate, like in the movies. Instead, the family visiting room was warm and inviting. Julianna was grateful for this small semblance of normalcy.
She watched as Jadyn tentatively let go of her hand and wandered toward a shelf of books, her curiosity beginning to outweigh her fear.
The guard closed the door behind them with a soft click, leaving them alone in the room.
As they waited for her brother to arrive, Julianna couldn’t shake off the nerves that had been plaguing her since the decision to travel to Ohio. She tried to focus on Jadyn, making small talk about the books and encouraging her to pick one to read together. But her mind kept drifting back to the reason they were there.
The frantic phone call from Jason in the middle of the night, right after the crash. News that her sister-in-law hadn’t survived surgery. That two passengers in the other car were dead. Her brother begging for her help. How could she refuse him? Despite their strained relationship over the years, he was still family. That didn’t mean she could forgive his recklessness.
Julianna took a seat at one of the tables, but no sooner had she settled in, the door swung open. Jason appeared, followed by a prison guard who took a seat in the corner.
Instead of a prison jumper, her brother wore a button-up shirt and khaki pants. He looked clean shaven with a fresh haircut. Julianna couldn’t remember him looking so put together. The irony. 
Jadyn’s eyes lit up. “Daddy!” 
Jason hunched down, wrapping his arms around his daughter. 
His daughter.
That reality hadn’t really struck Julianna until this very moment. No matter what happened, he would always be Jadyn’s dad, for better or worse. So far, it’d been for the worse. But that didn’t mean Julianna could ignore the remnants of the bond that had tied them all together for so long.
“I missed you, Jellybean.” Jason hugged her tightly. 
Jadyn practically disappeared into his arms, and it took everything Julianna had not to rip her away, fearful of what was to come. Jason would be here for many years. But what would happen once he was out in the real world again? 
Jason planted a kiss on Jadyn’s forehead. His eyes then met Julianna’s across the room. There was both gratitude and shame in his gaze, a silent acknowledgment of the burden he had placed upon her shoulders. 
He took a seat on one of the rainbow beanbags, continuing to hold onto Jadyn as though he was afraid she would slip away if he let go. Julianna remained standing, watching them and feeling a twinge of something she couldn’t quite place. Was it nostalgia for the way things used to be? Or was it simply a sense of duty, knowing that she had to be there for her niece despite everything?
Jason cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you, Sis.”  
“Likewise.” Julianna’s tone lacked emotion, like she was talking to a stranger, and she felt a pang of guilt at the flicker of vulnerability in his expression. Was that all the warmth she could bring? “You look well.” 
Her brother gave a small, wistful smile at her comment, as if to say appearances could be deceiving. The truth was Julianna had no idea how deep his scars, both emotional and physical, were from the accident. Given that he’d been drunk out of his mind, she wondered if he even remembered the chaos and pain he had caused all of them on that fateful night.
“What about you, Jellybean?” Jason asked, giving his daughter an unnaturally cheerful smile. “How do you like living next to the ocean?” 
“We don’t live near the ocean,” Jadyn answered in a small voice, fidgeting with the hem of her dress. “It took us a whole hour to drive there for vacation.”
“A whole hour?” Jason let out a hearty laugh. “Compared to Ohio, that’s like living right on the beach.”
“I guess,” Jadyn said, clearly not convinced. “There’s a park near the house I like. Sadie takes me there after art camp.”
Julianna said a prayer Jadyn wouldn’t bring up the possibility of them getting a dog. No reason to kick Jason while he was down. 
“Sadie is Jadyn’s nanny,” Julianna explained.
“I know all about Sadie.” There was a flicker in her brother’s eyes that Julianna couldn’t quite decipher.
“She’s been a godsend,” Julianna added.
“Sure, I’ll bet.” Jason leaned back in the beanbag, a thoughtful look crossing his face as if he was about to say something else but thought better of it. Julianna wasn’t sure what to make of it.
Unsure of how to proceed, Julianna shifted in her seat, the awkward silence hanging heavily in the air. “Maybe you could tell your dad about your new school,” she prompted Jadyn when nothing better came to mind.
“What about school?” Jason asked. “Does that start up again soon?” 
Jadyn nodded. “Aunt Julianna says I’m going to be a Wildcat.” 
“No way. That’s so cool. We were Golden Hawks, weren’t we?” He looked up at Julianna, his eyes tearing with what appeared to be a mix of nostalgia and something that resembled shame. His emotional display irked Julianna to her core. 
She wanted to scream at him that he had no right to get sentimental and weak. He had to pull his shit together. Everyone else was fixing his mistakes.
Besides, she couldn’t help fearing deep down that this new, more vulnerable version of her brother was all an illusion, much like this colorful room in a prison. 
But instead of lashing out, Julianna took a deep breath and mustered a small smile. “Yeah, Golden Hawks. Remember how we used to argue over who got to wear Dad’s old team jersey for the spirit rally?”
Jason let out a chuckle, his eyes lighting up with a genuine spark of remembrance. “You remember that? As I recall, you always won those arguments. Dad said it was because you had a way of convincing anyone to do anything.”
Julianna laughed softly, the tension from moments before melting away. “I did always have a way with words,” she teased.
“Yeah. You sure did.” A flash of guilt clouded Jason’s face. Belatedly, Julianna made the connection between what she’d just said and that poem he’d stolen from her so long ago. Was that what he was thinking about just now? And if so, was it possible her brother felt true remorse for what he’d done?
“About this art camp,” Jason said to Jadyn with the kind of forced joviality that made Julianna suspect he had an ulterior motive for bringing it up. She tensed, afraid of where this might lead. “Do you think you could draw me a picture for my room?” 
“Of course, Daddy!” Jadyn hopped up, dashing toward the table that had the art supplies. “What do you want?” 
“You’re the artist,” he told her. “All I ask is for it to be colorful.” 
Julianna imagined his cell didn’t look much like the rainbow room they were in right now. She couldn’t help but feel a surge of compassion for her brother. No matter how terrible a thing he had done, no one deserved to live in the dreary conditions she imagined he was surrounded by most of the time.
As soon as Jadyn was occupied with her artwork, Jason trained his eyes on Julianna. He lowered his voice when he spoke, and there was an earnest quality to his tone that startled her. “How is she doing? I mean, really.” 
Julianna paused, uncertain, before moving closer. Should she mention the nightmares? Therapy? It wasn’t like her brother could do anything to help from where he was. Before she’d arrived at the prison, a part of her had wanted to lay into him and tell him exactly how much his actions continued to hurt his daughter. But now that she was here, confronted with the reality of his circumstances and the possibility that his remorse was genuine, she found herself holding back.
She chose her words carefully, wanting to shield Jason from any unnecessary pain. “Jadyn is doing well overall. It’s been an adjustment, but she’s seeing a great therapist. And Sadie has made a big difference. For both of us, really.”
“Again with Sadie.” Her brother chuckled, though Julianna had no idea why he found the woman’s existence so amusing.
“What about you?” she asked, wanting to shift the conversation in a different direction. “You seem different. More serious, maybe. Or, I don’t know…” 
“Sober?” Jason suggested with a self-deprecating lift of his shoulders. “I haven’t had a drop of alcohol since that night. And I’ve had a lot of time to think in here. About the things I’ve done, the people I’ve hurt. About Jadyn growing up without me.” His voice caught as he turned his head to watch Jadyn sketching merrily as she kicked her legs beneath the table. “I’ve been doing a lot of yoga and meditation.”
“You?” It was difficult to keep the disbelief from her tone. 
“Me.” Jason’s smile was sad but genuine, which was confusing. Her brother wasn’t the type of guy to show vulnerability or take things seriously. “I know I can never undo the past, but I’m trying to make peace with it. With myself.”
“It’s a lot to come to terms with, Jason,” she murmured, studying her brother’s face for any hint of deceit. But all she found in his eyes was raw honesty, a vulnerability she had never seen in him before. It unsettled her, this new side of Jason that was emerging from behind the facade he had always worn so effortlessly.
“You don’t know the amount of guilt I feel every single day. The loss. The utter senselessness of what I caused. It weighs on me, Julianna. I can’t escape it,” Jason ran a hand through his hair, causing it to look unkempt.
Julianna felt a surge of conflicting emotions battling within her. Part of her wanted to reach out and touch her brother’s hand. But she held back, uncertain if she was ready to let her guard down.
“It’s good that you’re trying to change,” she finally said, her voice low and raspy. “Jadyn deserves to have a father she can look up to. And you deserve a chance at redemption.”
“Thank you for giving Jay a good home.” 
Julianna was caught off guard, considering he’d never thanked her for anything before that she could recall. “You would do the same for me if I were in this position.” 
He gave her a quizzical look. “That’s a nice thought, but we both know you would never be in this position. Whereas I’d been cruising for disaster for a very long time.” 
“For as long as I can remember.” Julianna swallowed. She wanted to believe in this new version of her brother chilling in a beanbag, looking all shiny and new. But had he really changed? Was this simply a con job? He’d been able to fool them in the past, only to hit the bottle again. “But it takes more than some yoga classes to turn your life around.”
“I’ve been going to AA meetings and to church.”
“Church? That’s even harder for me to picture than yoga.”
“I’m trying everything. I want to be better, for Jadyn and for myself,” Jason’s voice wavered slightly, betraying the depth of his emotions. “I don’t know when I’ll get out of here, but when I do, I want to do something good with my life. I owe it to—” He choked up, unable to go on.
Was he thinking about Jadyn’s mom? Or maybe the two other innocent people who’d lost their lives because of him.
He paused, looking down at his hands folded in his lap. “I understand if you don’t trust me. But I’m tired of being a screwup.” 
“I want to believe you.” 
“I get it. I wouldn’t if I was you. Words are easy.” He ran a hand over his jaw. “You know what I keep thinking about?” 
“What?” 
“That damn poem.” 
Julianna went completely still, while her heart hammered away in her head. They’d never talked about this, just as she’d explained to Sadie. Yet here he was, bringing it up. “The poem? I’m not sure I understand why you want to talk about that now.” 
“It was hard being your brother.” 
“Wait? Are you blaming me for the fact you stole my poem and passed it off as your own?”
“No, not at all. I don’t blame anyone for any of the shit I’ve done.” Jason’s eyes betrayed a deep sense of regret. “It’s only that you were so dang smart. And me? I barely passed algebra. It got to me, ya know?”
“You stole my poem as a punishment?”
“Of course not. God, no. I don’t even know why I did it, except I was desperate. I was going to fail English, and Mom and Dad would’ve been so disappointed in me.” Jason let out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t know it would get entered into a contest. All I knew was you had a hundred more ideas for great poems inside you. And I had nothing.”
“I wish you had just talked to me,” she said softly. “I would have helped you write something.”
“And admit what a loser I was? I felt like such a schmuck, reading it that day. I wanted to disappear. Or admit the truth. But Mom and Dad were so proud. You can’t get what that meant to me at the time, not that it excuses what I did. But all the teachers loved you. You were Mom and Dad’s golden child.”
“Me?” Julianna let out a bitter laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You were the one Mom and Dad thought could do no wrong. You’re still all they ever talk about.”
Jason’s eyes widened with genuine surprise. “No way. Mom and Dad never stop talking about you. How successful your new company is. The great life Jadyn is going to have with you. Hell, Mom’s been giving me an earful about your perfect new girlfriend for weeks. Not that I begrudge you that, of course.”
“My what?” Julianna stared at her brother in disbelief. “What are you talking about? I don’t have a new girlfriend,” she said slowly, feeling a knot of confusion forming in her stomach.
“It’s okay, Sis. If you’re worried I’m going to judge you or be a jerk about it, I’m not. I’m happy for you and Sadie.”
Julianna’s confusion turned into a mix of shock and realization. “Sadie? Mom’s got it wrong. Sadie’s the nanny. That’s all.”
“Are you sure?” Jason gave her a suspicious look. “Because Mom seemed convinced of it, and you know how she has a sixth sense about these things. She knew the first time she met Lisa that we’d—” Jason choked on a sob, as if the mention of his dead wife’s name had left him too overcome to speak.
“Jason.” Julianna couldn’t keep her distance any longer, clasping his hand in hers and squeezing it tightly.
After a few moments, Jason composed himself and pulled away, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry. I just can’t believe she’s gone. And that it’s my fault. How could I have been so stupid to get behind the wheel that night after drinking so much?”
“Lisa wouldn’t want you to torment yourself. She loved you too much to want you to be broken by the weight of your guilt.” Julianna couldn’t tell him it wasn’t his fault, but she knew that carrying this burden would only destroy him further.
“She loved me more than I deserved.” Jason’s shoulders trembled with the suppressed emotion. “Maybe that’s why I was hoping you’d found someone like that, too, with Sadie.”
“I…” Another denial was on the tip of her tongue, but in the face of her brother’s raw emotion, Julianna found herself hesitating. The memory of Sadie’s laughter, the warmth of her smile, the way she always seemed to know exactly what Julianna needed without having to say a word—it all flooded back in that instant. Maybe her feelings for Sadie ran deeper than she had allowed herself to acknowledge.
“I need to tell you something about Sadie,” Julianna began, her voice soft but resolute. “The truth is I’m not sure what I feel anymore. Being around her every day, seeing the way she cares for Jadyn, the kindness in her eyes... It’s all become so much more than I ever anticipated. Sadie’s become a part of our family, of my life, in a way that I never expected. And I’m scared.”
“Julianna, you’ve always been the smart one. But in this one thing, I think I may have an edge.” His eyes glowed with support. “Love is a strange and unpredictable thing. It doesn’t always fit into the neat little boxes we try to force it into. If Sadie has found her way into your heart, maybe it’s worth exploring those feelings instead of running from them.”
“I don’t know.” Julianna sighed, her heart heavy with uncertainty.
“Do you think Sadie might have feelings for you?”
Julianna let out a bitter laugh. “I don’t see why she would. I’m forty years old. I’m in the middle of a messy divorce. And I’ve never even been in a relationship with a woman before. It’s not like I’m some catch.”
“Are you kidding me?” He sniffed, wiping an eye on his sleeve. “I’m so damn proud of you. I’ve told all the guys in here about you, how you’re one of the best video game designers on the planet. Half of them don’t believe me.”
“Don’t go getting yourself shanked over it on my account,” Julianna joked, too overwhelmed by his praise to remain serious.
“And you shouldn’t let an amazing person slip through your fingers just because you’re scared. You deserve to be happy. And if Sadie makes you happy, then hold on to that with everything you’ve got,” he said, giving her a reassuring smile.
Julianna sat there in silence for a moment, letting his words sink in. “You know. I think you’re a lot smarter than I ever gave you credit for. Even if you did steal that poem.”
“Why didn’t you ever tell?” 
She was about to say that no one would have believed her, but she realized it wasn’t true. They would have. Deep down, she’d known it even then. No, there was another reason. “You were my big brother. I looked up to you.” 
“And I let you down. I didn’t deserve to be your hero.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 
She licked her lips, unable to speak. 
“Daddy, I’m done.” Jadyn came running over with a drawing in her hands.
Jason held the drawing like it was a priceless piece of art. “Look at this beautiful picture. You’re really talented, Jellybean.” 
“I’m sorry, but it’s time to wrap up,” the guard said, standing up from his stool.
Jason pulled his daughter close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I have to go now, sweetheart.”
“When will I see you again, Daddy?”
“I’m not sure.” Jason looked at her with the desperation of a drowning man hoping for a lifeline.
She understood the silent plea in his gaze and knew she couldn’t let him go without giving him some form of absolution. “How does Thanksgiving sound?”
Jason gave a weak smile, his eyes welling up with tears. “I’ll be counting down the days until then. Thank you.” He hugged Jadyn tightly before standing up and turning to the guard. “I’m ready.”
As Julianna watched her brother walk away, a mix of emotions swirled in her chest. Her heart ached with a bittersweet blend of relief and sorrow as she thought back on their visit. It had been both painful and cathartic. But most of all, Julianna was filled with a sense of determination to seize the day before it was too late.
She needed to speak with Sadie. Right away.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The sun was beginning to set as Sadie lowered herself into the hot tub in the backyard of the Airbnb. It was surprisingly cool for a summer evening, and it amazed Sadie how such a simple experience could feel so luxurious. As the warm water enveloped her body, Sadie let out a contented sigh and leaned her head back, closing her eyes.
Julianna and Jadyn would’ve finished their visit with Jason at the prison several hours before, but Sadie suspected they’d gone back to Joan and Josiah’s house to decompress. Sadie hoped it had gone well and not been too much of an emotional roller coaster. She silently prayed it would bring Jadyn some peace, and Julianna as well. She knew that true closure would be a long and bumpy road, but at least they’d taken the first step.
Sadie absentmindedly traced the edge of the hot tub with her fingers, lost in her thoughts. Suddenly, she heard the sliding door open, and she turned to see Julianna stepping out onto the patio.
“Sadie? There you are.” The tired lines around Julianna’s eyes were evident even in the dimming light. “Wow, you look good—er, cozy. You look cozy. And relaxed.”
“The water’s perfect,” Sadie confirmed, wondering why Julianna seemed so out of sorts. Was it just the weight of the day’s events, or was there something more on her mind? “You should join me.”
Pink tinged Julianna’s cheeks, and her hands fumbled awkwardly as she patted her pocket like she’d misplaced something important. Her phone, perhaps? Instead, she pulled out a folded piece of paper.
“Jay wanted me to give you this. She made it at my parents’ house.” She was about to hand the paper to Sadie but seemed to take in the steam coming off the water and stopped short. Instead, she held it up so Sadie could see.
“That’s adorable. She’s really getting good.” Sadie stood in the hot tub and moved closer to where Julianna was. 
Julianna’s gaze fixed intently on Sadie. It seemed almost like there was a hunger in her eyes, a longing that Sadie couldn’t ignore. Julianna wasn’t even hiding the way her gaze roamed over Sadie’s figure, taking in every curve and contour.
But that was ridiculous.
Just because Joan was under the impression that Julianna had feelings for Sadie didn’t make it true. Sadie needed to focus on the now, not get lost in delightful fantasies starring her very straight boss. 
Unfortunately, her brain didn’t temper her heart. 
Sadie wanted so badly to believe there was more to it, to believe that maybe there was a connection between them that went deeper than friendship. But she knew better than to let her mind wander down that path. That way led to heartache. She’d been there before.
“How are you holding up?” Sadie asked gently. “Did Jadyn come back with you tonight?”
“No, my parents wanted to keep her an extra night. They thought it might be good for her to spend more time with them, and honestly, I needed some time alone to process everything,” Julianna explained. “I’m glad we made the trip, though. Hard as it was to see Jason like that, Jadyn needed her dad. She was so happy to see him. That’s what matters.”
“I agree it was important for Jadyn to see her dad, no matter how difficult it was.” Sadie watched as a mix of emotions played out across Julianna’s face. “But how was it for you? I know you and your brother haven’t always had the best relationship.”
Julianna let out a deep sigh, sinking into the chair next to the hot tub. “It was complicated,” she began. “Seeing him there, knowing all the pain he’s caused, it was hard. It brought a lot of memories to the surface, both good and bad. He’s changed, for the better, I think. In a way, that makes it even more difficult.”
Sadie nodded, understanding the tumultuous emotions Julianna must be experiencing. “It’s easier to think of him as the villain. Seeing people change, even just a little, is a reminder it’s never as black and white as we wish it could be.”
“I think I pictured him getting defensive, shutting down, or trying to blame everyone else for where he was. But he wanted to talk, to make amends, to seek forgiveness.” Julianna clenched her fists in her lap, the conflict evident in her eyes. “If he’d strutted in with that chip on his shoulder, I may have ended up in the cell next to him. But at least I would’ve understood what was going on.” 
“I’m glad it didn’t turn out that way.” Sadie laughed.
“Me too. As long as Jason wasn’t blowing smoke out of his ass. It felt real, though. Remember that poem I told you about?”
“The one he stole from you?” Sadie nodded. How could she forget a story like that? It was clear the childhood incident had left a deep mark on Julianna’s psyche.
“He apologized. Out of the blue.” Julianna threw her hands in the air. “What am I supposed to do with that?”
“Are you sure you don’t want to get in?” Sadie skimmed her hand over the water in the hot tub. Considering how desperately she wanted to place comforting hands on Julianna’s shoulders, the invitation wasn’t without some danger. But the poor woman looked ready to implode from stress. “You need to relax. The water will soothe that tension right out of you.”
Julianna hesitated for a moment, eyeing the steam rising from the tub. “It’s tempting, but I didn’t pack a swimsuit.” 
“You never learn, do you? It’s the first rule of travel,” Sadie teased. “Luckily for you, I always pack a spare. It’s in my bag.” 
“Sounds risky,” Julianna said, her words mirroring Sadie’s own thoughts. “After the day I had, I may never get out.” 
“I don’t see a problem with that.” Sadie retook a seat, leaning back in the bubbling hot tub, her body enveloped in the warmth of the swirling water. The steam rose around her, creating a hazy atmosphere that blurred the edges of her surroundings. 
“Right. Let me get changed.” Julianna charged inside, clearly determined. 
Sadie couldn’t help wondering if she’d made a mistake. She’d already spent the entire day thinking about—or obsessing over, as the case may be—what Joan had said about Julianna’s feelings for her. And she was no closer to figuring out what to do about it than she had been the day before. Did she want Julianna? More than anything. But she was terrified of the consequences. What if she made a move and it ruined everything? The thought made Sadie’s stomach churn.
On the other hand, she could hardly expect Julianna to make the first move. Even if the woman did have feelings for her, it was hard to say which would be more difficult to overcome, the fact she was Sadie’s boss or her preconceived opinion of herself as being straight.
Why couldn’t she just let this preposterous idea go? It would be so much easier, so much safer. And so much less satisfying than the potential exhilaration of taking a chance.
Exhilaration is overrated, she tried to tell herself, and yet her heart raced in anticipation of Julianna joining her in the hot tub. Clearly, she wasn’t buying her own argument.
Sadie heard the door creak open, and her breath caught in her throat as Julianna stepped out onto the patio, wrapped snugly in a terrycloth bathrobe. The tie was securely fastened. Despite Sadie’s eagerness to catch a glimpse of Julianna in the borrowed suit. She was wary of making Julianna feel uncomfortable by excessive ogling.
Of course, Julianna had done her own fair share of staring this evening. But in retrospect, maybe Julianna’s gaze earlier hadn’t been as intense as it seemed. It could easily have been a mere illusion caused by the steam from the hot tub.
Julianna stood at the edge of the hot tub, her robe still firmly in place, like she’d been turned to stone. It was nearly dark now, but not so dark that Sadie couldn’t make out the conflicted expression on Julianna’s face. Their eyes met for a brief moment, and Sadie watched a myriad of emotions flicker in Julianna’s eyes—uncertainty, determination, and, maybe, desire. Unless Sadie was imagining things.
“Aren’t you getting in?” she finally asked when she couldn’t stand the suspense another second.
“Oh. Right.” Julianna’s fingers fumbled as they undid the bathrobe, revealing a tantalizing hint of the bikini underneath. Julianna hesitated for a moment, her eyes darting to Sadie with apprehension.
“Do you want me to turn around until you get into the water?” Sadie offered, unsure whether this would be welcome or sound ridiculous.
Julianna’s cheeks flushed pink as she hesitated and then shook her head. “That won’t be necessary.”
In one swift motion, the bathrobe plummeted to the ground, and Julianna climbed into the water, letting out a satisfied moan. 
Sadie’s nipples pebbled against her suit. The tension in the air was palpable as Sadie tried to keep her composure, focusing on the steam rising from the hot tub rather than the gorgeous woman sitting across from her.
If only Julianna knew the thoughts going through her mind as she casually took in Julianna’s cleavage bobbing along the surface of the water. 
Actually, strike that. If Julianna had even an inkling of what Sadie was thinking, she’d likely be fired on the spot. But even as Sadie tried to distract herself by imagining the dire consequences of acting on her fantasies, the heat she was feeling had little to do with the water.
Julianna shifted in the water, her movements causing ripples that danced in the dim light. Sadie couldn’t tear her gaze away as droplets of water glistened on Julianna’s skin, reflecting the soft glow of the moon above.
“Hey,” Sadie said softly, breaking the spellbound silence that enveloped them. She mentally cursed her shaky voice, hoping Julianna hadn’t noticed her sudden shift in demeanor. But Julianna turned to look at her with a curious expression, her eyes glinting in the dim light of the night.
“Hey,” Sadie repeated, more confidently this time. “I was just thinking we should do something nice for your parents. You know, for watching Jadyn these past two nights.”
“You wanna hear something funny?” Julianna ran her hand along the water, bubbles covering her fingers. 
“Always.” 
“Apparently, my mom is convinced we’re a… couple. She told Jason you were my girlfriend.” Julianna let out a soft laugh, her eyes crinkling at the corners as she gazed at Sadie. “And it turns out they only talk about me when they come to visit him, just like they only talk about him to me.”
“I could’ve predicted that part,” Sadie said, feeling a rush of relief that Julianna was taking her mother’s mistaken assumption in good humor. “As for the first bit, I have to confess that I already knew all about it.”
“What?” 
“Well, not that she’d told your brother, obviously. But yesterday at their house, she told me the same thing.” Sadie couldn’t help but laugh, even though she didn’t really see the humor in the situation. It was downright awkward, having this conversation while wearing next to nothing and sitting inches away from a woman she was hopelessly infatuated with.
“My mom told you she thought we were a couple?” Julianna sat up straight, her breasts cresting above the water.
This did nothing to make Sadie feel any less flustered. She quickly averted her gaze, trying to ignore the rapid thumping of her heart as she nodded in confirmation.
“Yeah,” Sadie replied, finally meeting Julianna’s eyes again. “When I was helping her in the kitchen. I didn’t want to make things weird, so I kind of laughed it off. After assuring her we were just friends, of course.”
Julianna chuckled softly, a melodic sound that made Sadie’s heart skip a beat. “I said the same thing to Jason. He didn’t buy it. In fact, he wasn’t even surprised by the news.”
“I’m not sure I understand where you’re going with this.” Sadie cleared her throat, suddenly feeling a surge of nervousness at the direction the conversation was taking.
Julianna bit her bottom lip, her gaze intense yet vulnerable. “Jason warned me that life can change in a blink of an eye.” 
“I suppose that’s true. Especially in his case.” 
Julianna nodded, seeming lost in thought.
While Sadie wished she could move closer, she stayed in place and rested her head against the lip of the hot tub, letting Julianna process her thoughts. It’d been a heavy day for her, and the last thing she needed was Sadie saying or doing something inappropriate in the heat of the moment. 
“Why do you think everyone assumes that we’re a couple? I’ve never been with a woman, but…” Julianna’s voice trailed off.
Sadie’s breath hitched. “But what?”
“But somehow it doesn’t seem so outlandish when I really stop and think about it.” Julianna’s tone was soft and contemplative, her words hanging in the air between them.
Sadie’s mind raced, trying to comprehend the depth of Julianna’s confession. “Are you saying you’d be open to the idea of being with a woman?”
“I’m saying that, deep down, part of me values my family’s opinions on this type of thing more than I realized.”
“What did they think of Preston?” Sadie chose the safest route. 
“I’m pretty sure they thought he was a tool,” Julianna admitted with a wry smile. “But they never said anything outright. It was more of a disapproving silence, you know? Like they were waiting for me to figure it out on my own.”
“They weren’t wrong about him.” Sadie couldn’t help but grin. 
“No, they were spot-on. That doesn’t explain…” Julianna pointed to Sadie. “I suppose what I’m clumsily attempting to inquire is whether they might be perceiving something I’ve overlooked, despite it being right in front of me.” 
“What’s right in front of you?” Sadie blinked uncertainly, feeling as though any word or action from her might tip the delicate balance and jeopardize what could potentially blossom between them.
Julianna’s gaze intensified, practically searing Sadie’s skin. “As I sit here with you, Sadie, I can’t ignore the fact that my heart races a little faster than usual. And for once in my life, I’m not entirely sure I want to slow it down.”
“It could be the hot water.” Sadie chewed on her bottom lip. “They say you have to be careful about that with hot tubs.”
But Julianna shook her head, her eyes never leaving Sadie’s. “It’s not the water, and you know it.”
Sadie felt her own heart quicken at Julianna’s words, a rush of emotions swirling inside her. This was everything she’d been dreaming of, but now that the moment had arrived, Sadie was paralyzed with uncertainty. She had yearned for Julianna to acknowledge the connection between them, but now that it was out in the open, fear gripped her heart. What if this was a repeat of the same mistake she’d made so many years ago?
“Look, Julianna. I would be lying if I said that I haven’t thought about this, too. The truth is, when I’m around you, it’s like everything else fades away.” Sadie’s voice cracked with emotion. “And that’s dangerous, because it makes me forget lessons I should have learned a long time ago.”
Confusion, followed by hurt, flickered across Julianna’s face before she composed herself. “I understand being cautious. But it’s like my brother said. Things could change tomorrow. Tonight even.”
“Yes, they could.” Sadie wanted so badly to put her fears aside, to take Julianna’s hand and let herself fall into the possibility of something beautiful. But the scars of her past still whispered caution in her ear, reminding her of the pain that came with opening her heart.
“And if that happened, would I regret not—” Julianna stopped short as if she’d said too much. 
“Not what?” 
“I think you know.” 
“And I think I really need you to spell it out for me.” 
Julianna frowned at Sadie’s insistence. “Why?” 
“I don’t want to get the wrong idea and mess everything up. Not like I did before.” Sadie shut her eyes, instantly regretting her words. There was no way Julianna would let this go without pressing to discover the whole truth. She might as well just come out with it. “Remember how I told you I lived with a foster family before going to the group home?”
“Yes.” It was clear from her tone that Julianna had no idea how this connected to Sadie’s current turmoil.
Sadie took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she was about to reveal. “That foster family… They were the first people who made me feel like I belonged somewhere. They had another foster kid, Alexis, who was a few years older than I was. We were really close.”
“How close?” Julianna’s words seemed to get strangled in her throat.
“I…” Sadie hesitated, knowing that what she was about to disclose could change everything between them. But she also knew that keeping it bottled up inside would only lead to more pain and regret. “I was in love with her. And she was, well, I guess you could say curious. We started fooling around, experimenting with our feelings and desires. It was the first time I felt truly seen and loved for who I was. But when our foster parents found out, they were furious.”
“They sent you both away?” Julianna guessed.
“No, just me. Alexis told them I was the one who initiated everything, that I had corrupted her. They believed her, and I was too stupid to betray her, not that it would have made a difference. I was sent away, and I spent the rest of my childhood in a group home. I lost everything that day—my home, my family, and the person I loved.” Sadie’s voice broke under the weight of unresolved pain.
“Oh, Sadie,” Julianna breathed.
“I never saw Alexis again after that. And ever since, I’ve been so afraid of letting myself care for someone the way I cared for her because I don’t want to risk getting hurt like that again,” Sadie finished, tears brimming in her eyes. The weight of her past felt heavier than ever, but at the same time, a sense of relief washed over her for finally sharing this secret with Julianna.
Julianna reached out and took Sadie’s hand in hers. “This isn’t the same. You know that. For one thing, we’re adults.”
“But it is the same,” Sadie argued. “You and Jadyn, you’re the closest thing I’ve had to a family since that day I was sent away. If this thing you’re feeling right now is only a phase, an experiment, and you decide later that it’s not what you want, I don’t think I can handle losing everything again.”
Julianna squeezed Sadie’s hand gently, a look of determination in her eyes. “I can’t promise you what the future holds, but this is more than a phase or an experiment to me. I care about you deeply, and I just know that I like you, okay? I like you a lot.” 
Sadie tilted her head, searching Julianna’s face for any sign of doubt or hesitation. Finding none, a small, genuine smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Are you saying you like me as a swell nanny or as⁠—?”
Julianna’s lips twitched. “While I do think you’re great at your job, that’s not what I mean.” 
“You really can dance around things when you want to.” 
“I could say the same about you.” 
“It’s a delicate situation from where I’m sitting.” Warmth spread through Sadie’s chest. “Before I decide, I need to know exactly what your intentions are. If you want this, you’re going to have to take the lead. I need to know you mean it.”
Julianna stood in the water, taking one step and cupping Sadie’s chin. “My intention is that I want to kiss you. But we can go slower than that if you’d like.”
“Sit next to me.” Sadie patted the bench, not that Julianna could see through the steam and bubbles. 
“That’s quite a bit slower than a kiss,” Julianna retorted playfully as she moved to sit beside Sadie on the bench. The warm water lapped gently at their bodies, steam rising around them in the cool night air.
Sadie turned to face Julianna, her heart pounding in her chest. “I don’t want to fuck things up.” 
“Let’s not do that, then.” Julianna inched closer until their sides were touching, sending electrical shocks through Sadie’s core. 
“I still want to kiss you,” Julianna spoke in a whisper. 
Sadie turned her head, her lips parting slightly. 
Julianna leaned in, closing the distance between them.
Their breath mingled, creating a delicate dance of shared anticipation. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat echoing in the silence as they inched closer, drawn inexorably toward each other by an invisible force.
Finally, Julianna laid a soft, gentle hand on the side of Sadie’s neck and pulled her closer, their lips just barely brushing against each other.
In that fleeting instant, the world fell away, leaving only the two of them suspended in a cocoon of intimacy and connection. There was vulnerability and raw honesty, a silent promise of everything that was yet to come.
Unable to hold back, Sadie deepened the kiss slowly, her tongue tracing the contours of Julianna’s lips until they parted, and she was granted access to explore further—the sweet taste of her tongue mixing with the scent of chlorine in the air.
Sadie had never felt this alive before.
Their kisses became more passionate, both parties losing themselves in the moment. Julianna’s fingers curled into Sadie’s hair as she gripped her tightly. Sadie’s hands found their way around Julianna’s waist before moving up to cup her breasts through the water, feeling how firm and perfect they were under her fingertips.
Julianna gave a small moan, fueling Sadie’s desire even more. The raw intensity of the moment threatened to consume her entirely.
Sadie pulled away from the kiss, her body aflame with passion. She glanced around the dimly lit deck, the night air still and silent, as if holding its breath in anticipation.
“We can’t do this here,” Sadie whispered, her heart racing.
“You want to stop?” Julianna’s face fell, her eyes brimming with disappointment.
Sadie shook her head, her hand reaching up to cup Julianna’s cheek. “Not at all. I was just hoping we could take this inside. To the bedroom.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Julianna closed her eyes as she and Sadie crumpled onto the soft mattress, their limbs entwined, still enveloped in the warmth of the hot tub’s steam. She trailed her hands along Sadie’s shoulders, savoring the delicate dewiness of her skin. Julianna opened her eyes to find Sadie hovering over her, bracing on one arm.
“You okay?” Sadie asked.
Julianna nodded, her heart pounding with a mixture of exhilaration and nervousness. “I’m more than okay,” she said softly, reaching up to brush a stray lock of hair away from Sadie’s face. Their eyes met, and Julianna felt a surge of something unfamiliar but undeniably powerful stirring within her.
“I mean is this what you want?” Sadie’s eyes searched Julianna’s face, as if looking for any sign of doubt or hesitation.
Julianna knew there was none to find. “Mostly. I mean, if I had it my way, we wouldn’t still be in our swimsuits.” 
Sadie’s laughter danced lightly on Julianna’s ears, making her heart flutter. Without a word, Sadie leaned in to capture Julianna’s lips in a gentle kiss. “That can easily be rectified,” she whispered.
Julianna couldn’t hold back the smile that spread across her face as Sadie untied her bikini top and allowed it to fall to the floor beside the bed, exposing her breasts. So young and full. 
Julianna gulped, suddenly mindful of the twelve-year age gap between them. Though Julianna’s breasts looked perky enough in a bra—one of those expensive underwire ones from the specialty lingerie store—the unforgiving force of gravity had taken its toll. She felt comparatively flat and deflated compared to the younger woman’s ample curves.
Sadie caught the hesitation in Julianna’s eyes and smiled reassuringly. “Your turn,” Sadie prodded gently as if reading Julianna’s mind and sensing her insecurities.
Julianna took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling rapidly beneath her damp swimsuit. Steeling her nerves, she reached behind her, unclasping the hooks on her own bikini top and letting it fall to the floor. Her nipples pointed downward with what she could only describe as a slightly disappointed expression.
Sadie’s eyes locked onto Julianna’s, a mixture of desire and admiration burning in her gaze. “Beautiful,” she murmured. “You’re stunning. Absolutely stunning.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Julianna said with a shy smile. “Especially naked.”
Sadie’s hands gently caressed Julianna’s face, her fingers brushing against the delicate lines of her cheeks and the soft curve of her jaw. “You know I mean it,” she whispered, her voice laced with sincerity. “Right?”
“I see it in your eyes. I don’t think anyone has ever looked at me like that before.” Julianna experienced a sense of vulnerability, both in a literal and metaphorical sense. While she should be terrified about what was to come, she found herself more exhilarated than anything else. Like it was always meant to be. 
“What’s going on up here?” Sadie placed a tender kiss on Julianna’s forehead. “Don’t shut me out.” 
Julianna leaned into Sadie’s touch, feeling warmth spread throughout her body. She let out a slow breath, trying to find the words to express the complex emotions inside her. “I don’t think I could if I tried.”
“Why’s that?” Sadie kissed her way down Julianna’s nose before capturing her lips. 
“It feels right. To be with you.” With her eyes closed, Julianna let herself sink into Sadie’s embrace, feeling the press of their bodies together, the warmth of their skin, and the echo of their hearts’ rhythms. “Although, I regret taking so long to see it.” 
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. We’re here now,” Sadie whispered softly. “And this is a big change for you.”
“You mean because you’re a woman?” As if to reinforce this thought, Julianna let her hands glide over Sadie’s smooth skin, tracing the curves that, if she were truly honest with herself about it, had captivated her from the moment they had met.
“Certainly, that’s a factor.” Sadie pulled back slightly, looking deeply into Julianna’s eyes. “But considering what you’ve endured with Preston and all the turmoil he brought into your life, it must be challenging to open yourself up again.”
Julianna sighed, her fingers still gently caressing Sadie’s skin. “You’re right, it’s not just about the gender part of it. It’s about the trust, the vulnerability, and the fear of getting hurt again.”
“I understand completely.” Sadie worked her way to Julianna’s ear, tracing the lobe with her tongue.
“I know you do.” After what Sadie had told her about what had happened with Alexis, Julianna knew how hard it must have been to reach this point. “I want you to know I appreciate the risk you’re taking.”
“With you, I know it’s all worth it,” Sadie murmured, her breath warm against Julianna’s skin. “And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you feel safe and loved.”
Julianna felt tears prickling at the corner of her eyes, overwhelmed by the depth of feelings she was experiencing. She pulled Sadie closer, their bodies fusing together in a passionate embrace.
Sadie’s mouth traveled lower, kissing its way to Julianna’s right breast. “You have so much to give if you allow yourself to open up.” 
“Not sure how much more open I can get in the moment.”
“I may have some thoughts on that.” Sadie’s grin grew wicked as her eyes swept Julianna’s naked form. In one quick motion, Sadie straddled her, and Julianna’s breath hitched when Sadie took a nipple into her mouth, gently sucking it. 
Julianna sighed, her fingers tracing Sadie’s skin like a lover’s braille. The shimmering electric current between them sparked hotter with each touch, filling the air with raw, primal need.
Sadie’s fingers glided over Julianna’s stomach, dropping lower until they grazed the damp fabric of the swimsuit bottoms between Julianna’s legs. Sadie remained silent, almost reverent, yet her actions spoke volumes. The way she focused her attention on Julianna conveyed everything that needed to be said.
Julianna watched, breathless, as Sadie’s fingers continued their journey, spreading her legs apart and gently caressing the skin of her inner thighs. Her heart pounded in her chest, matching the rhythm of Sadie’s touching.
Julianna basked in the sensation of being genuinely desired. Had she ever truly felt this way before?
As her fingers continued to explore, Sadie’s mouth traveled to Julianna’s other breast. It wasn’t just her nipple that Sadie was focused on. It was as though she was cherishing every inch of Julianna’s being.
For the first time, she wasn’t merely existing; she was embracing every moment with a fervent passion, relishing in the vibrant pulse of life coursing through her veins. Each breath felt like a symphony of vitality, each beat of her heart a celebration of existence.
She immersed herself in the taste of life’s sweetness with an insatiable hunger. Every sensation, every emotion, was magnified, as if the world around her had suddenly burst into brilliant Technicolor after years of monochrome.
It was not just living, but living with an intensity that electrified her soul and ignited her spirit.
All because of Sadie. 
“You make me feel things I never thought possible,” Julianna murmured.
Sadie stretched her body out along Julianna’s, her full weight making Julianna feel entirely secure. She whispered into Julianna’s ear, her voice a soft, velvety murmur that sent shivers down her spine.
“I want us to feel every single one of them. Together.”
Together. Was there a more exquisite term?
For what seemed like an eternity, Julianna had grappled with solitude, bearing the weight of everything on her shoulders alone. It was a welcomed respite to divvy up her burdens with another soul, someone who comprehended her fully and embraced her without reservation.
Not just burdens but experiences like this. Julianna had never been truly able to enjoy someone else’s touch. Probably because Preston hadn’t really savored it.
Not the way Sadie explored Julianna’s body.
Like the great explorers of old, Sadie seemed excited for each new discovery. The way Julianna squirmed when Sadie ran a hand down Julianna’s side. Or the way Julianna moaned with each pinch on her nipple. 
Sadie didn’t miss a thing, repeating things that Julianna loved. Avoiding the overly ticklish spots and giving extra attention where it was appreciated most. It was clear Sadie paid attention to the tiniest reactions and wanted to satiate. 
The air seemed to thicken as the two bodies explored each other, their hot skin slick with anticipation. Sadie’s mouth continued its sensual journey across Julianna’s body, her lips tracing a burning trail down her abdomen, sparking off little fireworks under the surface of her sun-kissed skin.
“God,” Julianna gasped, “you’re driving me crazy.”
“Not yet. But I plan to.” Sadie winked up at her, the glint in her ocean-blue eyes full of mischievous delight. She nibbled on the delicate skin of Julianna’s hip bone and then eased the swimsuit bottoms down Julianna’s legs, peppering each with a trail of kisses. 
Julianna’s core burned with desire and anticipation. What if she came too quickly? What would Sadie think? 
“I love your legs. They just keep going.” Sadie continued to pay attention to Julianna’s calf. “And going and going.” 
Julianna should say something. Profound. All she could do was let out a moan, as Sadie sucked a toe into her mouth. 
Jesus fucking Christ. Who knew toes were an erogenous zone for her? 
Sadie was making her way back up the left leg. 
Julianna struggled to maintain composure, her breaths growing shallow and erratic, her heart pounding against her chest as if trying to break free. Every nerve ending tingled with an overwhelming surge of desire, sending shivers coursing through her entire being.
With a slow circular motion, she began to rub Julianna’s clit, sending shockwaves of pleasure through every nerve in her body. She teetered on the edge of unraveling entirely, unable to contain the rising tide of sensation. Every fiber of her being yearned for release, yet at the same time, she dreaded the inevitable conclusion, wishing for the blissful moment to linger forever.
Before she knew what was happening, Sadie placed a tender kiss on Julianna’s clit, nearly causing her to jump off the bed. Sadie ran her tongue along one of the lips, all the way down and then up the other. 
Julianna groaned, pressing herself against Sadie’s touch. “Oh God. Sadie...” Each syllable turned into a throaty moan as Sadie’s fingers and tongue played Julianna’s body like a symphony, coaxing notes of ecstasy from her depths.
“Holy…” Julianna couldn’t say another word, her muscles tightening around Sadie’s finger. 
“Like that?” The question was barely more than a breathless whisper as Sadie added another finger, plunging deep inside Julianna.
“Yes!” Julianna gasped, grasping the bedding beneath her with her fists. Her back arched off the mattress as ripples of pleasure tore through her with every push and pull of Sadie’s expert fingers inside her.
Sadie moved in deeper with fingers that were deliberate yet teasing. She rubbed small circles around Julianna’s clit, pressing into its hood just enough to make her shiver.
“Sadie.” Julianna panted, her voice barely more than a husky whisper. “I’m so close.”
Julianna’s body hummed with excitement as her moans became more frantic. Her legs shook uncontrollably. She could feel the tide of her orgasm building, growing stronger and stronger.
Never in her life had she felt such raw, unbridled passion. It occurred to her that when she’d been in bed with Preston, Julianna had always been at least as focused on her husband’s pleasure as he was. It had left little room for her own desires. Honestly, she found herself more often unsatisfied than fulfilled. But with Sadie, Julianna’s entire being was on fire, each sensation amplified, each touch more intense, each breath more ragged. She felt loved, desired, cherished. Julianna’s every feeling, every sensation, was magnified a thousand-fold. She had never known such ecstasy.
Sadie’s tongue applied more pressure to her clit. 
Passion ignited within Julianna’s body, ablaze with fervor and intensity. This was happening. She and Sadie were in bed together. Julianna was seizing the moment. Living her life to the fullest. And fuck, it felt amazing. 
Her legs trembled uncontrollably, her spine arched in an instinctive response, and a sensual moan escaped her lips.
“Oh, Sadie.” Julianna danced on the edge of release.
Sadie didn’t stop, and Julianna didn’t want her to. Not now. Not ever. 
“Fuck. Ohh.” Julianna bit her bottom lip hard, trying to suppress the scream that threatened to leap from her throat as Sadie plunged deeper and flicked her clit just right.
“Let go,” Sadie murmured against her. “Feel every nerve ending catch fire. Don’t hold back.”
Julianna cried out as an orgasm ripped through her. Her body convulsed, shaking, as wave after wave of electric pleasure swept through her. Her fingers tangled into Sadie’s hair, pulling her closer and pressing her against her core.
How was this happening? How was Julianna falling so completely for this woman?
She had no answer for that, only the knowledge that this was what she needed, what she had always craved, but had never dared to acknowledge.
“Oh God, I love you,” Julianna exclaimed as light seemed to burst behind her eyelids. 
Sadie held her tongue in the right spot, sending Julianna over another cliff, her entire body riding the wave, not wanting the crash. She could almost imagine Sadie’s heart beating in sync with her own, pulsating against her chest. For a moment, everything around them seemed to dissolve into a haze of colors and emotions.
It was only after the final tremors were done and she’d begun to return to her senses that Julianna had a startling memory.
Had Julianna screamed she loved Sadie?
As she lay there, panting and fighting to catch her breath, Julianna couldn’t help but feel a sense of panic creeping into her chest. She hadn’t meant to say those words out loud. They had just slipped out in the heat of the moment.
But now that they were out there, hanging in the air between them, what would Sadie think? Would she be scared off? Would this ruin everything?
Julianna was torn between wanting to take back her words and wanting them to be true. She couldn’t deny the strong feelings she had for Sadie. But surely it was too soon to declare love.
As Sadie snaked up Julianna’s body, Julianna braced herself for a confrontation. But it didn’t come. In fact, as Sadie lay on top of her, their bodies fitting together so perfectly, neither said a word. 
Maybe Sadie hadn’t heard her.
Instead of being relieved, Julianna was plagued with an even deeper pit in her stomach. What if Sadie had heard her, decided to say nothing, and intended to keep her distance from now on?
Part of her wanted to ask if Sadie had heard the declaration of love. But Julianna held back, uncertain of her own feelings. Had it just been something uttered in the moment, or was it real? 
Staring into Sadie’s eyes in the dimly lit room, Julianna found the answer. For her, at least, this was true love.
But so much had happened between them in this one night, perhaps it was best not to repeat the words this soon.
Sadie rested her head on Julianna’s chest. “Your heart is racing.” 
“I imagine so.” Julianna wrapped her arms around Sadie. 
Still no acknowledgement from Sadie. Perhaps she hadn’t heard. Or she didn’t feel the same.



CHAPTER TWENTY
“Can you help me with the shopping bags?” Sadie’s voice echoed into the house. Her back throbbed, her fingers pulsated under the weight of her load, and she harbored the certainty that her wrists would never be the same. 
“Reporting for duty.” Jadyn saluted like a good little soldier before snatching one from Sadie’s hand.
“You’re a star, Jay.” Now if only someone could relieve her of another six bags, life would be perfect.
“Goodness gracious,” Julianna exclaimed, meeting Sadie and Jadyn on the porch and taking in the massive number of bags with evident alarm. “I’m getting flashbacks to that first night in New Hampshire when you bought out half of Walmart. What’d you do? Buy enough school supplies for all the kids in Jadyn’s class?” Julianna grabbed half of the bags as she spoke. 
“Rest assured I only bought what was on the official class shopping list. Apparently, entering the fourth grade is a big deal.” Sadie repeatedly opened and closed her left hand, attempting to restore normal circulation. “The handles on these reusable bags are terrible. I may never have full use of my fingers again.” 
“That would be a real shame. Next time, shop online.” Julianna’s tone was borderline sultry and her wink saucy.
The combination hit all the right spots inside Sadie, making her body tingle. But at the same time, she couldn’t help but be confused. Ever since they’d traveled home from Ohio, there’d been an unspoken tension between them. Granted, it had only been a few days, and things had been hectic, but they’d barely exchanged a peck on the lips, let alone slept together.
Somehow, being back home made everything different. Having sex on a trip was one thing, but doing so in a house where they each had their own bedrooms and where a nine-year-old girl could walk in at any moment seemed like a daunting challenge. And maybe just a little bit wrong. After all, Sadie collected a paycheck from Julianna for the duties she performed in this house, and sex wasn’t supposed to be one of them.
“I heard from one of the moms at the store that the school allows you to order a back-to-school supply box in the spring,” Sadie said, setting the bags down in the living room. “She missed the deadline, and she still hasn’t forgiven herself for it. We’re definitely doing that for next year. I practically had to fight someone over the red folders. Did you know they need special colors for each subject? The store was almost out.”
“Please tell me you’re joking,” Julianna said with more than a hint of alarm. “You didn’t actually almost hit someone.” 
“Hitting is bad.” Even Jadyn wore a disappointed expression, making Sadie feel like she’d let the team down. 
“It is bad,” Sadie agreed, “which is why I didn’t do it.” Only in her mind. And she may have said some things under her breath that probably weren’t exactly friendly. “I was lucky enough to find some under a box.” 
“What all did you get?” Julianna eyed the bags as if she’d never seen so much stuff in her life. 
“Everything Jay needs. Uniforms, lunch box, backpack, school supplies. I did slip in some new art supplies, but I swear that was it,” Sadie replied, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “I promise I didn’t go overboard.”
Julianna chuckled, shaking her head. “I know you, Sadie. When it comes to Jadyn, going overboard is your middle name. But I appreciate you taking care of all of this. With the time we were away in Ohio, I’m desperately behind at work. Again.”
“It is my job,” Sadie pointed out, feeling awkward in bringing that subject up. Now that she was back to her typical daily routines and duties, it was harder to forget that Julianna was her boss and not just the irresistibly sexy woman who had shared her bed in a rented vacation house.
Jadyn fished in one of the bags, pulling out a navy-blue skirt. “Is this mine?”
“Yes. Your new school requires a uniform,” Sadie told her. “That means all the kids will be wearing similar clothes. There are white shirts, and I also got you trousers for winter.”
“Good thinking,” Julianna remarked. “Jay, why don’t you go try everything on to make sure they fit.”
“Yes. The first day of class is tomorrow, so if I have to go back out, I’ll need to do that pronto,” Sadie added. 
Jadyn zipped up the stairs with a bag of clothes in each hand. 
“I love her energy,” Sadie said with a laugh. “I’m not sure I’ve seen her walk anywhere. She’s always running from point A to Z, making twenty pit stops along the way, never getting out of breath.” 
“What I wouldn’t give for an ounce of her energy.” Julianna winced as she pressed her fingers into her lower back. 
Sadie took a step closer but stopped, not quite comfortable enough in the current circumstances to put her hands on Julianna’s body without permission. “I could help with that if you’d like,” Sadie offered, trying to sound casual despite the racing thoughts that urged her on.
Julianna managed a weak smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll be fine. Just need to stretch it out a bit.”
“Right. No, of course.” Sadie stumbled over her words, trying to cover her embarrassment. That had been a rebuff if there ever was one, and now she was uncertain how to proceed.
Her thoughts drifted back to that night in Ohio, only a few days ago and yet a lifetime away. Not only had she and Julianna had sex, but Sadie had distinctly heard those three magical words—I love you—come out of the woman’s mouth. Of course, it had happened near the moment of climax, and Sadie knew better than to take it at face value. Which was why she’d pretended not to hear, to give Julianna an out.
But she would be lying if Sadie said she’d been hoping Julianna would want to take it. Apparently, Sadie’s hope had been misplaced.
From everything she could see, Julianna was committed to maintaining a boundary now that they were home, and Sadie respected that. Still, the desire to bridge that gap and return to where they’d been while on the trip lingered in the back of her mind, like an itch she couldn’t quite scratch.
“Actually, Sadie…” Julianna paused, and her expression shifted as if it had belatedly occurred to her that turning down Sadie’s offer was not the best move. “Maybe you could take a look at it later. After Jadyn⁠—”
At that moment, Jadyn bounded down the stairs, wearing one of the button-up shirts and a skirt. Whatever Julianna had been about to suggest was cut short as she quickly shifted her attention to the child.
“Hey, Jadyn!” Sadie smiled, trying to mask her disappointment. “You look so grown-up in that outfit!”
“You look adorable.” Julianna’s voice faltered, a well of emotions seeming to catch her off guard.
“You really do, Jay. Let’s see how they fit.” Sadie tugged on the skirt and the sleeves of the shirt, checking if there would be enough room to get the growing child through the school year. “Perfect.”
But instead of being excited, Jadyn’s eyes dropped to the floor. 
“Is something wrong? Is it a tag that’s itching you?” Sadie questioned, but the girl shook her head.
“What if I don’t fit in?” Jadyn replied in a soft, barely audible voice.
Sadie bent her knees, squatting to Jadyn’s height so their eyes were level. “It’s scary to start a new school. But almost every other student feels just like you. And, you won’t be alone tomorrow morning. I’ll walk you to school.”
“Actually, we’ll both walk you to school.” Julianna hunched down to look Jay in the eyes, sucking in her breath in a way that made Sadie suspect some joint or ligament had let out a protest.
“You will?” Jadyn’s face lit up. “Really?”
“Really. I’m taking the morning off and working from home tomorrow,” Julianna said with a smile, “so I’ll have plenty of time to walk with you and help you settle in.”
“That’s great,” Sadie interjected, hoping her enthusiasm didn’t sound too forced.
Not that she didn’t want Julianna to accompany them. It was just that she’d counted on having the house to herself while Jadyn was in school, some time alone to decompress from the trip and all that had happened between her and Julianna while they were away. It would be much harder to convince herself she didn’t want anything more with Julianna if the woman was hovering around the whole day, being all sexy and stuff.
But she knew she couldn’t let that show in front of Jadyn, so Sadie continued, “It’ll be nice for both of us to get to know the school.”
Julianna gave Sadie a questioning glance before turning back to Jadyn, ruffling her hair. “What can we do tonight to take your mind off school?” 
“I like that Mexican restaurant,” Jadyn hinted, her eyes lighting up.
“We’ll have dinner there,” Julianna promised. 
“Can Fernando come with? He’s fun.” 
“Of course,” Julianna smiled, glancing at Sadie for confirmation.
Sadie nodded, because what else could she do? Sure, Fernando was her friend, her support, and she was afraid of what would happen if all the parts of her life became even more tangled than they already were. But Jadyn needed as many people in her corner as she could get. The last thing Sadie wanted was to deny the child any sense of normalcy and happiness after such a tumultuous time.
“Sure, Fernando can come along.” Sadie pulled out her phone. “It’ll be a fun night out for everyone. I’ll text him now.”

“You ready, Jay?” Sadie had one hand on the front doorknob and a shiny new backpack in the other. She cracked the door open and squinted into the early morning sun. It was only a few days into September, and the start of fall was officially nearly three weeks away, but she swore she could feel the slightest chill in the morning air.
Approaching the door in her pristine uniform, Jadyn nodded. She was striving to exude confidence, yet nervousness flickered unmistakably in her eyes. Sadie gave Jadyn an encouraging smile before stepping out onto the porch.
“We got this, together.” Bringing up the rear, Julianna met Sadie’s eyes as she took Jadyn’s hand.
Sadie felt a ripple of warmth spread through her as she stared into those gorgeous blue eyes. She wished she could see beyond them, to read whatever thoughts Julianna was having about their situation. Because despite a nice dinner the night before, during which she hadn’t given Fernando even a single reason to suspect anything between her and Julianna had changed, she’d retired to her bedroom alone, no clearer on what the future held than when they’d first arrived home.
As they made their way down the sidewalk, Jadyn walked in the middle of Julianna and Sadie, holding both their hands. Sadie spied a few other parents walking their kids to school as well. 
“It’s such a beautiful day.” Sadie gazed into the clear blue sky, its perfection the polar opposite of the storm clouds brewing in her heart. “It’s like nothing bad can happen with a sky like that protecting you.” Hopefully Jadyn would buy into this little pep talk more than she did.
Jadyn glanced upward, maintaining her silence. However, a subtle lightness graced her steps, making Sadie wonder if maybe, just maybe, her words had worked their magic.
“Those wispy clouds look like cotton candy,” Julianna remarked, adding, “and now I’m craving some. Isn’t that an odd craving?” 
“I love cotton candy!” Jadyn executed a small hop with Julianna and Sadie seamlessly coordinating their movements to swing her off the ground.
The school was just around the corner now, and Sadie could see the familiar building peeking through the trees. It stood tall and imposing, but with an air of welcoming warmth that she knew Jadyn would come to appreciate as she settled into her new routine.
There was a woman with a tablet at the entrance of the school, looking official, but not intimidating. “Who do we have here?” she asked, directing her words to the young girl. 
“My name is Jadyn Bristol.” 
“You’re in my class. My name’s Mrs. White, and I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” The woman got to Jadyn’s eye level, cradling the tablet to her chest. “You have the prettiest red hair. I’m jealous.” 
Jadyn giggled. 
“And here comes Maggie, who was wonderful in last year’s school play,” Mrs. White said, straightening up and smoothing her floral skirt with one hand. “She’s in the same class as you. Maggie, I’d like you to meet Jadyn. She’s new. Do you think you can show her around?” 
The blond girl with pigtails nodded vigorously. “I love your backpack. Unicorns are my favorite.” 
“Have you seen The Last Unicorn?” Jadyn’s eyes sparkled as she leaned forward, unable to contain her bubbling excitement.
“No,” Maggie answered, breathless. “Is it good?” 
Jadyn offered a vigorous nod. “I watched it with my aunts and Fernando. You don’t know what you’re missing.”
Sadie’s breath caught as she processed Jadyn’s words. Had the child referred to her as an aunt instead of just her nanny?
Tears pricked Sadie’s eyes at the magnitude of the moment. It was a small, seemingly insignificant detail, but to Sadie, it meant the world. She had been caring for Jadyn for months now, and seeing the girl accept her as family brought a wave of joy to her heart like nothing she’d ever experienced before.
But what would Julianna think?
The children turned on their heels and strolled away, their departure marked by the absence of any farewell or even a fleeting glance back. Their footsteps and chatter echoed softly against the pavement as they disappeared inside the school. 
Julianna looked to the woman who had arrived with Maggie. “I guess they’re fine, huh?”
“Looks like it,” the other parent said with a laugh.
Julianna held out a hand. “I’m Julianna, and this is Sadie.” 
“Bobbie. Nice to meet you two.” The woman smiled but checked her phone. “Gotta run. Bye!” 
“Is there anything else we need to do?” Julianna asked the teacher. 
“Nope. I think it’s harder on the parents to leave their precious one.” Mrs. White smiled at both Julianna and Sadie. 
Suddenly self-conscious about Jadyn referring to her as part of the family, Sadie was about to set the record straight and say she was the nanny. But before she could open her mouth, Julianna responded, “It is. Good luck, today.”  
With their backs to the teacher, Sadie whispered, “I think she thinks we’re a couple.” 
“I know.” Julianna slid her sunglasses back into place, tilting her head slightly as if baffled. “Does that upset you?” 
“No, of course not.” Sadie’s pulse quickened with anticipation of the conversation that was days overdue. “It’s just—are we?” 
Julianna bit her lip, a flicker of doubt in her eyes that cut Sadie to the core. “I think we’re figuring things out.”
“It’s complicated,” Sadie conceded. For someone who had shied away from commitment most of her life and eschewed labels, she’d become oddly eager to slap a label on this thing between them. Whatever it was.
“It is.” Julianna’s tone was hard to read, and Sadie couldn’t tell if she was hopeful or resigned. The uncertainty lingered between them, a silent question neither was ready to answer.
“I’m your nanny,” Sadie said flatly. “You’re my employer.”
It was like trying to shove a shrink-wrapped mattress back into its box after it had been unfurled and expanded. It simply didn’t fit. They both knew there was no going back to the way things were before.
The tension between them thickened as they stood there near the playground, neither knowing what to say next.
But just as Sadie felt the weight of the unspoken words settle heavily on her shoulders, Julianna reached out and brushed a stray lock of hair from Sadie’s face, her touch gentle yet electrifying.
“It’s more than that, isn’t it?” Julianna whispered, her eyes seeming to search Sadie’s for a sign, a confirmation. “I care about you. More than I can put into words.”
It wasn’t quite the declaration of love that had come in the throes of passion, but Sadie felt her heart swell at Julianna’s admission. She had been longing to hear those words, even in the quiet uncertainty of their situation.
“I care about you, too,” Sadie said, her tone quiet but heartfelt as they walked along the tree-lined street toward home. “But aren’t you afraid what people might think?”
“Who cares what people think? After the shit Preston’s put me through, I’m tired of worrying about it,” Julianna said, her voice growing stronger with each word. “I want to be happy for once. I’m done living my life for someone else’s approval.”
Sadie relished the idea, yet a nagging feeling persisted. Why couldn’t she take what Julianna said at face value? Was there really cause for concern, or was this just her mind doing what it always did and searching for a reason to bolt? Commitment had never quite been her forte. The deeper she allowed herself to fall for this woman, the greater the risk of heartbreak in the end. 
But as Julianna looked at her with an unwavering gaze, Sadie felt a sense of reassurance wash over her. Maybe this was worth the risk. Maybe she could allow herself to be vulnerable, to open her heart to the possibility of something real and lasting.
“What’s going on up here?” Julianna brushed her hand across Sadie’s forehead, mirroring the same question Sadie had asked her the night they’d slept together. “Please don’t shut me out.”
“I want to believe in this. I truly do,” Sadie began, her voice soft with a hint of vulnerability. “But I’ve always had one foot out the door, ready to run at the first sign of trouble. I’m scared of getting hurt, of losing what we have together—us and Jadyn—by trying to go after more.”
They reached their front porch and climbed the steps, stopping in front of the door. Julianna’s expression softened, and she reached out to cup Sadie’s face.
“You don’t have to be afraid of losing us,” Julianna murmured, her thumb gently tracing Sadie’s cheekbone. “We’re already a family, and nothing can change that. But I want us to have the chance to be more than just two people raising a child together. I want us to be a true partnership, to share our lives in every way possible.
“You do?”
Up until that moment, Sadie realized that a part of her had expected Julianna to rethink her feelings in the harsh light of day. It was one thing for Julianna to indulge her curiosity by tumbling into bed with Sadie that night, but it was another thing entirely for her to want to build a future together. The idea of Julianna wanting to be with her for real was both thrilling and terrifying in equal measure.
“Yes, I do,” Julianna confirmed, her eyes holding unwavering sincerity. “I want all of you, Sadie—the doubts, the fears, and the insecurities. I want the messy parts of you as much as I want the beautiful ones. But I need to know if you feel the same way.”
“I want to try,” Sadie said softly, a lump forming in her throat as she looked deeply into Julianna’s eyes. “I want to try to let go of my fears and give this a real chance. I want to build a future with you, not just for Jadyn’s sake, but for us.”
Sadie had barely finished speaking when Julianna enveloped Sadie in an embrace, their lips meeting in a kiss. It wasn’t merely a brief gesture but a passion-filled promise, sealed in the warmth of their entwined bodies.
Sadie felt a rush of emotions—relief, joy, and a newfound courage blossoming within her heart. With Julianna’s arms around her, she felt like she could conquer any fear, face any challenge that lay ahead.
“Maybe we should take this inside,” Sadie suggested with a mischievous grin. She was already picturing them in the bedroom—whether hers or Julianna’s, she didn’t really care. She was more interested in which article of clothing she would dispense with first, the black blazer covering Julianna’s crisp button-down shirt or the slim skirt that clung to her every curve.
But her daydream was interrupted by a clearing of someone’s throat behind them. They turned in unison, and based on how their bodies stiffened simultaneously, they caught sight of Preston at the same time. 
“Uh, I take it my chances of winning you back have drastically diminished.” For a man with such a mission in mind, he wore an odd smile. Like he’d received a gift he hadn’t expected. Suspicion flooded Sadie.
Julianna placed her hands on her hips, drawing herself to her full height. “I would have thought that had already been made clear when I moved out almost two years ago.” 
“Right.” He tapped the side of his head. “You know me. Once I want something, I don’t stop until I get it.” 
“What do you want, Preston?” Julianna stood close to Sadie but still maintained a careful space between them. It was as if she was ready to spring into action, guarding against the possibility of being taken by surprise from any direction.
“Maybe we should talk in private.” He directed a pointed stare at Sadie, as though dismissing her like an annoying fly.
“I need to do the grocery shopping,” Sadie said lamely, not wanting to leave Julianna alone with Preston but not certain how to handle the situation. Did Julianna want her to stay? Sadie glanced at Julianna, silently pleading for guidance.
Julianna’s eyes held a steel determination as she turned to face Preston squarely. “Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of Sadie,” she declared firmly, her voice unwavering.
“You certain that’s what you want?” Preston’s tone was menacing, and he’d clearly dropped any pretense of wanting to conceal his intentions. He shrugged nonchalantly, his gaze shifting between Julianna and Sadie. “Fine then. Let’s go inside and talk.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
A fiery blaze consumed Julianna’s vision, searing through her thoughts and emotions. It wasn’t just any shade of red; it was blistering, intense, and relentless. If only she could have focused it, laser-like, to where her ex sat gloating on her couch, she could have incinerated him and not had to worry about any of this ever again.
He was talking, but Julianna had no idea what he was saying.
Would she ever truly be rid of Preston? He was an insufferable jerk. Despite her having left their home, forfeited their company, and not having any children together, she couldn’t shake him from her life. He seemed to always find a way back in, like a persistent weed growing through the cracks in the pavement. Julianna clenched her fists, feeling the heat of anger radiating from her core.
What would it take? She was willing to do anything or at least anything that wouldn’t land her in a jail cell. 
The touch of a hand on her shoulder startled Julianna from her thoughts, snapping her back to the present.
The moment she realized it was Preston touching her, she instinctively recoiled, dipping her right shoulder to evade his intrusive grasp. She could feel the clamminess of his hand through her shirt, a sensation she desperately wanted to shake off.
His mouth was moving, forming words that seemed to float in the air between them, but she struggled to make sense of them. His voice, once familiar, now felt distant and foreign, lost amidst the tumult of her thoughts. Why the hell didn’t he ever shut up?
“Do we have a deal?” Preston waited with anticipation, wearing that familiar, smug expression that she’d come to hate so much over the years.
Julianna was on the verge of saying yes to whatever it was he’d said, just to get him to go away. But then she glimpsed Sadie’s horrified expression and realized that might not be in her best interest.
“I’m sorry. I’m processing everything,” Julianna said to cover her tracks. 
“You did that zoning out thing again,” Preston said in a gloating tone. “You’ve always done that at the worst possible moments. That’s fine. This is important enough to repeat.”
“I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself or anything,” Julianna commented. On the other hand, she wouldn’t mind dishing out some pain. He had such a punchable face.
“Given what I just recorded”—Preston cradled his phone in his hand as though it were a winning lottery ticket—“my buddies on the late-night circuit would have an absolute field day with this.
“What exactly did you film?” 
“The two of you on the front porch, making out like a couple of horny teenagers.”
Julianna felt her blood turn to ice as the color drained from her face. The mere thought of such a video existing, whether broadcast on TV or circulating on the internet, was enough to make her feel physically ill. She glanced over at Sadie, who wore an expression of utter disgust.
Preston’s smirk grew wider as he continued to revel in their discomfort.
“You wouldn’t dare,” Julianna spat out, even though she knew beyond any doubt that he would. She clenched her fists, trying to control the rage bubbling inside her.
“Oh, don’t worry,” he taunted. “I’m not planning on sharing it. For now. Although they might like to know about your brother, the jailbird, even more than how you’re hooking up with your niece’s nanny. Which is such a cliché, by the way.” 
“Says the man who cheated on his wife with the fucking weather girl on cable news.” 
“People in glass houses…” He raised his index finger and began to wag it back and forth in a prickish way.
“What do you actually want, Preston?” Julianna spoke his name like it was a curse word. “Just get to the damn point. Because no way in hell do I believe for a minute that you came over here today to try to save our marriage.”
Preston’s eyes gleamed with a mixture of malice and amusement. “Let’s just say I have a proposition for you, Muffin. One that could make this little predicament disappear like it never happened.”
Preston retook his seat, leaning back in the chair, crossing his arms casually, clearly enjoying himself. The condescending look on his face grated on Julianna’s nerves, but she knew she had to keep her composure. She couldn’t let him see how much he was affecting her.
“I’m listening.”
“Good. Here’s what is going to happen. My lawyers are going to send over a shiny new set of divorce papers to you tomorrow. And then you’re going to sign them, or else”—he moved the phone side to side—“this is getting emailed straight to Jimmy.”
“Which one?” Julianna couldn’t stop herself from asking.
“Either. Both. Who the fuck cares which one?” He threw his hands up. “Just know that this video will get out.”
“Do you know what I want to get out?” Each breath she took felt heavy, as if her chest was filled with lead. “You. Get out of my house.” 
“Trust me; I have no desire to be here. You’ll get all the paperwork soon. Sign or die. I don’t really care. Either way, I win.” With that nugget, he sauntered out, humming “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah.” 
“You can’t let him get away with that shit!” Sadie exclaimed in a burst of frustration as soon as the front door slammed shut, rattling the artwork on the walls. Her voice seemed to echo through Julianna’s head, but now wasn’t the time to give in to fear or anger. Julianna needed to focus on what had to be done.
“I’m not in a position to stop him.” Julianna gathered her thoughts, steeling herself against the emotional storm threatening to consume her. She had to be smart about this, play her cards right if she wanted to come out on top. “The best I can do is minimize the damage to everyone else.”
“But you could fight him,” Sadie insisted. “You could take him to court, expose his threats, fight for what is rightfully yours!”
Julianna shook her head. “It’s not that simple. There are things at stake here that go beyond just me or even him. I won’t watch my brother, my parents, Jadyn, and you get dragged through the mud. It was one thing when it was just me getting excoriated on the late-night shows—but all of you? No. I can’t allow that.” 
“He’s counting on you saying that instead of calling his bluff.” 
“Is he?” Julianna frowned, wondering if this was actually the case. “I’m not so sure of that. There was a time not too long ago when I might not have let those consequences stop me from fighting back. I’m not proud to admit that. But things are different now. I have more to lose.”
“Maybe this isn’t the best time for you to turn over a new leaf,” Sadie argued heatedly. “He’s going to rake you over the coals.” 
The thought of letting him win, of allowing herself to be manipulated and controlled, made Julianna so angry she could spit. But the image of her family torn apart, her loved ones suffering because of her selfish desires, quelled the rising tide of rebellion within her. It was time for her to put them first.
“What would you do if you were in my shoes?” Julianna asked softly. “Jadyn has just begun a new school, and her nightmares are becoming more manageable since the trip to Ohio. My parents have already gone through enough without their pain being publicly mocked. And you—finally, someone who brings me genuine happiness. I can’t...” Julianna shook her head.
“But you’re just going to let him win?”
“I assure you the war is far from over. And Preston will never win in the end. He’s not equipped for it. At least when I sign those papers, I’ll be walking away with my head held high, knowing that I protected the ones I love. Preston will never understand the strength that comes from putting others before yourself.”

The following morning, Julianna sat in her office, staring at an email from her divorce attorney. The familiar view of Kendall Square out her office window offered little comfort as she leaned forward, her elbows resting on the desk. According to her lawyer, the papers Preston had sent over were nearly identical to the ones she’d been waiting months for him to sign. It made no sense.
With a heavy sigh, she pressed her fingertips against her forehead, feeling the weight of the Preston fiasco pressing down on her. What was he up to? She would have to tread carefully or risk falling into a trap.
“It’s never good when I come in to find you sitting like this.” Kate’s finger moved in a slow, deliberate circle, carving an invisible path through the air as she gestured.
“It’s been a morning.” Julianna attempted to alleviate the onset of a headache with a gentle massage, her fingers working in small, circular motions against her temples. 
“Is the school year not going well?” Kate slid into the visitor’s chair on the other side of the desk and fixed Julianna with a look of concern. “Did Jadyn have an issue at drop-off yesterday?” 
“On the contrary. That was the highlight of the day. It went downhill swiftly thereafter.”
Although, not entirely, or at least not right away. Though brief, Julianna and Sadie had finally had a real conversation about their relationship. Sadie had yet to broach the I love you incident, but amidst the chaos of dealing with Preston’s antics, that worry seemed to recede into the background.
“Did something happen with the Kami project?” Kate guessed, but Julianna shook her head.
“No. It was Preston. He showed up unannounced, saying he had drawn up entirely new divorce papers and wanted me to sign.” 
“Out of the blue?” Kate’s eyebrows knit together. “That sounds suspicious. Have you taken a look at them yet?”
“My lawyer looked them over, and here’s the weird thing. They’re almost identical to the ones he was supposed to sign months ago. I don’t understand what he’s playing at,” Julianna said, frustration evident in her voice.
Kate’s expression shifted from concern to contemplation as she tapped a finger against her chin. “Do you know which parts he changed?”
“Give me a second.” Julianna hit print, waiting for the page to come off her printer and then handing it to her assistant. “Here. These are all the differences my attorney highlighted for me to review.”
Kate scanned the document, her brow furrowing deeper with each passing moment. “It looks like he changed the wording in the section about intellectual property. My God, of course.”
“What?” Julianna leaned forward, her heart pounding with sudden anticipation.
“I just got off the phone with Frank, one of my contacts at Preston Innovations. That’s why I came by to talk to you. Want to guess what big idea they’re developing to present to Kami Games?”
Julianna’s brain pulsed with a sudden jolt of realization. “He’s trying to steal my idea,” she whispered, the weight of the betrayal settling heavily in her chest.
Kate nodded grimly. “Every last detail from what I can tell. And he’s using those modified divorce papers as a way to cover his ass.”
“If I sign, any project I developed, or even an idea I came up with and never acted on, from the founding of the company until the divorce is finalized, becomes the property of Preston Innovations.” Julianna’s jaw clenched. The pieces were falling into place now, the sudden urgency of Preston’s visit and his glee at finding a way to blackmail her making so much more sense. Not to mention that other visit when he tried to “woo” her back by giving Jadyn a stuffed animal and his pathetic stroll down memory lane. Preston never did anything out of kindness. Always to work an angle.
“He knows we’re working on essentially the same project,” Kate stated gravely, her eyes meeting Julianna’s in understanding. “He’s trying to take credit for your work, for everything you’ve put into it. He’s playing dirty.”
Julianna knew she had every right to be furious, but for some reason, when Julianna opened her mouth, it was laughter that bubbled up from her throat. It started as a chuckle, then grew into a full-blown belly laugh that seemed to echo off the walls of her office.
Kate watched her, confusion written all over her face. “Julianna, why on earth are you laughing?”
“Because that’s his big pitch? After eighteen months and with a team of developers that makes ours look like amateur hour by comparison, that’s all he’s got? An idea his soon-to-be ex-wife came up with in college?” Julianna wiped away a tear of mirth, her laughter slowly subsiding into a smirk. “He’s in for a world of hurt on this one. Tell me everything you know about what’s going on over there.” 
“Not a lot,” Kate said.
“You mean Frank didn’t give you the full scoop? Give him a call back.”
“No, I mean not a lot is going on with their project right now. It seems their team is struggling to turn the concept into a reality just as much as ours is.” 
“Does that mean they’re not close to a breakthrough?” Julianna remained suspended in a moment of tension, her chest tight withholding a breath.
“That’s a big fat negative on a breakthrough. Nathan, one of the other developers I’m friendly with, says it’s a nightmare over there right now.”
Julianna leaned back in her chair, a triumphant smile playing on her lips. “Looks like Preston’s plan isn’t going quite as smoothly as he hoped,” she mused, her mind already whirring with possibilities.
“Apparently, Preston has taken to staying in the building twenty-four hours a day. He’s actually sleeping in his office at night, as if he thinks the same elves who bailed out the shoemaker might come to his rescue and finish the project for him.” Kate began to laugh. “Nathan said he keeps screaming at everybody that when he wakes up, he wants the solution.”
“Such a drama queen.” Julianna’s spirits lifted at the mental image of Preston losing his cool in a desperate attempt to salvage his failing project. “That man’s ego is writing checks his team can’t cash,” she remarked, relishing the turn of events.
“Perhaps he should have thought twice before trying to steal from his brilliant wife,” Kate added, still chuckling. “What are you going to do? Are you going to call him out on it?”
Julianna frowned, tapping the tips of her fingers together as she contemplated her next move. “I don’t know. What if we just let him have it?” 
“B-but,” Kate spluttered before getting the rest out, “it’s been your dream project for years. You’d honestly be willing to let him win like that?” Kate shook her head, looking at Julianna as if she were staring at a stranger.
“Hear me out. We’re no closer to coming up with a decent solution to the problems than they are. Preston’s team is three times the size of ours, and they’re still failing. I’m beginning to think this grand idea of mine was a stinker.”
“You can’t really think that.”
“Why not? Maybe that’s why I never pursued it fully until now. Perhaps my brain knew deep down that it was a dud. So, hey, this is what he wants from our divorce settlement? He can have it with my compliments. I hope it becomes an albatross around his neck.” 
“What about our proposal for Kami Games?” A shadow of concern crossed Kate’s face, causing her brow to furrow.
“We’ll just have to go back to the drawing board.” Julianna hoped her delivery of this news projected way more confidence than she felt, but based on Kate’s look of abject horror, she had the feeling she’d fallen a little short.
“We’ve been working on this project non-stop all summer. We’re presenting it to them in Tokyo in February. There’s no way⁠—” 
“There is.” Julianna wasn’t entirely convinced of the truth behind those words, yet she held firm in her resolve. “We have a strong team, despite our smaller size. We can pivot and come up with something even better, something that will leave Preston regretting the day he underestimated us.”
“Like what?” It was clear Kate had more than a few reservations about Julianna’s new plan, if it could even be called that, considering they had nothing concrete to work with at the moment.
But Julianna was determined to make this work.
“Let’s use this setback as motivation to push ourselves further, to think outside the box and create something truly groundbreaking.” Julianna rose from her chair and began to pace. “We have a chance to show Kami Games what we’re made of, and I refuse to let Preston’s antics derail us. Let’s channel all our frustration and disappointment into our work, into making our new proposal even more innovative and impressive than we could have dreamed.”
If this had been a movie, there would have been a swell of inspirational music as Julianna finished her impassioned speech. But since it was real life, all she got was an awkward silence as her assistant stared at her, clearly unsure of how to proceed.
“We’ve been in tighter spots before,” Julianna said with a shrug. “I don’t know right this second how we’re going to do it, but we’re going to win. We have to.”  
“It seems like a risk.” Kate’s tone was jarringly flat after Julianna’s rousing speech. “I admire your determination. And you know I’m in this with you all the way. But what exactly is our next step?”
Settling back at the computer, Julianna scanned her attorney’s email one more time, a small smile playing on her lips. “I’m not sure about the company, but I know what my next step is going to be. I’m signing these goddamn divorce papers and ridding myself of this asshole once and for all.”
And after that, no matter what else might happen, at least she would be free. She could start over and map out the future she wanted with Sadie and Jadyn by her side.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“I can’t believe you’re doing an inventory of all Julianna’s games.” Sadie stared at Fernando, who was sitting, notebook in hand, surrounded by neatly organized piles of game cartridges on the floor.
“Someone has to do it,” Fernando replied, not looking up from his task. “I don’t want to miss out on playing any of the real gems.”
“We’re home!” Jadyn hollered upon entering the house. Even from the other room, Sadie could hear the child’s backpack hitting the floor instead of being placed on the hook where it belonged.
“Hang up your bag, and take off your shoes,” Sadie directed, rounding the corner to get a clearer view of the entryway.
“Is Fernando here?” Jadyn asked, breathless with excitement. “I saw his car outside.”
“It’s hard to miss,” Sadie quipped. “He’s in the game room.”
Jadyn dashed off, leaving the backpack hanging open from the hook and her shoes in a heap by the door. Sadie might’ve gone after the girl to scold her for the mess, but just then, Julianna came through the door.
She was dressed in a suit jacket and skirt, having left work early to pick up Jadyn from school and take her to the therapist’s office. While Sadie loved Julianna’s casual outfits—or really anything she chose to wear, which included nothing at all—there was something about those long legs in a slim fitting suit that made Sadie’s heart skip a beat.
Slowly, Julianna removed her shades and placed her bag on its hook. Unlike her niece’s bag, no stray papers cascaded out of hers. Watching this simple routine was enough to take Sadie’s breath away. Would there ever come a time when that didn’t happen? Sadie hoped not.
“Hey there,” Sadie said, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips as she watched Julianna settle in.
“Hey yourself,” Julianna replied, walking over to give Sadie a quick peck on the cheek since they were alone. Sadie could see the weariness in her eyes, a sign of a long day at the office.
“How was work?” Sadie asked, stooping to retrieve the folder that had fallen from Jadyn’s backpack. It was the bright red one, reserved for graded papers and important notices for parents. “Did Jay’s appointment with Dr. Malcolm go okay?”
Julianna sighed, running a hand through her hair as she headed toward the kitchen. “The appointment was fine, but it’s best not to ask about work.”
“I take it you’re not making any progress on a new idea for the Kami Games proposal?” Reaching the kitchen, Sadie turned on the kettle to make Julianna some tea.
Julianna didn’t so much sit on the barstool as collapse on it as if her legs simply gave out. “Not even close. Everything we’ve come up with so far has been a pale imitation of something that’s already been done a hundred times before. In fact, I’m starting to fear I don’t have it in me anymore.” 
“Don’t you believe that for one second. You’re just hitting a rough patch. You’re one of the most creative minds in the gaming industry. You’ll figure it out. Give it time.”
Julianna sighed, looking up at Sadie with a mix of gratitude and exhaustion in her eyes. “Sadly, time is the one thing I have in short supply. It’s the middle of September. The presentation is in February. That doesn’t leave a lot of wiggle room to wait around for brilliance to strike.” 
Once it was made, Julianna accepted a cup of tea from Sadie with a grateful smile. Despite the warm day, her fingers wrapped tightly around the blistering hot ceramic like she needed it for comfort. Sadie wished she could risk pulling the woman into an embrace, but they needed to be discreet. While Fernando may have suspected there’d been a shift in their relationship of late, Sadie hadn’t confirmed it. And they had yet to explain it to Jadyn.
How did one explain to a kid that her nanny was also her aunt’s new girlfriend without it getting confusing? It was still a little confusing to Sadie, especially how difficult it could be to know when she was working for a paycheck and when she was off the clock but still hanging out with Jadyn and Julianna because they were, for all intents and purposes, her family.
“Can we have ice cream?” Jadyn shouted.
“Exactly who do you think you’re asking? God?” Sadie teased, crossing to the game room and poking her head inside.
“I’m down for ice cream,” Fernando said as he put the last of the game cartridges away, leaving behind the small pile he’d identified as kid-friendly options for Jay. 
“Is Fernando God?” Jadyn asked in all seriousness.
“What would make you think that?” Sadie crossed her arms, trying to give Jadyn the stink eye, but the kid was too cute for that type of treatment.
“Personally, I think it’s much more likely that God is a woman,” Julianna added, coming up behind Sadie.
“I can put on a dress if that’ll get me ice cream,” Fernando offered with a chuckle as he ruffled Jadyn’s hair.
“I’m about to make dinner,” Sadie argued. “Besides, nobody needs to see those hairy legs of yours in a skirt.”
“For your information, I just had my legs waxed for my upcoming show. Can you say the same?” He glared menacingly, or was he trying to figure out something?
“I have a feeling we’ve been outmaneuvered,” Julianna said with a laugh. “About the ice cream, not the dress.” She pointed to the small pile of games next to the television. “What’s going on with all those?”
“Those are all the games I wanted to show Jadyn,” Fernando said. “I did an inventory of everything you have, hoping to find some new ones to play with her. But it took me ages to find a single one that’s kid appropriate. So many explosions, and guns, and all sorts of graphic violence.”
Sadie chuckled at Fernando’s exasperated expression. “Says the man who stayed up all night playing Manhunt when he was like seven years old.”
“Times were different back in the Stone Age,” Fernando argued. “I mean, is it too much to ask for a game that involves, I don’t know, gardening or baking cookies or something?” His eyes seared into Julianna’s as if it were all her fault. 
“I guess I never realized how violent some of those games are,” Julianna replied as she thumbed through the games on one of the shelves. “Lordy, some of these really are bad, and they pale in comparison to the recent stuff we did at Preston Innovations. It’s what sells, you know?”
“You have a kid now, though,” Fernando said in a scolding tone.
Julianna nodded slowly as the truth of the situation seemed to sink in. “I have no defense.” 
Sadie couldn’t believe how quickly Julianna caved. Work must have been worse today than she’d let on. 
“You know what I think?” Jadyn asked in a tone that was sweet as honey. “I think ice cream is what we need to make everyone not so grumpy.”
“We haven’t had dinner yet,” Sadie said, though she knew it wouldn’t make much difference. “Ice cream for dinner is only for vacation.”
“Okay, but what about ice cream before dinner?” Fernando suggested with a twinkle in his eyes. “I could take Jadyn for a walk down to that ice cream shop a couple blocks over.” 
“And the swings. Don’t forget the swings,” Jadyn reminded him eagerly, already bouncing with excitement at the thought of a sweet treat and a trip to the nearby playground.
“I would never forget that.” Fernando placed his hand over his heart, making a sincere gesture. “Speaking of not forgetting, do all of you want to come over for a family get-together this weekend? My mom is making her famous enchiladas.” 
“That sounds lovely,” Julianna answered before Sadie had a chance.
Fernando raised an eyebrow at this but didn’t say anything. Even so, Sadie had a sinking feeling their cover was blown. 
“Ice cream!” Jadyn cried out, grabbing Fernando’s hand and tugging him toward the door.
“Have fun.” Julianna waved as she watched them leave, the atmosphere shifting once the door had closed. “Shit. Accepting the invitation like that. Did I tip Fernando off to, you know… us?”
Sadie sighed as she rested a hand on Julianna’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. He’s going to know eventually, anyway. I just hadn’t gotten around to telling him yet.”
That was partly true. What she’d left out was that Sadie was hesitant to tell Fernando because she wasn’t sure how he would take the news. Plus, it had been exhilarating in the beginning, sneaking around and stealing kisses when no one was watching.
But now the weight of keeping silent was starting to wear on her. Sadie knew Julianna felt it too, even if the prospect of telling Jadyn was even more daunting than bringing up the topic with Fernando. Jadyn looked up to both of them so much, and Sadie couldn’t help but worry about how her relationship with Julianna might affect the child.
“I guess it’s overdue,” Julianna conceded, taking Sadie’s hand as they walked toward the kitchen. “We’ll figure out a way to navigate telling them both as soon as we can.”
As they entered the kitchen, Sadie’s gaze was drawn to the red folder on the island. She opened it, glancing over her homework assignment, which could be done after dinner. She shuffled through the rest of the papers, pulling out a notice from the principal. “What’s this?” 
As she scanned the document, her mind struggled to absorb its content. “They’re having some sort of drill at school next week. A crisis exercise of some kind.”
Julianna peered at the paper over Sadie’s shoulder. “An active shooter drill?” 
Sadie nodded grimly. “Looks like it. They’re calling it a safety simulation, but we all know what that means.”
Julianna’s face paled, her grip tightening on Sadie’s hand. “I can’t believe they’re making kids go through this at such a young age.” She paused, her eyes reflecting the same mix of anger and fear that Sadie felt. “It’s not right.”
Sadie stood silent as the reality of the world they lived in sank in. A feeling of helplessness descended on her as she imagined Jadyn having to participate in such a terrifying drill. It was a stark reminder of the dangers lurking outside the safety of their home. “I know from my time as a student teacher that it’s necessary, but I don’t like it. She’s already going through enough right now.”
“I wish there was a way to shield her from all of the bad stuff in the world.”
“Look at this.” Sadie held up a second sheet that had been tucked behind the letter. “They’re looking for volunteers in the classroom.”
“I wish I could, but with work⁠—”
“Not you.” Sadie pulled out a bag of frozen veggies from the freezer. “I can do it. I’ll volunteer. At least this way, I can be there for Jadyn during the drill. She won’t have to face it alone.”
“But that’s your personal time when Jay’s at school,” Julianna argued. “You’re off the clock.”
Even though it was a true statement, Sadie winced to hear it put into words like that. More and more, the reminder that she was the paid help seemed to be looming over her in every aspect of her life.
She masked her unease with a tight-lipped smile as she grabbed a saucepan and placed it on the stove. “I can spare a few hours. It’s worth it if it means Jadyn feels safer.”
“I appreciate the sentiment,” Julianna said, still seeming intent on talking her out of it, “but I don’t want to take advantage of your kindness. You have your own life to live, and volunteering at the school shouldn’t feel like an obligation.”
Sadie shook her head, her resolve unwavering. “It’s not about feeling obligated. It’s about wanting to be there for Jadyn and you.”
“But you are,” Julianna insisted, her voice softening with gratitude. “You’re already a huge support for us. I mean here you are making dinner for us while I stand here and do nothing.”
“Making dinner is part of my job,” Sadie reminded her, trying to keep the bitterness from her tone but not quite succeeding. “You pay me to do this. You’re my boss. Whatever else we are to each other, we’re defined by our roles. Employer and employee.”
“Sadie, I didn’t realize how much this was weighing on you,” Julianna said, her eyes filled with concern. “I never want you to feel like our relationship is transactional.”
“It’s not your fault. It’s just the reality of our situation. I’m the nanny. Until I get a different job, that will always be the case.”
“Get a different…” Julianna’s eyebrows rocketed up to her hairline. “You’re thinking of quitting?” 
“No. I mean, not actually. I don’t want to change anything here,” Sadie rushed to reassure her. “It’s just I don’t know if I can keep accepting a paycheck from you given that the two of us…” Sadie gestured for Julianna to fill in the blank. 
“That’s only a technicality,” Julianna said, seeming unsure of her word choice. 
“An awkward one. Did you know that over the summer, before I agreed to accept this position permanently, I got a job offer as a long-term substitute teacher?”
“You did?”
“Yes, but I turned it down,” Sadie admitted, her gaze fixed on the pot that had begun simmering on the stove. “I felt like I owed it to Jadyn to stay here and provide stability. And I’ll admit that even then, I knew I had feelings for you that went beyond mere employer-employee. I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving you both.”
Julianna reached out, placing a comforting hand on Sadie’s arm. “Honey, I had no idea. I never realized the sacrifices you’ve made for us. I feel so selfish.”
“Don’t feel that way.” Sadie covered Julianna’s hand with her own. “Nothing I’ve done feels like a sacrifice at all. You and Jadyn, you’re my family. You’ve become such an integral part of my life, I can’t imagine it any other way. Getting paid to do what my heart wants to do for free feels more and more wrong to me every day. I want to be here because I care about you and Jadyn, not because of a paycheck.”
“I understand,” Julianna said softly. “What can we do to make this work? Because I don’t want to lose you.”
“You’ll never lose me,” Sadie replied, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “But maybe it’s time for a change. According to the notice from the school, Jaydyn’s class is not only looking for volunteers. They need a classroom assistant. I’m totally qualified⁠—”  
“Way overqualified,” Julianna added with a laugh, the tension between them finally starting to ease. “The pay will be shit.”
“That may be the case, but it would be enough for my needs. And it’d put my mind at ease to get a paycheck from a third party.” 
“You’d be happy as a classroom assistant?” Julianna asked without judgment.
“Yes, I think so. I won’t have to come up with lesson plans, and I’d be close to Jay during the day, which would make me feel so much better.”
“If that’s what you want, I guess there’s nothing more to say but go for it.”
A surge of relief flooded Sadie’s heart at Julianna’s response. “I’ll call the school tomorrow.”
“I have to admit I’ll feel better having you there. It almost seems selfish of me to think that, but it’s true. Jadyn needs both of us as much as possible.”
Sadie nodded, knowing this was true. “Speaking of, how did her therapy go today? You never gave me any details.” 
“Pretty well. The therapist recommended some meditation apps for her to try.” Julianna pulled one up on her phone, clicking here and there to try it out. “Huh. To be honest, it’s pretty basic. Boring, actually.” 
“They probably need a game designer to add some pizzazz.” Sadie added some frozen noodles and sauce to a skillet, suddenly remembering that dinner was only half made.
“You’re right about that. Look at these little animated characters.” Julianna held up her phone for Sadie, showing her a bunch of circles that were supposed to look like they were meditating. “Jadyn could do better, and she’s only nine.” 
“I wonder what kind of games are out there for self-esteem,” Sadie said, stirring the noodles absentmindedly. “Kids are so anxious these days. Or games that teach important skills and lessons.”
“You mean like Fernando suggested, with baking cookies and gardening?” Julianna laughed, but something in her demeanor suggested she was taking the conversation more seriously than she let on.
Sadie noticed the shift and furrowed the brow, setting the skillet aside to give Julianna her full attention. “What’s going on in that amazing, creative brain of yours?”
Julianna’s eyes were glued to her phone, and it was obvious the wheels were turning. “What if we created a game that combines all of those elements? Something fun and engaging that also helps boost self-esteem and teaches valuable life skills.”
“I would have liked that when I was her age. I couldn’t get into many of the games because I didn’t see the point.” Sadie realized she probably shouldn’t say that to Julianna of all people, who lived and breathed gaming. Sheepishly, she added, “Sorry.” 
“No, don’t be. I’m learning some hard truths today. We—by which I mean game developers—aren’t serving kids. We make products for adults. Games were meant for kids, but they kept getting more and more advanced. Not to mention bloodier. Kids already have to worry about getting shot at school, for God’s sake. Do they need even more reminders?
“Not all games like that are bad.”
“Of course not. It’s just…” Julianna got a faraway look in her eye, and Sadie remained quiet, stirring the noodles while giving the other woman space to create.
“I need to make a couple of calls.” With that, Julianna disappeared into her office. 
Chuckling, Sadie put down her spoon and reread the note from Jadyn’s school. A teacher’s assistant. A one-year commitment.
Oddly, the thought of being tied down to one place didn’t terrify her.
And Julianna was on board with it. Not that Sadie would have let it deter her if she hadn’t been. Both of them were headstrong when push came to shove. So far, it seemed to work for them. 
Thirty minutes later, Sadie dropped in on Julianna’s Alexa device. “Dinner’s ready.” 
“Be right there.” 
“Is the big idea germinating?” Sadie asked when Julianna reappeared in the kitchen to help grab plates for the table.
“You could call it that. I hate to say this, but I’ll probably be working late the rest of the week.”
“Except for the night we’re going to Fernando’s parents’ house for enchiladas,” Sadie reminded her. “If our relationship is about to be outed to the only other people on earth I give a damn about, I expect you to be there.”
“Absolutely.” Julianna shot a sly look at Sadie. “I wouldn’t miss homemade enchiladas for anything.” 
Sadie laughed. “That would be a crime. They’re the best.” 
“Are Jadyn and Fernando back from the park?” Julianna asked, looking around as if suddenly realizing the house was too quiet.
“Any minute,” Sadie said. “He sent a text they were on their way. There’s just enough time to pour yourself a glass of wine. I think you deserve one to celebrate whatever brilliant idea you’re cooking up.”
“Okay, but only if you’ll join me.”
No sooner had they settled down at the dining room table with a glass of wine than Jadyn rushed into the house. “This is the best day ever!” 
“What’s going on now?” Julianna set her glass down and headed to the kitchen, stopping short and staring aghast at some sort of dirty lump in Fernando’s arms. “What is that?” 
“A puppy!” Jadyn grinned from ear to ear.
Sadie covered her mouth to keep from laughing as the terrified creature in her best friend’s arms let out a whimper that sounded like a strangled moose.
“Surely that can’t be a dog,” Julianna protested. As if to prove her wrong, the animal lifted its head, revealing mismatched eyes, scraggly fur, and ears that seemed to have been taken as spare parts from a much larger dog. “That is the ugliest⁠—”  
“Oh, come on,” Sadie quickly interrupted before Julianna could finish her insult. “That face is so ugly it’s adorable.”
“Can we keep him?” Jadyn reached up to pet the terrified creature in Fernando’s arms. 
“I think you need to explain.” Julianna directed this statement to Fernando, who had the good sense to look slightly terrified. 
“It was wandering in the park alone, and I couldn’t leave it there, looking like this.” On closer inspection, as Fernando held up the dog, it was evident that the poor animal was in dire need of a bath and a good meal. Its ribs showed through its patchy fur, and its paws were caked with mud.
“Can’t we keep him?” Jadyn put on the saddest eyes ever. “Please?” 
“He may belong to someone, Jay,” Sadie cautioned, her voice gentle. “We should put up some posters in case someone is missing him.”
That was doubtful, given the state the dog was in, but it was the responsible thing to do.
Julianna sighed. “I guess we can make an appointment at a vet. She⁠—” 
“He,” Fernando corrected. 
“Thank goodness. He’s not pretty enough to be a girl.” Julianna turned to Jadyn. “The vet can check if he has a microchip.”
“That will help us find his family if he has one,” Sadie explained. 
“If he doesn’t have a family, can we keep him?” the little girl asked, her hands clasped together tightly in front of her, eyes big and hopeful. 
The dog, seemingly understanding the conversation happening around him, wagged his tail weakly and licked Jadyn’s hand. 
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Sadie said with a smile. “Let’s get him cleaned up and checked out first. Why don’t you and Fernando take him to the backyard and get him some water? After dinner, you can give him a bath.”
Once they were alone, Julianna spoke quietly to Sadie. “There’s no way out of this one, is there?”
“There is not.” Sadie could hardly hold back her laughter. “The universe has given us a dog. The homeliest dog on the planet, but a dog nonetheless.”
Julianna shivered. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t have fleas.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Julianna wandered into the kitchen, stopping to watch as Sadie, her back turned to the doorway, worked to affix a piece of construction paper to the refrigerator with an assortment of colorful magnets. It wasn’t the artwork that held Julianna’s attention but rather the view of Sadie’s backside, which seemed to become more alluring every time Julianna saw it.
“What’s that?” she finally asked when she was unable to figure out what the art project was supposed to be.
“Jesus Christ!” Sadie placed a hand over her heart as she spun around. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
“Sorry about that.” Julianna approached Sadie and kissed her cheek. “And for being late. I meant to get home in time for dinner, but I worked well past Jadyn’s bedtime.” 
“That’s okay.” Sadie smiled, leaning into Julianna’s touch. “I’m just glad you’re here now.” She turned back to the refrigerator, smoothing out the edges of the construction paper. “To answer your question, it’s Jadyn’s handprint turkey. The kids made them in art class.” 
“I remember making those in school, but mine looked more like a bunch of mismatched colored blobs. This one could hang in the Louvre. Do they showcase modern art?” 
Sadie chuckled. “That might be stretching it, but I will say, hers is the best in the class.” 
“Did you make one with the kids?” Julianna leaned against the fridge, her arms folded over her chest, narrowing her eyes.
“Yes. I get to do all the art projects. It’s the best job ever.” Sadie grinned as she reached behind a nearby pot on the stove. She pulled out another construction paper turkey, holding it up for Julianna to see. “Here’s mine. But I don’t want to steal Jay’s thunder, so it didn’t feel right to hang it up.”
“I’m glad you’re enjoying your new job.” It had taken some getting used to once Sadie had accepted the position at Jadyn’s school, but Julianna could see the joy it brought. Plus, it was hard to deny the dynamic between them was better now that they were no longer boss and employee. “I just want everyone under this roof to be happy.” 
A loud bark interrupted their conversation, causing both women to jump. Julianna sucked in her cheeks to stop herself from smiling as the dog snorted, wagging his tail enthusiastically in greeting.
“Everyone but you.” Doing her best to scowl, Julianna glanced down at the dog but was unable to muster the disdain she wanted to show. 
“Says the woman who has purchased a dog bed for every room.” 
“Only to minimize the dog hair on the furniture.” Julianna tapped the fridge door. “Hang up your turkey. I want to be surrounded by reminders of all the things I’m thankful for this season.” 
“You’re in a good mood for someone getting home from work after nine.” 
“Let’s just say I had a very good day. Not turkey handprint art good but productive. I think we’ll have a working prototype of the new game suite before the office closes for Thanksgiving.” 
Sadie clapped her hands together, grinning. “Isn’t that ahead of schedule? How is your team getting so much done? I thought you were going to be going full speed until Christmas.” 
“We’ve got some amazing people working on this project. But it helps that we keep hiring the developers Preston fires. Five of them so far.”
“Five?” Sadie burst into laughter, shaking her head in disbelief. “You never fail to amaze me. You really have a knack for turning things around in your favor.”
“It helps that my ex is an idiot,” Julianna said with a smirk. “Sounds like morale is sinking lower and lower over there, and I’m more than happy to bring on such talented people. Some of them are begging to come on board, even at a massive pay cut, until we land the Kami contract. Which, now that we’re on track to finish this phase of the project ahead of schedule, I’m even more confident we will.” 
“They must really hate Preston. I’m not surprised. The guy’s a total jackass.” Sadie didn’t bother to hide her disdain for Preston, which Julianna appreciated.
“That’s part of it, for sure. They also believe in our vision for this project.” Julianna picked up her tablet, the one that had been practically glued to her hands these past couple of months. “Take a look at these drawings. These will be used as rewards for reaching a new level.” 
“These look just like Jay’s.” Sadie squinted at Julianna’s tablet. “They’re more polished versions of all those little animals she likes to draw.”
“Exactly. We actually used hers as templates. And every time someone buys a game, a little money will go into Jadyn’s college fund. At least, that’s my hope.” Julianna smiled at the thought of her niece’s drawings being turned into something that could contribute to her future. “I know it’s not your typical investment, but I want to make sure Jadyn has every opportunity available to her.”
“That’s amazing.” Sadie continued to study the drawings on the screen with a fond expression. “She’s creative, for sure. I wonder if she’ll follow in your footsteps and go into game design.” 
“I hope she does what makes her happy.” Julianna glanced down at the dog, who sat on his hind legs, begging for a treat. “Are you ever full?” 
“Doubtful, but you can’t blame him. No, you can’t, Molly, can you?” Sadie said this last part not to Julianna but to the dog, speaking in baby talk.
“Why not? Last I checked, gluttony was one of the deadly sins.” Julianna frowned. “And I can’t believe I let you all talk me into that name.” 
“Tamale? It’s perfect. He’s compact like a tamale.”
“But he gets called Molly. It’s a girl’s name.”
“It’s easier to say, and technically, since it’s short for Tamale, it should be spelled M-A-L-E, which is literally the word male. Also, I’ll have you know there’s no such thing as a sin for dogs.” Sadie reached down to pat Molly on the head. “He can’t help wanting to eat. He was skin and bones when we adopted him.” 
“He sure isn’t now. Probably because he’s named after food.” Julianna made a show of rolling her eyes as she took in the dog’s begging antics. “Is this begging pose Fernando’s doing, too? Like the name?” 
“Jadyn helped train him.” Sadie opened the fridge. “Salad or sandwich for tomorrow?” 
“Salad.” Julianna eyed the full sink with a sigh. “I’ll get going on the dishes.” 
“You didn’t even have dinner,” Sadie protested. “Leave them for me.” 
“Nope. I can still pitch in. You’ve been carrying the burden here for weeks.” 
“It’s what you pay⁠—” 
“Not anymore,” Julianna wore a teasing smile. “We both have jobs, and we split the household chores fifty-fifty. Remember?” 
“It’s going to take some getting used to.” Sadie went to work putting together lunches for the following day. “How did it go with Dr. Malcolm today?” 
Julianna turned on the faucet, rinsing the plates before putting them into the dishwasher. “Amazing. The team had so many ideas for us. I really think what we’re designing goes beyond simply a game. The skills they’ll learn while playing can make a big difference for kids in their real lives, managing anxiety and developing healthy coping mechanisms.” 
“Probably would be good for some adults, too. Maybe you can test it on Preston. Teach him some manners.” 
“Pretty sure my ex is a lost cause.” 
“I’m sorry. But also not sorry. If he hadn’t cheated on you and basically acted like a total jerk, we never would have met.” Sadie handed Julianna a towel to dry her hands. “And then where would we be?” 
Julianna laughed, the sound filling the cozy kitchen. “Probably stuck in miserable relationships and dead-end jobs, complaining to our friends about how unsatisfied we were.” 
“Instead, you’ve got your own business, and you’re going to annihilate Preston Innovations when it comes to the Kami Games contract.”
“I can’t wait to face off with him come February.” Julianna knew it wouldn’t be an easy battle, especially as she would be competing against her own idea, but she was determined. She had poured her heart and soul into this new proposal for Kami Games, and she wasn’t about to let Preston swoop in and take that away from her.
“It’s going to be a showdown for the ages.” Sadie squirted mayo on her sandwich for tomorrow.
“Do you know what I’m looking forward to even more?” Julianna used a sponge to clean a sauce pan. “Thanksgiving week. One week off. I cannot wait.” 
“Can you repeat that? I think I may be losing my hearing.” Sadie looked up from her lunch prep station and cupped a hand to her ear. “Surely you can’t be telling me the woman who wanted to bring her laptop to the beach is willingly taking time off. And looking forward to it.” 
“I am. I can’t think of a better way to spend the week. You, me, and Jadyn in Ohio. Mom tells me Jason is counting down the days.” Julianna turned off the water and reached for a towel to dry her hands. “He wants to meet you.” 
“Is that possible?” It was hard to tell if Sadie was surprised or if there was a deeper concern she was trying to mask.
“He’s added you to the visitor list, if you’re willing.” Julianna added, “It’s a bit weird, so I’ll understand if you don’t feel comfortable.” 
“It’s not weird. He’s part of our family. I’d love to meet your brother.” Coming up beside her, Sadie wrapped her arms around Julianna’s waist, stifling a yawn. 
“Go get ready for bed. I’ll take care of the rest and join you in a minute.” Julianna kissed the top of Sadie’s head. 
“Your room or mine?” Sadie asked, reminding Julianna that as blissful as their domestic scene was, there were still some hurdles to work through. Like getting Sadie to agree to sharing a room. And telling Jadyn the news that the two of them were dating.
But those issues could wait for another day.
“You choose.”
As Julianna finished the last of the kitchen cleanup, Molly didn’t leave her side, still eying the food on the kitchen island. “You’re incorrigible.” 
Casting a glance around the room and confirming she was alone, Julianna slipped the dog a bite of chicken. 
“I saw that,” Sadie called out, from where, Julianna wasn’t sure. 
Caught red-handed, Julianna chuckled and shrugged sheepishly. “I dare anyone to resist those sad puppy eyes.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
A snowman in the front yard held a sign announcing a “Skating Party” as Sadie, Julianna, and Jadyn approached the house of one of Jadyn’s classmates. It was just after Christmas, and the winter air was crisp and cold, making their cheeks rosy as they walked. The house was adorned with twinkling lights, and the sound of laughter and music could be heard from inside.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Sadie whispered as Jadyn skipped ahead of them along the path to the front door. “Arriving at the party together?” 
“Jay did say we’re both invited.”
Julianna’s response didn’t exactly answer Sadie’s question. Of course, they were both invited. It was a class party, which meant parents and teachers would all be there. What concerned Sadie was that they had yet to discuss their relationship with Jadyn. As far as the girl knew, Sadie was still Jadyn’s nanny as opposed to her aunt’s girlfriend.
Bounding back toward them on the walkway, Jadyn made a squeaking sound. “Do you know what that is?” 
“Your way of saying you’re hungry?” Julianna guessed. 
“It’s the sound a guinea pig makes.” Jadyn squealed again, but this time it was out of excitement for seeing two classmates walking toward the house. 
“Hi, Miss Culpepper.” The girls waved at Sadie as they dashed toward the snowman with Jadyn in tow. 
“Miss Culpepper?” Julianna boosted her eyebrows. “How very official.”
“At least they show me some respect.” 
“Do I not?” Julianna’s smile was playful, but her eyes were searching.
Sadie hesitated for just a moment before responding. “I was joking.” She slipped her mittened hand into Julianna’s, feeling a surge of warmth before remembering they were in public and quickly pulling away.
Julianna eyed Sadie’s mitten with a frown. “We’re going to have to figure out a way to tell Jadyn about us.” 
Sadie’s heart skipped a beat. She had been dreading this conversation for weeks now, ever since they had decided to take their relationship to the next level. But she knew Julianna was right; they couldn’t put it off forever. And the longer they had to keep things a secret, the harder it was not to get caught in the type of intimate gesture, like holding hands, that came more natural by the day.
“I know. We’ll find the right moment,” she said softly, her breath visible in the chilly winter air.
“Jadyn adores you. I’m sure she’ll⁠—”
Julianna was cut off by another squeal as the front door swung open. Jadyn’s best friend, Mia, burst out with a wide grin on her face.
“Jadyn, you won’t believe the ice rink my dad made in the backyard!” she exclaimed, pulling Jadyn away from the snowman and toward the house.
“Hey, kiddo. Don’t forget your new ice skates,” Sadie called out. 
Jadyn zipped back, taking the skates from Sadie’s shoulder. 
Inside the house, the air was warm and fragrant with the scent of cinnamon and vanilla. Several parents milled around, chatting and sipping on mugs of hot cocoa.
Mia’s mother greeted them with a warm smile. “Sadie, I’m so glad you could make it. The kids will be thrilled to see you.” She turned to Julianna. “And who do you belong to?”
“I’m Jadyn’s aunt. Julianna.”
“I’m Amy Cooper. It’s so nice to meet you.”
Amy glanced back and forth between the two of them, a questioning look on her face. It seemed for a moment that she was going to ask if they were a couple, but then Mia tugged on her sleeve, eager to show off her new skating moves.
“Mia Cooper, are you wearing your ice skates in the house? Outside, now.” Amy turned her attention back to Sadie and Julianna. “Why don’t we head outside, too? It looks like Jadyn is lacing up her skates.”
“I can’t believe you put a skating rink in your backyard.” Sadie marveled at the twinkling lights adorning the makeshift ice rink where about a dozen children raced around or practiced figure eights. She pointed to a tall table draped in colorful bunting. “Is that a hot chocolate stand?”
“It wouldn’t be a skating party without hot chocolate,” Amy said with a laugh. She frowned as she spotted one of the children trying to scale the table to reach the hot chocolate. “Excuse me. I need to go deal with that.” 
“Hi, Miss Culpepper,” said a small boy sitting on a bench, putting on his ice skates with the help of a man who appeared to be his father.
“Hello to you, Roger.” 
“You’re famous,” Julianna teased, bumping Sadie’s arm. 
Roger’s dad looked up, and his eyes tripled in size. “Oh my God! You’re Julianna Bristol.”  
“Now who’s famous?” Sadie teased. 
“Ms. Bristol, I have to tell you I’ve been playing your games all my life. I’m such a fan.” 
Given that the man was at least a decade older than Julianna, Sadie wasn’t entirely convinced this was the compliment he meant it to be. But Julianna smiled graciously.
“That’s very kind of you to say.” Julianna’s cheeks turned pink with a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure. She glanced at Sadie, who raised an eyebrow in amusement.
“Just so you know,” he whispered. “I never believed what they were saying about you on those late-night shows.”
“Well, I…” It was clear Julianna had no idea what to say.
“Between you and me,” the man continued, “your ex-husband is a tool.” 
Julianna offered an awkward smile. 
“Brent,” said a woman who spoke with the long-suffering tone of a spouse, “leave that poor woman alone. Go take Roger to the rink and hold his hand while he gets on the ice.” She watched to make sure the man obeyed before continuing. “I warned him not to fangirl if he saw you today, Ms. Bristol.” 
“I’m not,” Brent called back over his shoulder, clearly gifted with super hearing, at least when it was convenient for him. “This is me doing my best to be cool.” 
The woman rolled her eyes. “Can I fetch you a hot chocolate to make up for that embarrassing display?” she offered with a sympathetic smile.
Julianna chuckled, grateful for the change of subject. “That would be lovely, thank you.”
“Now for the important question. Do you want the kiddie or the adult hot chocolate?” 
“What’s the difference? Size?” Julianna scrunched her nose, which was turning red on the tip from the cold. 
“The adult version has peppermint schnapps,” Roger’s mother replied in a conspiratorial whisper. 
“Adult here, for sure.” Sadie held up a finger to make it clear. 
Julianna laughed, feeling more at ease with the friendly banter. “In that case, I’ll take the adult hot chocolate as well. After all, we did walk here, so no one will be driving. Might as well indulge a little, right?” she said with a grin.
As Roger’s mother went to fetch the drinks, Sadie leaned in closer to Julianna. “Do you get that kind of recognition often?” Sadie asked, genuinely curious.
Julianna shook her head. “No, not really. It’s always been the Preston show, to be honest. Until they started going after me on those late-night shows, flashing my picture all over the place, I’m not sure anyone knew what I looked like. It’s been overwhelming to say the least.”
Sadie nodded sympathetically. “I can imagine. But at least now you know that not everyone believes what they see or hear on those shows. You have a lot of supporters out there rooting for you.”
A loud squeal interrupted their conversation, followed by a snowball whizzing past them. 
“Roger! Do not throw snowballs,” his father scolded. A second snowball splatted against Brent’s face. “This is war!” He scooped up some snow, packing it quickly before launching it at Roger. 
Sadie and Julianna moved over to the side, enjoying their drinks, as utter mayhem broke out between the fathers and sons. 
“It’s like a live-action video game.” Julianna sipped her hot chocolate, taking it all in. 
“Look at our Jadyn,” Sadie beamed with pride as she watched the girl complete an entire turn around the rink without a single fall. “She’s getting better with the skates.”
Julianna nodded in agreement. “When we went to the rink last weekend to prepare for today⁠—”
“Because she’s a Bristol and has to be perfect, just like her aunt,” Sadie interjected.
“Yes, well…” Julianna paused, a wistful smile playing on her lips. “I can’t help but feel like I’m living vicariously through her sometimes, I guess. But I wasn’t sure how today would go.”
“She’s fearless.”  
“She is. What did you mean by ‘because she’s a Bristol?’ Is there something inherently wrong with being a Bristol, in your opinion?” 
“Nope. Absolutely not.” Sadie locked eyes with Julianna, a surge of pride and protectiveness washing over her. “Two of my favorite people happen to be Bristols.”
“Good to know.” Julianna took a sip of her hot chocolate. “Which two, out of curiosity?”
“Your mother and father, naturally.” 
“Oh, yes. Joan and Josiah are indeed special individuals,” Julianna agreed with a smirk.
“They’re a couple of the best parents I’ve ever met,” Sadie said, giving Julianna’s arm a playful sock. “But I guess when you grow up with good parents, you take that for granted.”
“Hey, I didn’t mean to make it sound like I don’t know how lucky I am to have them.” Julianna looked at Sadie earnestly. “And to have you. I hope I never take that for granted.”
“I don’t plan to let you,” Sadie teased. But then her voice softened, and she gazed at Julianna with a warmth that spoke volumes. “If I were a Bristol, I’d be damn proud.”
For a moment, it seemed the color had drained from Julianna’s face, though Sadie couldn’t understand why. “What? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all.” After a painfully long second, Julianna added, “But don’t you think at some point, it would be… Oh, I don’t know. It’s just maybe someday you might be?”
“Be what?”
“You know. A Bristol.” Julianna nearly choked on her hot chocolate as she blurted out the words.
Sadie stared at her in disbelief, trying to process the implication behind Julianna’s question. After a moment of silence, a slow smile crept across Sadie’s face, her eyes twinkling with understanding. “Are you asking…?”
Considering how new their relationship was, Sadie didn’t know what to think. 
“No!” Julianna nearly screamed, quickly clamping a hand across her mouth. “That is to say, not right here, no. I won’t lie. The thought has crossed my mind.”
“It has?” Sadie’s heart thumped, but she narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Thought about it in what way? The way you screamed, I get the impression it’s the stuff of nightmares.”
“What?” The blush that rose to Julianna’s cheeks was enough to give her away. “I’ve imagined it, you know? I mean we even have a dog. We can’t get more American family than that, can we?” 
“Aside from being two women,” Sadie replied with a shrug. 
“Not so unusual in Massachusetts. Cambridge, especially.” Julianna was about to say something else, but right at that moment, Roger creamed Sadie with a snowball to the side of her head. 
Calmly, Sadie asked Julianna to hold her hot chocolate before she joined the snowball fight, squealing much like Jadyn had earlier. Every once in a while, Sadie looked over at Julianna, grinning from ear to ear. 
“You’re dead, Miss Culpepper!” Roger let a snowball fly. 
“Nice try, buddy!” Sadie pegged him, causing the boy to laugh with delight. 
If Sadie had known when she’d first gotten the Bristol nanny assignment she’d be spending December twenty-seventh like this, she wouldn’t have believed it. For the first time in her life, she truly had a family, better than anything she ever could have imagined. Tears filled her eyes, but before anyone noticed, she took a snowball to the face. 
Roger ran away, laughing in delight. 
Julianna hit him in the back, his dad giving Julianna a thumbs-up. 
“I think that’s enough of that,” Roger’s mother said sternly, giving her husband the stink eye. Instantly, all the children who had been throwing snowballs settled down.
“Wow. The power of the mom look.” Julianna took a hefty sip of her drink. “I had no idea these parties were dangerous. Is this what it’s like at your job?” 
“Yes,” Sadie answered at once, managing to keep a straight face. “Are you saying yours isn’t?” 
“Not remotely.” It was clear from Julianna’s tone that she was eternally grateful for this fact.
They managed to survive the rest of the party without any additional snowballs to the head. The sun was low on the horizon as they walked home, Jadyn between them, holding each of their hands.
“Roger says you two are dating. Are you?” Jadyn’s question came out of nowhere and nearly stopped Sadie’s heart.
Sadie met Julianna’s eyes over Jadyn’s head, giving what could only be described as an oh shit expression. 
“Would that bother you?” Julianna asked.
Sadie was shocked by this response, though she shouldn’t have been. It was the best way to handle it. 
“I’d love it,” Jadyn said, hopping on one foot and then the other as they went. “But does that mean you two plan on getting married like Evie’s moms?” 
“Would that be okay if we did?” Julianna asked, once more nailing the tone perfectly. 
“Sure, but does that mean I can get a guinea pig?” 
Sadie burst out laughing. “How on earth are those two things connected?”  
“Because Evie got one when her moms got married. It’s a tradition, I think. Look. It’s the Rainbow Mobile!”
They’d arrived home, and Jadyn didn’t wait for an answer, running up the steps two at a time because she’d spied Fernando waiting on the porch. “Guess what! I’m getting a guinea pig!” 
“You should name it Guacamole to go with Tamale.” Fernando swept the girl into his arms for a giant hug. “Also, I brought tamales.” 
“That’s the only reason you can stay.” Julianna shook her head. “Guacamole? You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
“You’re just mad you didn’t think of the name,” Fernando retorted. “Jadyn, let’s go inside and play.” 
Jadyn and Fernando disappeared into the house, leaving Julianna and Sadie to revel in the quiet moment outside.
“That conversation didn’t go the way I thought it would.” To be honest, Sadie was kinda shellshocked. 
“Definitely better than I expected,” Julianna admitted. 
“Even with the Guacamole bombshell?” Sadie teased. 
Julianna groaned. “We might have to workshop the name.”
“Why? It’s perfect.” 
“You’re perfect. And now I can do this without worrying about getting caught.” Julianna took Sadie into her arms and kissed her. 
Their kiss was sweet, the kind that felt like a promise for more to come. Sadie melted into Julianna’s embrace, her worries from before melting like snowflakes on warm pavement. It was a relief to finally be able to show their love openly, without fear of being caught or having to explain.
Sadie turned to Julianna, a soft smile playing on her lips. “I never imagined my life would turn out like this. You, Jadyn, Molly.”
“And don’t forget a guinea pig named Guacamole,” Julianna added with a grin.
“Ah, yes. Who could forget that?” Sadie leaned her head on Julianna’s shoulder, watching the last rays of sun paint the sky in soft hues of lavender and gray. “There’s just one problem with that.”
“Oh?”
“Yes.” She intertwined her fingers with Julianna’s, feeling a sense of contentment wash over her. “You haven’t actually proposed.”
“All in good time,” Julianna said, and it sounded like the best promise ever.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Julianna met Kate’s eyes as they left the Kami Games pitch room, her heart pounding. She felt like she’d just run a marathon but also like she’d been given the world’s biggest jolt of caffeine. Trying to maintain her composure was a struggle when all Julianna wanted to do was jump up and down in her red heels, screaming, “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!” 
The presentation went superbly well.
“I think you nailed it,” Kate whispered as soon as they were in the elevator. Surely Kate didn’t think anyone was spying on them in the building’s elevator? More likely, she didn’t want to say it too loudly and tempt the universe to curse them. 
Julianna hit the button for the lobby, her hands shaking slightly as she tried to control her excitement. “Did you hear what Mr. Ito said? Innovative. Revolutionary.” The words echoed in Julianna’s mind like a mantra, fueling her adrenaline rush even more.
“Absolutely. He was practically beaming the whole time you were presenting,” Kate replied, a wide grin spreading across her face. “And when Mr. Hayashi came right out and expressed his relief that it wasn’t another shooting game, I nearly laughed out loud.”
“I almost feel like I should send Preston flowers for stealing my idea and forcing me to come up with an entirely new concept.” Julianna smirked as she pictured the reception her ex-husband was about to get when he presented a game that, now that Julianna had some distance from it, she had to admit was really nothing very special. Just more guns and violence in a world where the market was oversaturated with the same old thing.
She’d built that old idea up in her head for such a long time, but there was a reason they’d run into so many problems when it had finally come time to implement the concept. It just wasn’t as groundbreaking as she had once believed it to be.
She was better than that now. The Kami Games pitch was unlike anything out there, an entire suite of interconnected games that celebrated connection, cooperation, and creativity. She didn’t want to jinx it, but she couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride at what her scrappy team had accomplished.
“I almost feel sorry for Preston and his guys,” Kate remarked. “They won’t know what hit them when Kami Games releases your new game. It’s going to blow everyone away.”
“Shh, don’t tempt fate. It’s not a sure thing.” Julianna scoured the inside of the metal elevator for some wood to knock on. She wasn’t usually superstitious, but this was too big a deal to take chances.
“Maybe not, but I have a good feeling about this one.”
The elevator pinged softly as it reached the lobby, the doors sliding open to reveal a group of men dressed in army fatigues, like they were cos-playing Rambo. Julianna had to stifle a laugh as she spotted Preston heading up the platoon. If he was giving in to gimmicky marketing tactics, that had to mean his pitch was even worse than she had anticipated. If the game itself was any good, he wouldn’t need to resort to this shock and awe campaign.
“Julianna.” Preston’s smug expression made it clear he believed he had already won this battle before it even started.
“Preston.” As Julianna got a closer look at him, she realized Preston’s posture exuded not true confidence but a false sense of bravado. After so many years together, she could read him like a book.
Preston was nervous. Julianna couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pity for him.
“Aunt Julianna!” Jadyn ran across the floor, tossing her arms around Julianna’s neck. “How’d it go?” 
“It was okay.” She didn’t want to say more, knowing Preston stood less than five feet away. Unlike her ex, Julianna preferred to keep a low profile and downplay her successes. She ruffled Jadyn’s hair and shot a quick smile in Preston’s direction, knowing it would irk him more than any display of arrogance could.
Meanwhile, Sadie squinted at her as if trying to peel away Julianna’s layers to get to the truth of how the presentation had gone. She didn’t press, but a slow smile spread across her face, indicating she knew Julianna was holding back. Julianna winked at Sadie, confirming that there would be much more to tell of this story when they were alone.
“You did amazing, didn’t you? I can tell by that twinkle in your eye,” Sadie whispered, barely audible over the hum of the lobby.
Julianna chuckled softly, appreciating Sadie’s perceptiveness as always. No matter what, she could always count on Sadie to see right through her facade. That wasn’t always a good thing, but in this instance, it was comforting to know they’d established the sort of mental shorthand that often took couples years to develop.
“How was the animation tour?” Julianna bopped Jay’s nose, eliciting a laugh. 
“It was so cool. When I grow up, I want to be an animator.” Jadyn spun around gracefully, enveloping her white plush dragon with a vibrant green spine in a tight hug and drawing the gaze of onlookers in the lobby. “Can I watch Spirited Away tonight?”
“I think that’s a must!” Sadie gave Jadyn’s shoulders a squeeze.
As Preston and his army buddies entered the elevator, Preston gave Julianna a smug salute, but she was certain she detected resentment in his eyes. Was he jealous of the happiness she’d found with Sadie and Jadyn?
She wondered if he would have anyone waiting for him after his presentation to cheer him on or soothe his hurt pride. It was highly doubtful, especially considering the weather girl he’d been seeing had dumped him for a Red Sox pitcher. The way he was going, Preston wouldn’t have anyone left in his life soon. It was sad but also no longer Julianna’s problem. 
As the elevator doors closed, Julianna shook off the thought of Preston and focused on the warmth of Sadie’s hand in hers. 
Kate, who had wandered off to chat with an acquaintance, came back to stand with them, wearing the expression of someone who had gossip to share. “Word has it that if he doesn’t land this deal, the board is going to kick him out.” 
“They’re threatening to kick Preston out of Preston Innovations?” After the slam dunk that had been her presentation, hearing this tidbit was the icing on the cake. “This day keeps getting better and better—even though they’ll probably have to give him a golden parachute the size of Rhode Island to get him to go quietly.” 
“Just wait. There’s more.” Kate’s eyes glowed with excitement. “They want you back.”
“Who does?” Julianna instinctively drew closer to Sadie, fearing that Preston, despite their divorce being finalized, might have gotten it into his head again that he could win her back. The idea was ludicrous, but with Preston’s overinflated ego, anything was possible.
“The board,” Kate answered, relieving Julianna of her worries. “I think the exact words were, ‘We need her steady hand to guide us out of this mess.’” 
“That was my responsibility for years at that company. No one bothered to notice that until I was gone,” Julianna said with a hint of bitterness.
“Are you saying you wouldn’t consider going back?” Kate’s tone registered surprise.
Julianna paused, feeling a rush of conflicting emotions. The idea of returning to Preston Innovations triggered memories of long hours, high stress, and constant pressure to perform. But it also reignited a spark of the pride she’d always felt as one of the founders of what had become an iconic game design company.
“I don’t know. My new company is doing well.” Julianna took in a deep breath. “But they do have nice offices, and there might still be some talent left that we’d be lucky to secure.” 
Kate bobbed her head in agreement. 
“What’s the plan, team?” Julianna pressed her hands together. “I know Disneyland is tomorrow, but what about tonight?” 
Jadyn yawned, and Kate did the same thing at almost the exact moment. 
“Time to head back to the hotel?” Julianna tried to hide her disappointment. The truth was, she wouldn’t mind kicking her heels off. 
“Actually, Sadie and I talked about this earlier.” Kate gave Sadie a quick glance to ensure she should proceed. “Since I need some babysitting experience,” Kate rubbed her almost imperceptible baby bump, “I was thinking Jay and I could head back to the hotel together so you two can celebrate in style.” 
“You’re not too tired?” Julianna asked Sadie. 
“Are you kidding?” Sadie grinned. “I’m buzzing with excitement. This city is amazing!” 
“It’s one of my favorite places. And I know where we can start the evening. I just need to ask Kate something.” Julianna whispered the name of the coffee place with the hidden bar to Kate, who gave a knowing nod. 
“Check your phone for the link.” Kate took Jadyn’s hand. “You ready for room service?” 
“Can I jump up and down on the bed?” Jadyn asked. “I can’t at home.” 
“I don’t see why not,” Kate told her. “After all, I’m not a parent yet. I don’t think I’m required to follow the rules.”
They all left the lobby together, one party going to the right and the other to the left. 
“What do you have in store for us?” Sadie could barely contain her excitement. 
“I thought we’d start with drinks.” Julianna didn’t elaborate, wanting to give Sadie the same introduction to the place that she had experienced her first time going there.
Upon entering the establishment, Julianna noticed Sadie’s shoulders fall, just as she’d expected would happen. 
“Coffee?” It was clear from the expression on her face that she’d been expecting something a little more glamorous and exciting.
“Trust me.” Pulling up the website Kate had shared, Julianna traced a circle on her phone, displaying it to the gentleman behind the counter. 
He nodded and opened the secret door. 
“What’s going on?” Sadie looked to the opening and then back to Julianna with a mixture of confusion and curiosity in her eyes. 
“You’ll see.” Julianna grinned mischievously and motioned for Sadie to follow her through the hidden door. “This is a really important place, and I want to share it with you. I’ll explain once we get our drinks. I highly recommend their espresso martini.” 
By coincidence, they were seated in exactly the same location as Julianna had been on her previous visit. She took it as a sign. Once her drink was in hand, Julianna took a long, slow sip. 
“Are you going to tell me now why this place is so special? Aside from the obvious, of course. You don’t go to a speakeasy every day.” 
Julianna paused for a moment, relishing the anticipation in Sadie’s eyes. She took another sip of her cocktail, letting the rich flavors dance on her tongue before she finally decided to reveal the reason this place would aways hold a special place in her heart. “I was sitting in this exact chair when I got the call.” 
Sadie frowned. “What call? From Kami Games?” 
“No. From my dad. He’d already booked the flight for Jadyn to come to Boston, without even checking with me.” Julianna took another sip. “I didn’t know it at the time, but that was one of the best moments of my life.” 
“Sounds more like a nightmare. You had to have been so stressed trying to get back home before Jay’s plane landed.” 
“I’ll admit at the time I wasn’t exactly appreciative of what was going on. But that call not only brought me Jadyn but you. If I hadn’t been in Tokyo, I may not have hired you.” Julianna burst into laughter as she recalled Sadie’s unconventional appearance when they first met. “Your rainbow hair. I thought you were a demented clown.” She tried to temper her laughter. “Luckily, you clean up nicely.” 
“Such a charmer.” Sadie wagged a finger at Julianna. “Just so you know, at the time you got the call, I didn’t have rainbow hair yet. But Fernando was probably talking me into it.” 
“I wouldn’t change a thing. Would you?” 
Sadie considered the question for a moment before speaking. “One thing.”
“Oh?” Julianna lifted a brow.
“Yes. That morning at the hotel pool, I wish you’d chosen to wear the bikini instead of the one-piece.” Sadie gave Julianna a naughty grin as Julianna chuckled.
“Tell you what? This summer, why don’t we spend an entire month at the beach? I’ll wear a bikini every day. Although I’m afraid I don’t have anything of the sort for this trip.” 
“You never learn, do you?” Sadie huffed playfully. “I always pack an extra. And this time, I thought ahead and made sure they were both bikinis.” 
“Of course, you did.” Julianna grinned. “Can I admit something to you?” 
“Always.” 
“I’m really looking forward to tomorrow. I’ve never been to Disneyland.” 
“Me either. I feel like a kid again. Actually, I feel the way I should have as a kid, the way things might have been if my family had been the type I wished I could have had.” Sadie looked away, a flicker of sadness crossing her features before she turned back with a bright smile. “But hey, I’ve got a great family now. And we get to make new memories together, right?” 
Julianna nodded, her heart squeezing as it always did when Sadie shared a vulnerable memory from her past. “Absolutely. And I’m declaring it now; we’re all getting Mickey Mouse ears.” 
“Speak for yourself. I want Minnie.” Sadie raised her glass. “To us, and to all the pieces coming together just the way they needed to.”



EPILOGUE
Sadie sank into the warm water of the hot tub, her back to the beach house so she could continue to enjoy the ocean view. It had been a brutal winter full of long days in the classroom for her and months of Julianna burning the midnight oil after officially winning the Kami Games contract. But now it was the beginning of July and time for vacation. As the summer sun beat down with an intensity that made the water shimmer like liquid silver, Sadie closed her eyes, letting the sound of the waves lapping against the shore lull her into a state of blissful relaxation.
From his dog bed in the shade, Molly lifted his head as a wave crashed onto the beach just yards away, sending a spray of salty mist drifting toward them. Sadie let out a contented sigh, feeling the tension of the past five months melting away with each passing moment. She had been looking forward to this vacation for what seemed like an eternity. It was almost surreal to finally be here.
“I can’t believe it,” she said to herself in a low voice.
“What can’t you believe?” 
Out of the corner of her eye, Sadie caught sight of Julianna walking toward her across the deck. Her robe was open, giving Sadie full access to the sight of Julianna in a barely-there bikini. 
Sadie blinked. Several times. “You’re in a bikini.” 
Julianna slanted her head, smiling. “I thought you liked them. I seem to recall you requesting I wear them more often back when we were in Tokyo.” 
“Yes, but you wore a one-piece on the beach this morning,” Sadie pointed out. “I assumed you had missed my memo.”
“That was in public. This one is only for you.” 
This statement invited more blinking, so rapid that Sadie felt like she was viewing a flipbook of Julianna in a bikini, crossing the deck on her approach to the hot tub. If such a book had existed, she would have willingly paid good money to buy it.
“You never did say what you couldn’t believe.” Casting her robe aside, Julianna eased herself into the water with a soft splash.
“This.” Sadie’s gesture encompassed the entirety of the scene before her, from the beautifully manicured backyard of the three-bedroom beach house to the vast ocean just beyond. “Is it really all ours?”
And she didn’t mean just for the summer. Julianna had surprised her with the news of purchasing the beach house a few weeks ago, and Sadie was still trying to wrap her head around it.
“It seemed silly to pay for a cramped rental every summer when this place was perfect for us.” Julianna said it so matter-of-factly that Sadie had to laugh. “It even has a separate in-law apartment for my parents.”
In fact, Joan and Josiah had arrived from Ohio the night before and intended to spend the next two weeks with them. Some people may have complained about having their partner’s family join them on vacation, but for someone like Sadie, who had never experienced a real family of her own, it was an unexpected blessing.
“All of this is still unreal to me,” Sadie admitted, her eyes scanning the horizon where the sky met the water in an endless blend of blue. “I keep waiting to wake up in my old apartment with my three roommates to discover this was all an elaborate dream.”
Julianna reached out and took Sadie’s hand in hers, giving it a squeeze. “It’s real. And you know what else is real? The fact that my parents have taken Jay down to the arcade on the boardwalk for the entire afternoon. My father had a sack of quarters so large he looked like a cartoon bank robber. They’re getting her dinner, too, so we have the house to ourselves until right before bedtime.”
“Is that right?” Sadie stretched out her foot, placing it in Julianna’s lap. “This vacation is getting better and better.” 
Julianna dug her thumbs into the ball of Sadie’s foot, applying just the right amount of pressure to make Sadie groan in delight.
“And it’s only getting started,” Julianna purred, a glint of mischief in her eye.
“I’m not sure I ever want to close my eyes the entire time we’re here.” Sadie had to fight to keep them open now, between the heat from the sun making her drowsy and Julianna’s expert foot massage turning her muscles to jelly. “How did I get so lucky?”
Julianna smiled, leaning in to press a soft kiss to Sadie’s forehead. “I ask myself that every day,” she murmured. “But right now, I think we should take full advantage of having the house to ourselves.”
“It sounds like you have plans, Ms. Bristol.”
“Oh, I have plans, Ms. Culpepper.” 
“Is that right?” Sadie quirked an eyebrow. “Like going to a pie eating contest?” 
“Is that what people are calling it these days?” 
“They are if they’re eating pies,” Sadie teased. “I saw a poster down on the boardwalk for a pie eating contest this afternoon. We could get dressed right now and go if that’s what you had in mind.”
“There’s an extra bedroom in this house, you know.” Julianna shot her a stern look, though Sadie knew from experience it was all bark and no bite.
“Yes, good thing. Fernando plans to crash here with us as often as possible.” 
“You may end up sharing it with him if you keep being difficult.” Julianna attempted to sound threatening, but she couldn’t pull it off. She was grinning too widely.
Sadie loved that smile, the way Julianna’s eyes crinkled at the corners and her whole face lit up. Julianna was never more beautiful than in moments like this, when they were relaxed and happy together.
“I’m not worried.” Sadie stood in the water, closed the gap between them, and sat on Julianna’s lap. “Banishing me to the guest room would be pretty shortsighted of you.”
“How do you figure?”
“Because if I’m in the other room, how would I—” Instead of finishing her question with words, Sadie demonstrated by placing a trail of kisses along the side of Julianna’s neck. 
Just as Sadie expected, a delighted moan escaped from Julianna’s lips as she leaned into the affectionate touch.
“Nor can I do this.” Sadie sank her teeth gently into Julianna’s earlobe, followed by dipping the tip of her tongue inside the ear. 
“That would be a tragedy,” Julianna murmured, her voice laced with desire.
Sadie captured Julianna’s mouth, swiftly moving from a sweet kiss to an I’m going to rock your world kiss. 
Julianna’s hands dug into Sadie’s back as the heat between them intensified. “I still can’t believe we get to do this whenever we want. All those nights I tried not to think about you.”
Sadie’s hand slid down Julianna’s side and back up. “How many nights are we talking exactly?” 
“I’d really rather not do math. Not now.” 
“I do love it when you get too befuddled for numbers. Shall we move this inside?” Sadie didn’t wait for an answer, stepping out of the tub, water dripping from her body. 
Julianna didn’t need to be told twice. 
They made their way into the house, wet footprints leaving a trail on the tiles. Molly followed, choosing a dog bed near the kitchen island to settle back down as he watched them continue toward the hallway with a lazy yet curious gaze.
“Do you think he’ll try to follow us and get into the bedroom?” Julianna asked.
“No. I have him trained. If we put a sock on the doorknob, he knows he can’t come in. It was Fernando’s suggestion. I asked him to⁠—” 
“You did not,” Julianna cut her off, the most adorably horrified expression on her face. 
“You’re right; I didn’t,” Sadie admitted with a grin. “I totally made that up, but I love that you think it’s something I would actually do.” 
With the bedroom door firmly closed, they promptly dispensed with both their swimsuits before Julianna pressed Sadie against the wall. “I’ll have you know you weren’t the only one who played this through their mind.” 
“Is that right?” Sadie’s body burned for Julianna’s touch, reveling in the way they fit together so perfectly. 
“You have a strange power over me.” 
“Is it so very strange, though?” Sadie captured Julianna’s lips in a fierce kiss. “It seems straightforward and perfectly natural to me.”
“Strange or not, it’s delightful, and I never want it to end.” Julianna separated Sadie’s legs with a hip. “I can’t imagine life being worth living without doing this.” Her lips clamped down on Sadie’s nipple. 
It was Sadie’s turn to let out a whimper. 
“Or this.” Julianna placed a hand between Sadie’s legs. 
“I’m all yours.” 
“Forever?” 
“Absolutely.” 
Twirling them both around, Julianna walked Sadie backward to the bed, gently pushing her onto the mattress. Sadie let out a soft giggle as she landed, her body trembling with anticipation.
Julianna didn’t climb on top. Not fully. Her mouth worked its way up Sadie’s leg. Much to Sadie’s initial disappointment, Julianna didn’t stop at the spot between her thighs that was screaming her name. Instead, she continued northward, exploring every inch of Sadie’s torso.
Breasts. Neck. Even her ears. There wasn’t a spot on her body that didn’t burn for Julianna’s touch. Meanwhile, one particular area continued to beg for attention. But one thing Sadie had learned in their months together was how much Julianna savored making Sadie wait.
Torturous but oh so worth it. 
That didn’t stop Sadie’s hips from moving into Julianna as if to guide her touch. She let out a soft moan, her body trembling with desire.
A devilish smile played on Julianna’s lips. “You’re impatient,” she teased, running her fingers through the downy hair between Sadie’s legs. Julianna stared deeply into Sadie’s eyes, as one finger slipped inside her. “Is this what you want?” 
“Partially, yes.” 
“Only part?” Julianna added a second finger, stretching Sadie wider with her slow, deliberate movement. “Is that what you meant?” 
“Getting closer,” Sadie breathed. “Do you really need me to spell it out for you?” 
“I can be blind to things.” 
“I’ve noticed.” Sadie’s hips rocked into Julianna, who rode the wave. 
“You’re so fucking beautiful. How did I get so lucky?” 
“The universe has a funny way of working things out.” 
Julianna placed a kiss on Sadie’s mouth as if saying, “Hold that thought. I’ll be back.” 
She began her trek southward, not deviating too much off the path, her fingers moving in and out of Sadie as she went. Soft and gentle, but with promise.
Julianna was full of promises, and she always delivered. That was the most amazing aspect about Julianna as far as Sadie was concerned. Once she said she was going to do something, she did it. No ifs, ands, or buts.
Like now. Julianna’s tongue ran along the top of Sadie’s pussy lips, sending a wave of ecstasy through her. Another wave hit when Julianna circled Sadie’s clit. 
Her fingers moved in and out with more urgency. 
Sadie’s back bowed off the bed. Her body arched and twisted, her limbs splayed wide, beckoning for more.
While she’d mentioned she never wanted to close her eyes during their time at the beach, Sadie couldn’t keep them open now. The light show behind her eyelids would have been a shame to miss. 
She was so close.
Julianna’s touch became more insistent, her movements more frantic as she plunged her fingers deeper and faster. Sadie’s fingers grasped the back of Julianna’s head, holding her in place as her orgasm began to build.
“Please, Julianna,” Sadie whispered, her voice hoarse with desire. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”
The urgency of those pleas seemed to spur Julianna on until Sadie’s orgasm crashed over her in a thunderous wave with an intensity that left her breathless and wanting more. Her body shuddered and convulsed, her pelvis bucking against Julianna’s face, who was still lapping at her sensitive folds, drinking in every drop of her release.
It seemed to go on forever, and Sadie was in no hurry to come back to earth. Instead, she gently floated down from her peak, the aftershocks of her climax leaving her fragile and needy. Julianna, ever the attentive lover, slowed her touches, allowing Sadie’s body to regain its strength and rhythm.
Slowly, Julianna snaked up Sadie’s side, kissing her softly. 
“God, you feel so good,” Sadie sighed, her eyes fluttering open to gaze at her lover’s beautiful face, a smile of contentment and satisfaction gracing her lips.
“Now the home feels like ours.” Julianna draped an arm over Sadie. 
“You’re my home,” Sadie said in reply. “I want to be wherever you are.”
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CHAPTER ONE
A blast of cold air assaulted Laurie’s face as she stepped from the first-class Acela train car at Boston’s South Station. It wasn’t quite five o’clock, but the platform was already jammed with people attempting to squeeze through the doors of a silver and purple commuter train that occupied the adjacent track— no doubt trying to get the jump on an impending winter storm. A lifelong New Englander, Laurie never ceased to be amazed by how seriously people took warnings for blizzards that as often as not failed to materialize. Considering there hadn’t been a single cloud in the sky between Manhattan and here, she’d believe it when she saw at least one flake.
Though there was no sign of snow, the biting wind was all too real. Laurie pulled her stylish wrap coat tighter across her front, regretting the choice of outerwear. She’d been warm enough when she left New York City, but the wool was thin and secured with nothing more than a belt that tied at the waist. She was lucky to have one at all.
Only forty-eight hours ago she’d been on a private Caribbean island. It hadn’t exactly been a vacation. Shortly after the doctor had delivered the news that her wife Bonnie’s tumor was inoperable, Bonnie had made the year-long reservation herself and insisted Laurie take an extended sabbatical following her death. Winter coats weren’t exactly standard attire in… what month was it again? Laurie squeezed her eyes shut, but the date remained beyond the edges of her memory, nor could she recall exactly how long she’d been away. Sometimes it seemed only days had passed, and other times it felt like years. The biggest shock of being a widow was how disjointedly time moved under the weight of grief.
Laurie crossed the busy terminal, stopping before she reached the exit. Across the street from the station, a set of revolving doors marked the entrance to the trillion-dollar investment firm of Emerson Management. The executive suite on the building’s twenty-fourth floor had been every bit as much a home to Laurie as her massive house across the river near Harvard Square. For fifteen years, she and Bonnie had thrived in their shared corner office, which Emerson employees had sometimes referred to as the shark tank—behind their backs, of course, so as not to get fired. A ghost of a smile flickered across Laurie’s lips at the apt description. The two of them had been like a pair of predators in their natural habitat, always moving, never resting. But now Bonnie was gone, and in the stillness left behind, Laurie had sometimes feared she would drown.
Then a life preserver came in the most unexpected form: Silvio Othonos, the elusive Greek billionaire.
The remote island to which Laurie had retreated after Bonnie’s death was comprised of six individual villas, each offering the utmost privacy and seclusion. The staff was top-notch and known for discretion. However, Laurie had been in residence so long that some of them had started letting their guard down around her. When Laurie found out Othonos’s former mistress was renting the villa next door, it hadn’t taken much to convince the newest member of the housekeeping staff to fill her in on whatever she overheard.
And that was how Laurie had discovered that the Mediterranean’s most elusive multi-billionaire was in the market for a new wealth management company for his vast empire. What’s more, she’d learned of it a full two weeks before the announcement was to go public. It was much more than good fortune. The news had done what nothing else had managed to do, chipping away at the icy grief in Laurie’s brain and propelling her back to the land of the living.
Othonos was a figure of mythical proportions, the white whale every investment firm on the globe dreamed of catching. Laurie and Bonnie had spent years studying what scant public information there was on the man, piecing together little by little what made him tick. She knew how to land him; she was sure of it. But the clock was counting down.
Once news of the search went public, every investment firm on the planet would be vying for consideration, and Othonos was likely to finalize a short list of candidates quickly. Emerson Management needed to be on that list. It wasn’t just because Laurie wanted to secure Bonnie’s legacy with the win, although that played a part. The truth was, between Bonnie’s death and Laurie’s lengthy absence, Emerson Management had been on more of a downward trajectory than Laurie liked to admit. If they didn’t snag the Othonos account, the firm could be in serious trouble the minute the next market correction hit.
One question had been plaguing Laurie since she’d decided to return to Boston. After the magnitude of the loss she’d suffered, did she still have what it took to land the Othonos account? It would be an epic win, but the first battle would be to convince Toby, the interim CEO.
But what if he won’t listen?
Laurie placed her right hand to her head, brushing back a strand of blonde hair as she massaged her temple. It was a real possibility. Toby was stubborn and foolish. Bonnie should have known better than to trust him with the company for so long, but Toby had always been a bit of a blind spot for her, and Laurie had known enough not to argue. Even so, there were plenty of ways to get around the man. If Laurie couldn’t manage that small feat, she might as well give up on the rest of it, but there was no way that was going to happen. Laurie the Hatchet could slice through any obstacle. She never gave up.
Squaring her shoulders, Laurie took a series of deep breaths, focusing on the movement of air in and out of her lungs. She’d paid a therapist more money than she cared to admit over the past several months to learn how to do such a simple exercise. It was ridiculous. Breathing oxygen should come naturally to a human, right? Yet, in those early days without Bonnie by her side, even the most basic things in life had started to feel impossible.
This company was all she had left, her wife’s legacy. If she lost that, she’d lose everything they’d worked so hard to build, and if that were the case, she might as well have joined Bonnie in her shady plot in Mount Auburn cemetery a year ago and saved herself all the pain of bereavement. Laurie focused her eyes across the street, watching as men and women in power suits spilled out from Emerson Management’s revolving doors. A few steps was all it would take. Come on, Laurie. You can do this.
She headed back out into the cold and scurried across the street.
Using one of the building’s windows as a mirror, she smoothed the lapel of her navy jacket then gave a slight tug at the waistband of the matching tailored skirt. It moved freely, a full size too big on her now. At the age of forty-nine, Laurie was the thinnest she’d been since her freshman year of college. It had happened by accident, another side effect of grief. She’d had to set a reminder on her phone to make sure she remembered at least one meal a day.
For a moment, her confidence wavered. It didn’t help that her loose suit made her feel like a child playing dress up. After almost a year of exile, she could barely remember anymore what it felt like to be the woman who’d worn clothing like this every day. Will I ever feel at home in my own skin again? She reached behind her and readjusted the safety pin she’d employed to tighten her waistband, pulling it as snuggly as she could. There’d been no time to fix it properly, so it would have to do. Lifting her chin, she faced her destination with as much courage as she could muster. You’re still you, she assured herself as the stop light turned green and she started across the street. Laurie the Hatchet is alive and kicking, somewhere in there, ready for a comeback.
Laurie entered through the revolving door. She strode across the lobby and toward the turnstile that cordoned off the private entrance to the executive elevators. With her head held high, she sought to make eye contact with the security guard who was standing beside it, a young guy she’d never seen before. He stared absently over her head in that way people sometimes have when they know full well you’re trying to get their attention but they’ve decided it is definitely not their job to help you.
“Unbelievable,” she muttered under her breath, vaguely recalling that Harold, the security guard who had manned this position for as long as Laurie could remember, had retired sometime in the past year. Harold had been a real old-school gentleman, greeting her and Bonnie every morning by standing at attention and holding the elevator door open before she’d made it two steps into the lobby. She’d taken it for granted, of course. It had been good to be queen.
Laurie dug in her handbag for the plastic badge that would allow her access to the secured area. After a moment or two of mild panic, she found it all the way at the bottom, sitting in a gritty pile of crumbs and other debris. Laurie blew a piece of lint from the magnetic stripe before swiping it through the turnstile, but was greeted by an obnoxious buzzing that could only mean no dice. Confused, she swiped it again, slowly with an iron grip. More buzzing. The security guard didn’t even blink. Who’d hired this guy, anyway?
Laurie crossed the wide lobby to the main security desk, pumping her arms vigorously as her blood pressure rose with each step. A woman—also new since Laurie’s last visit, and perhaps a year or two older than she—looked up from her computer screen. “Good evening, miss. Can I help you?”
Miss? Despite her annoyance, Laurie’s cheeks tingled with an uncharacteristic flush of pink. With her fiftieth birthday months away, she’d been firmly in ma’am territory for so long she could barely remember the last time she’d been mistaken for a miss. Then again, her careful skincare regimen had been about the only selfcare she’d remained consistent with even on the most difficult of days, so it was nice to know it had been worth the effort. Focus, woman, she urged herself. Stop acting as distracted as a high schooler the week before prom.
“I have an appointment with Toby but there’s a problem with my badge.” Laurie set her ID down on the countertop.
“With Mr. Emerson, you mean?” The woman snatched up the ID, her face paling as she studied it, her spine stiffening like a soldier. “Yes, of course, Mrs. Emerson.”
Laurie felt a thrill at the sudden deference. It was good to know her name still carried weight after her lengthy absence. She didn’t enjoy being a nobody, not one bit, and especially not in her own building. While the woman fussed with the faulty badge, Laurie contemplated whether she should let the new elevator guard off with a warning or fire him on the spot.
“I apologize about that, ma’am. I’ll have to put in a special request with security, but I can have a new one for you tomorrow.”
We’re back to ma’am again, I see, Laurie reflected, feeling as though she’d aged a few decades in the blink of an eye. Still, she’d be lying if she said the obeisance didn’t give her a thrill.
Laurie pointed to the badge. “What’s wrong with it?”
“It’s been, uh, de-deactivated,” the woman stuttered. “I’ll need a special override code to fix it.”
“Huh. I wonder how that happened.” But Laurie knew. It was Toby. Deactivating her badge and making her jump through hoops to reach the twenty-fourth floor was exactly the level of pettiness she should’ve expected from such a toad. At least she knew what she was up against and could go in prepared.
“Give this temporary slip to the guard by the elevators, and he’ll let you through.”
“Thank you. You’ve been a great help.”
She headed back to the turnstile that had refused her entry before. This time she waved the slip of paper she’d been given, and the guard, whose name tag introduced him as Josh, came over with a bored expression, unlocked it for her, and pressed the call button for the elevator. By the time the elevator doors closed behind her, Laurie was certain he’d forgotten she was ever there. Laurie, on the other hand, never forgot anything. Like names, for instance. Josh. Someone really needed to teach Josh a little common courtesy. A few months of being demoted to the graveyard shift would do wonders for the boy’s manners. Laurie made a mental note to email the head of security about the matter.
When she reached the twenty-fourth floor, the first thing Laurie noticed was that the cheerful yellow walls she and Bonnie had chosen together had been painted over in the type of nondescript beige usually reserved for rental apartments. It was a stab to Laurie’s gut. Gone, too, were the tasteful paintings they’d curated from the company’s extensive art collection, replaced with a hodgepodge of framed prints that looked like they’d been bought in bulk from the local IKEA.
How dare he? Laurie fumed as she exited the elevator. Even a slipshod renovation such as this one incurred enough costs that Laurie should’ve been looped in on the decisions during her absence. Why had no one asked her permission? She’d been on leave, not dead.
She rounded the corner to Executive Row—a long corridor so named for the half dozen heavy wooden doors running along one side that led to the offices of Emerson Management’s executive officers—and stopped short, her anger bubbling and churning as she took in the foyer at the far end that led to her spacious corner office. Specifically, it was the table in the middle of that foyer that provoked her ire. In all her years with the company, that table had always been graced with arrangements of fresh flowers that were replaced twice a week. This was the first time Laurie had ever seen it empty. The whole space was dark, deserted, as if in mourning. If it were anyone but Toby, she might believe the change had been motivated by grief, but honestly, the man was cheap.
What the hell has Toby done to this place?
Laurie’s head swiveled madly as she looked for someone, anyone, to lay into. She demanded an explanation, right bloody now. But she was all alone. Outside each office along Executive Row was a desk where an administrative assistant would normally be stationed until well into the evening. Tonight, all of the desks were empty. This was another first for Laurie, and one she liked even less than the lack of fresh flowers outside her office. Instead of running a tight ship, Toby’s time at the helm of Emerson Management was turning it into a leaky rowboat, and she wanted his head on a pike.
The door to Toby’s office creaked, but instead of the man himself, a no-nonsense woman with silver hair pulled back into a tight bun emerged. The woman looked up as Laurie approached, and a smile lit up her face as recognition dawned in her eyes, accompanied by a hint of surprise.
“Laurie, is that you?” The woman let the office door shut behind her.
“Marian,” Laurie said, blinking rapidly to keep back the tears. Bawling in the office would never do, but it was hard to keep her emotions in check at the welcome sight of her former assistant, whom she’d promoted to senior office manager before going on leave. “It’s been way too long.”
“It really has been.” Since the day of Bonnie’s memorial, a fact that hung in the air between them.
“How’s the family?”
Marian’s grin grew wider. “I have two grandkids now. Christina had twins!”
“Twins?” Laurie covered her open mouth with one hand as she recalled the preteen in pigtails she could still remember reading books behind her mother’s desk on the days when school let out early. Could she really be a married woman in her thirties now? It seemed impossible to believe. Laurie, who prided herself on knowing everything about everyone, hadn’t even realized Christina was pregnant.
“What brings you by the office?” Marian asked in a casual way, but Laurie sensed some trepidation in her stiffening shoulders as she slid her phone back inside her purse.
“I have a meeting with Toby.”
“Toby?” Marian’s brow knitted. “I’m afraid he’s in London on business. Flew out last night.”
“But I texted him yesterday morning to let him know I was coming.” Laurie’s eyes narrowed as she searched her coat pocket for her phone. “Is his assistant around?”
“You’re looking at her.” Whatever emotion lurked beneath the woman’s words, it definitely was not pride.
“You?” Laurie let out a flummoxed laugh. “But you’re not an admin anymore.”
“No, but Toby hasn’t managed to keep an assistant for longer than a month, so I end up filling in.”
“A month?” Laurie shot her a sly look. “His track record’s even worse than mine.”
Marian glanced cautiously from side to side as she lowered her voice. “That’s because he’s insufferable.”
“And I wasn’t?” Laurie adopted an expression of mock indignance. “That hurts.”
“Oh, you could be brutal, without a doubt,” Marian agreed, “but you never asked from others more than you were willing to do yourself.”
“Relying on others has never been my style. Look what happens when I try.” Laurie gestured toward the empty office. “I couldn’t have made it any clearer that this meeting was of the utmost importance.”
“I’m sure it was merely an oversight. Let me make a quick call and see if I can figure out what’s going on. It’s only a little after ten o’clock in London, so I’m sure Toby’s still up.” Marian ducked inside Toby’s office, the same one he’d always occupied, even though he’d technically been put in charge. Laurie wondered how many times he’d walked down Executive Row during her absence and resented the fact he’d yet to be offered an upgrade to the corner spot.
“Please forgive me for not noticing your appointment on the calendar earlier.” As Marian slid back out of the office, she fell short of making eye contact, and the reason for her expression was clear. She was about to fall on her sword for a boss who didn’t deserve her loyalty. “I don’t know how I could’ve overlooked it.”
Because it wasn’t there, Laurie refrained from saying. “No matter. I can speak to one of the managing directors while I’m here. How about Kinsey?”
Marian sank into the chair at the assistant’s desk and pulled up a calendar on the computer. “I’m afraid he’s accompanied Toby to London.”
“Graham?”
“Nope. Same.”
“He took Kinsey and Graham?” Laurie pressed her lips together, forming a thin, hard line as she processed this unexpected news. Then she posed the question she should’ve asked before. “Exactly what is Toby doing there?”
“Meeting with a prospective client was all he said.”
Laurie’s brows drew together in suspicion. “Which one?”
“Oh, let’s see.” Marian tapped her finger against the desk. “It was so last minute, but I know I heard him mention a name. Ornos? Othos?”
Laurie’s body went cold. “Silvio Othonos?”
“That was it.” Marian’s face paled as her eyes scanned Laurie’s face. “Is that not good?”
“I told Toby yesterday that this Othonos business had to be approached with extreme care, and the final team had to be thoroughly vetted. I pulled together an entire dossier, for Christ’s sake.” Laurie pulled a thick file folder from her bag and slapped it onto the desk. “And instead of listening to me, he’s hopped the pond with our top fund managers like a trigger-happy big game hunter on safari.”
“It…” Marian swallowed. “It does sound like something he would do.”
Damn him. He was going to ruin everything. A fire began to kindle in Laurie’s belly, filling her with a warmth unlike anything she’d experienced since the cold had descended on her the day she’d learned her wife had cancer. “Get Dobbs on the phone, and maybe Stewart. Who else can I meet with?”
“You mean right now?” Marian’s eyes grew wider. “Tonight?”
“Of course, tonight,” Laurie answered, trying not to sound too snappish. “If I’m going to assemble my own team on this proposal, I don’t have much time. I need a top fund manager, ASAP.”
“Yes, of course.” Marian gave her an appraising look while a faint smile widened to a grin. She clicked the keyboard with lightning speed and then met Laurie’s gaze, biting her lower lip. “Well, there’s Andrew.”
Laurie frowned as she tried and failed to place the name Marian had mentioned from among the best managers she recalled working with in the past. But try as she might, the only person she could think of by that name was a young relative she knew from the occasional family holiday gathering. “You can’t possibly mean little Andy, Bonnie’s nephew?”
“That’s the one,” Marian confirmed.
“There’s no one else?”
“Everyone else is clocked out. There’s a storm coming, you know.”
“Sure there is.” Laurie gave Marian a dubious look, which reflected her feelings about the blizzard and the candidate’s suitability for the role in equal measure. “Seriously, though, Andy?”
“He’s been a manager for several months now.” It did not escape Laurie’s attention that the key word top had been omitted from Marian’s description. “Shall I page him?”
“I don’t know,” Laurie quipped. “Are you sure he’s old enough to drive?”
“Believe it or not, he’s only a year younger than my Christina,” Marian said, ignoring Laurie’s characteristic snark, though her tone wasn’t quite as reassuring as she’d probably hoped it would be.
“I’m aware.” Laurie shook her head at how quickly time seemed to pass. “I still remember that day I came in with an entire contingent from Hong Kong, and he was wearing one of Christina’s dresses because he’d accidently wet his pants in the middle of Executive Row.”
Marian sighed. “It took weeks to get that stain out of the carpet. Poor Andy.”
As if responding to the sound of his name, a lanky man with sandy brown hair and the distinctive Emerson family chin rushed down the hall, displaying all the grace of a clumsy puppy. When he saw Laurie, he froze. “It’s… uh… It’s you.”
“Hello, Andrew. It’s good to see you again.”
Andy’s brow crumpled. He seemed to recover momentarily then folded again. Finally, he squeaked, “Are you going to fire me?”
“No. I’m going to offer you the opportunity of a lifetime.” Laurie snatched the folder she’d thrown onto Marian’s desk and held it out to the young man. “Silvio Othonos, the legendary shipping tycoon, is about to announce a search for a new management company. The account is worth billions. In here is everything we’ll need to pull together a winning pitch. I want you ready for a meeting with me first thing in the morning.”
“Me?” The young man’s mouth dropped open so far Laurie could see his tonsils. “You chose me?”
“Yes, but don’t let it go to your head. It’s for no other reason than you are literally the only person left in the office right now.” Laurie’s tone wasn’t nearly as harsh as she was capable of but sharp enough that his mouth snapped shut, which was a relief. “Everyone else seems to have been scared off by the threat of a few flakes. That tells me you at least have a work ethic. I’ll need that on my team.”
“But, I think Toby may have already pulled together a team for that bid,” Andy pointed out. “They’re in London right now.”
“That’s his team. You’re on my team.” Laurie shifted her focus to Marian. “And so are you. I want my office ready for me by tomorrow morning, and there better be fresh flowers on that table when I arrive. You ready to be my assistant again?”
Marian’s eyes twinkled. “Absolutely.”
As Andy still had not responded, Laurie fixed him with a level stare, the kind she knew was capable of inspiring both loyalty and terror. “I need this done now and done right. Before Toby returns.”
“Before…” Andy took a long, hard look at the floor, perhaps hoping it’d swallow him whole and save him from the inevitable disaster on the horizon when Toby found out. Then he splayed his fingers over his chest, a flicker of doggedness momentarily hardening his jaw into the appearance of surprising maturity. “I’ll get the ball rolling on this immediately. I promise.”
Though Laurie didn’t envy the poor kid when Toby got wind of his betrayal, she really hoped she’d be there to see the look in Toby’s eyes when he did. It served the man right for treating her with such disregard. Anger stirred in her breast, and though she was exhausted already from the emotional exertion of the day, it simply wasn’t in her nature to let anyone else have the last word. “One more thing.”
Andy’s eyes widened. “Yes?”
“Somehow my badge was accidentally deactivated⁠—”
Andy opened his mouth to speak, but she waved for him to be quiet, feeling a slight thrill when he actually obeyed without so much as a whimper. Thank God she hadn’t lost her touch during her self-imposed exile. She sure as hell was going to need it. “It’s being taken care of. Now that I’m back, I plan to have a word with the head of security about certain protocols. But I do need you to do something for me.”
Andy nodded, mute.
“Tell Toby that if he wants to avoid an all-out declaration of war, he’ll make sure nothing like that ever happens to his stepmother again. Got it?”
Laurie strode to the elevator, adrenaline pumping. With her back to Andy and Marian, she broke into a grin. Oh, yeah, I’m back, all right.
It was cold but clear when she stepped outside the building. Since she felt like herself again for the first time in forever, Laurie wanted to celebrate.
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