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Playlist: 
*Here Tonight – Brett Young
*You and Me – Rick Springfield
*Beautiful Feelings – Rick Springfield
*Let Me In – Rick Springfield
*I’ll Fight – Daughtry
*Can’t Fight This Feeling – REO Speedwagon
*In Your Eyes – Peter Gabriel
*Love of a Lifetime – Firehouse
*I Could Not Ask For More – Edwin McCain
* God Gave Me A Girl – Russell Dickerson
*The Search Is Over – Survivor
*More Than Words Can Say – Alias
*The Next Time I Fall – Peter Cetera/Amy Grant
*Wreckage – Nate Smith
*All I Need – Jack Wagner
*Without You – My Darkest Day
*Perfect – Ed Sheeran
*Thank You For Loving Me – Bon Jovi
*In Case You Didn’t Know – Brett Young
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May 3 
8:00am
To: JoannaPA
From: bellepenn18
Hello.  I am responding to the ad for a nanny.  I believe that I would meet all of the necessary requirements.  I currently work part time for my family’s business, but the job allows me much flexibility.
I would love to talk further about this opportunity.
You can respond to this email or contact me directly at 555-555-1991
I sent the email and quickly shut my computer.  Was I crazy for responding?  Maybe.  But did I need something to do to fill my time? Absolutely.  I liked kids. And I needed something to do besides sit around reading all the time and working for my dad.
I currently work for my dad doing social media for his publishing business.  It didn’t take up much time and my dad paid me generously.  But I wanted to save up so I could get my own place and maybe travel.  I haven’t been out of the Midwest, and I know there are so many places to go and things to see.  I want to go to New York, to California, to Colorado, and dare I dream – to Europe.
I wasn’t going to get to any of those places living with my dad and it was time for me to make some decisions for myself.
I put my computer on the desk, brushed a hand through my dark hair and debated putting it in a bun. My hair was wavy enough to be annoying but not quite considered curly.  I decided to leave it down but grabbed a hair band and placed it on my wrist.
I smiled at myself in the mirror over my dresser. Maybe this was going to be a perfect new start for me. 
I grabbed the iPad I used for work, pushed it and my e-reader into my bag and left the room.
I was off to get coffee before heading to Dad’s office. We had a standing meeting to go over the weekly numbers. My friend, Arielle, works at the local coffee shop – Harbor Ridge Roastery.  Arielle and I have been friends since high school. She worked mornings at the coffee shop and afternoons at the local gym teaching swimming lessons.  Most weekends, she could be found scoping out local antique shops. Evenings she could be found at the local bar. Sometimes as the bartender, sometimes singing karaoke.
Going downstairs quickly, I grabbed the purse I had left on the floor, grabbed my keys from the hook by the door and took a quick glance out the window.  The sun was shining, and I could feel the warmth through the window.  I decided I didn’t need a coat today.
I gathered all my things, slipped my feet into a pair of red ballet flats and headed out the door.
The drive to the coffee shop took about 10 minutes and I calculated I had about an hour before I was scheduled to meet with my dad. I parked close to the door of the coffee shop and looked around.  It wasn’t too busy today.  There was a handful of people inside waiting in line and a few more sprinkled at the bistro tables.
I blocked my eyes from the sun with a hand across my forehead as I turned to open the coffee shop door. I entered quickly and raised my eyes to the menu board.  I don’t know why I looked up, I always order the same thing:  cold brew with sweet cream and vanilla syrup.  Basic, I know.
The counter held several coffee carafes with different types of coffee.  Next to the counter was the glass case with muffins, scones, pastries and sandwiches.  The front window was large and gave a great view of the bay. 
The bean grinder was whirring as I entered.  There was another barista calling out orders. The cash register dinged, and soft jazz music was playing in the background.
I took a deep breath of the fresh-brewed coffee and ground beans that was swirling in the air. When I had down time, I would sometimes come here and sit in the round chair in the corner and read a book uninterrupted.
Arielle was behind the counter taking orders. She smiled when she saw me as I moved into line.  
Arielle wore her long red hair up in a messy bun.  Something I would never be able to pull off. Somehow on her it looked messy and pulled together all at the same time. If I tried, it would look messy. She had bright green eyes and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. It was a sure sign that she had spent the day before outside.  She was wearing a black tee shirt with the coffee shop logo and blue jeans.
Shuffling the bag on my shoulder I reached into my purse for my wallet and moved closer to the register.
“Belle! How are you?” she asked as placed my order into the system.  She didn’t ask what I wanted anymore because I never changed my order.
“I’m good.  On my way to a meeting with Dad. We are going over the stats from the last month. Numbers are looking good for this month.” I pursed my lips.
“That’s so exciting.  But why do you look nervous?”  She was moving around behind the counter grabbing a cup, the order sticker and a lid.
“I did a thing today,” I confessed quietly.
“What kind of thing?” she quizzed cocking an eyebrow.
“I’m not sure if I should say anything yet.  It might not work out.”
“Ooh, sounds mysterious. What are you up to?” She was moving around behind the counter.
“Can you take a break?”  I wanted to tell her. I wanted to tell somebody. And I knew that Arielle would tell me if she thought it was a bad idea.
“Give me five minutes,” she said with a smile.
“Okay.”
I moved to the end of the counter to grab my drink and then moved to a small table in the corner.
Sitting down, I smoothed my yellow skirt around my legs when she plopped into the chair across from me.
“Spill, girl!” she squealed. Her eyes were bright and her smile wide. She leaned back into the chair and waited.
“Well, I’ve been looking for a job…” I started. 
She cut me off, “you HAVE a job. You have the best job.  You get to work where and when you want, and your dad pays you.”
“I know.  But I want more.  I want to see things and do things and go places and I’m never going to do that if I keep living at home and depending on my dad.”
“What. Did. You. Do?”  She asked eyes wide.
I pulled out my phone and showed her the ad for the nanny.
She read it quickly and handed my phone back to me.
“Did you apply?”  she squealed.
“Not exactly. But I did send an email stating I was interested. I don’t even know if they would consider me.”
“Why wouldn’t they? You are fun and reliable and trustworthy.  No drugs, no jail, no tickets. You like kids, right?”
“I think so. I like my nephew. But I don’t have a ton of experience.  Downside of being the baby of the family. But how hard can it be?”
“Let me see that again.”  I handed her back my phone. She read through the ad again, slower this time.  “Maxwell Industries? I wonder if she works there or if she is one of the owners. There isn’t a lot of information on the people, but I know it is a huge company, and they make like a billion dollars a year saving other companies from bankruptcy.”
“Huh.  I didn’t even think about that.” Would this be one of those bait and switch situations? Like ‘here we need you to work a few hours’ and I would be there like 80 hours a week? I guess I wouldn’t know until they responded.
“Well, I think it’s pretty cool that you are looking at doing your own thing.  I’m proud of you for stepping out of your comfort zone.”
“Thanks!”  I took a deep breath and let it out. “Well, I guess I’ll have to wait and see.  I better get going. Dad doesn’t like it when people are late.”
Arielle laughed. “Don’t I know it.  Remember how mad he was when we were late getting back from prom dress shopping? I swear I saw steam coming out of his ears.”
“To be fair, we were 3 hours late.”
We both laughed and I stood up. Arielle followed suit and leaned in to give me a hug.
Let’s get together soon. Maybe go out for girls’ night?” she suggested as I moved away from the table.
“Just call me. I don’t have that much going on.”
“Will do.”  She blew air kisses my way as I grabbed my drink and headed to the door.





Chapter 2
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I woke up this morning with a killer headache and I knew today was going to be a mess.  I had a big potential merger coming up and the company was not forthcoming with all of the data. 
I started my business eight years ago.  It was a year after Rose, and I had gotten married. I received an inheritance from my grandfather, and I invested in a friend’s business.  The business took off and I made a decent amount of money.  Then another friend asked for help, and it grew from there.  I put money into three or four businesses a year, help them get back on their feet and take a part of the profit.  After about three years, I backed out completely and move on to the next.
Today I was meeting with Harold Penn of Penn, Inc.  And I was hoping it would go well.  This was one of the smallest companies I had worked with, but Harold had been in business for 35 years and it seemed the business was still thriving. It would definitely be a great addition to my portfolio.
I was sitting in the dining room, drinking my morning coffee and checking email on my phone when Violet bounced into the room.  Like no joke, bounced.  That girl has more energy in the morning than anybody has a right to.  But I love her with my whole heart, and I would do anything to keep her safe and happy.
“Daddy, can I wear my yellow pants today?”  Violet asked, dancing into the kitchen in her axolotl pajamas.  They were the most ridiculous thing I had ever seen but her Aunt Lily bought them for her for Christmas and she was determined to wear them out.
“What are you going to wear them with, Vi?”  I smirked at her knowing the answer was likely going to make me laugh.
“Maybe my blue princess top?” she asked as she cocked her head to the left and pursed her lips.  It was a move Rose used to make when she was thinking.  Sometimes it was hard to see the pieces of Rose that were in Violet.  But every damn day, I was glad Violet was here.
“I think that would be okay. Do you know where they are?”  Usually, she didn’t.  She would mentally pick out an outfit and have a meltdown when we couldn’t find the clothes she was looking for.
She pulled her hands out from behind her back.  “Right here!”  She presented the clothes in question.
I smiled and said, “Yes, Violet. You can wear that. Please go get dressed.  We need to head out soon. I don’t want you to be late for school.” 
“I love school!”  she sang as she twirled around and raced out of the room.
Violet and I have been on our own since her mom died in a car accident three years ago. Rose and I hooked up in our Senior year of college. We were definitely in a friends with benefits situation.  She was going to be a teacher and I was going into accounting. Numbers always came easy to me. 
Rose told me she was pregnant a week before graduation. So, I did the right thing and married her. We made the best of a bad situation. She went on to teach first grade and we had Violet. I wished Rose was here to see Violet grow up.
I loved that kid more than anything. I hoped I was doing her justice as her father. 
When Rose passed away, I thought that my life was over. I didn’t know how I would get through the next hour, next day, next week.  But it was Violet who got me through. 
I am thankful every day for my parents and Lily, my sister-in-law, for helping with Violet when I was busy. Lily and Rose were very close sisters and I think Lily being around Violet makes her miss Rose a little bit less.  Lily is two years younger than me, but she is wise beyond her years. 
Lily is a huge help and more supportive than she needs to be, but I appreciate the hell out of her. She picks Violet up from school most days and takes her overnight a couple of times a week.  She always answers my questions about how to raise a little girl. I don’t know what I would do without her.  But I’m about to find out.  
Lily got a recent promotion, and her hours are going to change. She will be working longer shifts a few days a week and won’t be able to pick up Violet.
This works out for her because she will be able to have longer weekends. And she assured me she will still take Violet for regular overnights. 
I’ve been trying to figure out how I can change my work schedule to be available for my daughter, but I have a big merger coming up soon and I don’t think I’ll be able to leave work at 230 every day.  And even if I did, I would have to go back later in the day.
I talked with my assistant, Joanna about it and she suggested I hire a nanny. Not like a live-in nanny but somebody who will be available to take care of Violet when Lily or I can’t.  I’m hesitant but desperate.  So, I’m thinking about it.  I mentioned it to Lily, and she thought it would be a good idea.  I’m still not sure but the decision will need to be made soon.  Lily starts her new job in two weeks.










***I dropped Violet off at school and raced across town to get to my 830 meeting. Joanna, my assistant, sent a voice message as soon as the client arrived. I knew I would be cutting it close. But this meeting was important, and I did not want to push it back.
I pulled my car into my parking spot, grabbed my briefcase and jumped out.  Joanna was sitting at the front desk when I walked in. 
“They are in conference room 2.”
“How do they seem?” I asked brushing a hand through my hair.
“Grumpy, just like you. It should be a great fit.”  She smiled at me like she hadn’t just insulted me.  
I took a deep breath and before I could say anything she responded, “Don’t stand here making mean faces at me.  Get into your meeting. I’ll be in with coffee and water in five.”
She was the only person who could get away with talking to me like that and she knew it. She has been working with me for the last five years, ever since my business took off.










***After decisions were made and the meeting concluded, I moved into my office and shook off my coat. Before I could shut the door, Joanna was in the doorway with a smile on her face. A smile that said she had something to tell me. A smile that said I might not like what she was about to say. It was also a smile that I could not resist. Joanna was the sister I never had, and she knew how to manipulate me.
“What is it?”  I asked as I moved behind my desk. Power position. I thought. 
“So, I know how you are trying to figure out what to do with Violet with Lily starts her new job,” she started.
“Yes.”  I ran my fingers through my dark brown hair. It was getting a little long again and I needed to remember to schedule a haircut.
“I had an idea. And I just kind of ran with it.  And I think it will work.”  She was bouncing on the balls of her feet which made her blond ponytail bounce too. She had a smile on her face, green eyes bright and cheeks pink.
“Jo, just spit it out. I’ll either love it or hate it and then we can get on with our day,” I snapped.
“Okay, so I think you will love it.”  She moved across the room and placed a piece of paper on my desk. I picked it up.
NANNY NEEDED
Part time/full time
*Oversee the care and well-being of an 8-year-old child
*Full time during the summer – 40 + hours
Competitive salary ($1500/week full time with compensation for weekend work, 
$1000/week part time)
$2000 end of summer bonus
Weekly pay
*Vehicle provided
*College degree not required
*Start date ASAP
Requirements: must have a valid driver’s license with no tickets, able to complete household tasks such as light cleaning, cooking, organizing, timely arrival, excellent communication skills, adaptable personality, flexibility with schedule/availability, able to pass a background check and drug screening, references
If you are a passionate and hard-working individual, this position could be the perfect fit for you.
If interested, please contact Joanna at joannapa@maxwellindustries.com
“What. The. Hell.”  I shook my head and looked up at Joanna. She was standing across from me and still bouncing on her feet.
“I placed the ad to see if we could get any interest. I know you are getting desperate.  I figured it might take some time to weed out any interested parties.”
“How many?”  I asked softly.
“Just one.”
“One? This sounds like a great opportunity and just one?”  I shook my head and leaned back into my chair. I steepled my fingers and crossed one leg over the other knee.
“Well, it’s only been a couple of days…”
“A couple of days? And I’m only hearing of this now?”  I roared.
“Adam, please. You needed help. I’m your assistant.  It’s what I do.  I help.” She smiled softly.
“Go on, oh faithful assistant.” I encouraged giving in.
She laughed and proceeded to sit in the chair across from me.
“So, I got one response. I’d like to reach out to her.  She said in her email that she currently works at her family business, but she is flexible. Before I went any further, I wanted to loop you in and make sure this is something you want."
I let out a sigh. “"Yes. It’s fine.  I need to figure out something. I want a full background check, including driving history.  I reserve the right to ask for a drug test. And if I feel like we need a drug test, the answer will likely be no.”
Joanna clapped her hands together. “Yeah! I’ll email her back to get her information and see when she can come in for an interview.”  She stood up and moved to leave the room.
“Jo?” I said softly.
She turned back to me. “Yes, Adam.”
“Thank you for all you do.  I know I don’t pay you enough.”
“You’re right.  You don’t. But I’m not going anywhere.”  She got to the door and turned around. “I’ll take a raise if you’re giving it though.”  She laughed and walked out.




Chapter 3
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The weekly meeting with dad went well. He was happy with the numbers, and we worked up a marketing plan for the summer. He was hoping to get more interaction over the next few months. I was tasked with placing ads to draw people to our website for purchase, small printing runs, business advertising and hopefully a few authors. We liked to host a book signing event twice a year and tried to correspond to local activities. 
Penn, Inc was a small press publishing house. Mostly self-published authors who needed an affordable platform. We helped get their name out and promoted book signings, sales and small run printing. We also did marketing material for local businesses and for the authors we worked with. Dad had been running the business ever since grandpa passed away.
This week I had trouble staying focused.  I couldn’t stop thinking about the nanny ad.  The meeting with dad ran longer than expected. Or at least it felt like it ran long. The ad was on my mind. And I wanted to get to library for my volunteer shift. 
It was usually pretty casual at the library and since I was a volunteer, I didn’t have to be there at a specific time, but I did like to put in a few hours a couple of times a week.  I loved restocking the books. It gave me a chance to see what other books were out there. I frequently left after a shift with an armload of new books. 
I was a person who always tried to go out of my way to be nice to others. I didn’t like to upset people. I was often complimented and told I wasn’t like other people.  I tried to see the good and do what I could to make others smile. However, I was never known for being graceful, and today I proved my absolute clumsiness. 
I walked out of my dad’s office, moving fast and juggling my bag and my coffee. I turned to say goodbye to Connie, and I was still moving forward but not looking where I was going.  
“Bye, dad. Bye, Connie. See you later.”  I hollered over my shoulder as I rounded the corner. Before I comprehended what happened, I hit a wall. Well, not a literal wall. A wall of man. Hot, sexy, warm, firm man. 
“Careful there,” he said in a deep, smooth voice. 
I felt myself blush, embarrassed at my clumsiness.
He reached out to grab my arm to stop me from falling. 
I felt the warmth of the lukewarm coffee run down the back of my hand, but I did nothing to stop it. I looked up, holding my folders close to my chest and holding my coffee mug away from us. 
“Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry.  I wasn’t watching where I was going.” I backed up a step and looked him up and down.
“Obviously. Are you okay?” His facial expression was a mix of grin and frown. And somehow, he made it sexy. His eyes were like dark pools of chocolate, his brown hair slightly curled and tousled.  He had a strong chin with light stubble, full and inviting lips, broad shoulder and a sturdy body.  He smelled like warm vanilla and fresh outdoors.
“I’m good. Great in fact.  Are you okay?”  I asked, not knowing what else to say.
He chuckled. “I’m fine.  In a hurry?”
I could barely take my eyes off this man. 
“I’m late for an appointment.  Again, I’m so sorry.”  I took another step back and stumbled. I quickly righted myself and took a deep breath.
“No worries,” he responded in a deep sexy voice. He reached out and brushed my arm in an attempt to make sure I was steady.
Before I could move around him, I heard my dad around the corner, “Connie, I’m waiting for Adam Maxwell.  You can send him in when he gets here.”
“Of course, Mr. Penn. He should be here any minute.”
“That’s me,” he stated.
“Um, what?”  I knew I should move, back away, anything, but he smelled so good, and I was stuck in his bubble.
He stuck out his hand, “Adam Maxwell. I believe I am also late.  I have a meeting with Mr. Penn.”
“Oh. Oh! You’re my dad’s next meeting?  I’m sorry.  Go, go, go! He doesn’t like it when people are late.”  I shook my head and stepped aside.
Instead of rushing past me, he held my gaze and said, “Mr. Penn is your dad?”
“Uh huh.”  For some reason, the more time I spent in his bubble, the less my brain wanted to function.
“Well, nice to run into you Mr. Penn’s daughter.”  He smiled, a little smile. Just enough of a smile to stop me in my tracks.
“Belle. My name is Belle.”  I had folders in one hand and a dripping coffee mug in the other. I couldn’t shake hands, but I wanted to.  I wanted to feel his touch.
“Belle. Beautiful. Have a nice day. I’m going to get to my meeting.”  He moved to the right to get around me. I noticed he didn’t move fast.  And his eyes never left my face.
“Of course.”  I took a step to my right to get out of his way.  “Enjoy your meeting.”
He smiled and moved around me with a wink.
Little did I know our paths would cross again soon in a way that would change my life forever.




Chapter 4
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“Hello, Mr. Maxwell. He’s waiting for you.”  The secretary was talking to me, but I was still thinking about Belle.  She looked so cute when she got flustered.  I’m sure I had seen her sometime in the past, but I couldn't remember when. She had dark brown hair that looked windblow, bright blue eyes, and a slight blush on her pale cheeks. 
“Mr. Maxwell?” 
“Huh?” I blinked my eyes and shook my head as I turned towards the voice. 
“Mr. Penn is waiting for you.”  She gestured towards the door.  “You can go in.”
“Oh, thank you, Connie. Thank you.”  I shook my head again to rid it of the thoughts of Belle so I could focus on the meeting I was walking into.
I walked into the room and saw Mr. Penn at his desk.  His office looked homey. Warm, soft colors on the wall, dark wood desk and lots of family pictures on the shelves.  There were three paintings on the wall. They looked like abstract flowers.  One in yellow, one in blue and one in green.
A computer set to the left side, phone on the right.  There were three framed photos of his girls on a shelf behind him next to a vase of flowers that I assumed were fake due to the brightness of their colors. There was a coffee mug on a coaster to the right of the computer. Next to the coffee mug was a bowl of wrapped candy.
“Adam Maxwell. Welcome to Penn Inc,” he said reaching out his hand.
“Thanks for having me,” I said shaking his hand.
“Sit, sit. We have lots of things to talk about. I have a proposition for you.”
He said in the large black desk chair and leaned forward over the desk. I sat in the deep blue chair across from him.
“Well, I am glad I could fit you into my schedule.  What kind of proposition?” I asked getting comfortable.
“I was thinking we could join in business. I’m getting closer to retirement and none of the girls wants the business.  I would like to partner with you for the next few years and then hand over the reins when I retire. I know you usually swoop in and save businesses and once they are up and running, you walk away, but I think you would be a great fit for Penn, Inc.”
“Wow, that’s a hell of an offer.  What’s in it for you?” I was shocked that this man wanted to hand over his business to me instead of selling or having one of his girls take over. Nobody had given me that sort of offer before. 
“I would be giving the business to somebody I trust, and you would hopefully be gaining a lucrative business to add to your portfolio.”  He leaned back into his chair but kept his eyes focused on me.
“It sounds like a great opportunity. What are we talking as far as time and money?”  My brain was spinning with ideas on how to grow and expand the business.  And how I could best incorporate it into what I was already doing.
“Why don’t we discuss it over dinner tonight? Come to the house, bring your daughter, and we can make a gentleman’s arrangement.”
“Dinner? Tonight? I think I can make it happen.” I was mentally rearranging my afternoon so I could do some research on Penn, Inc and similar types of businesses.
“Great. Stop at the desk, Connie with give you the address.”  He stood and I followed suit. 
“I think it’s going to be great doing business with you, Adam.  May I call you Adam?” he asked cautiously.
“You may, Harold.” I smiled at him.
He chuckled and stuck out his hand again. “See you tonight at say 630?”
“Six thirty works. I’ll see you then.”
It took a few minutes to get the location information from Connie.  First, she was finishing a phone call. Then, she was flirting with me as she took her time writing down the address and Mr. Penn’s phone number.  I’m pretty sure she contemplated giving me her address and phone number instead.
When I got on the elevator, I took a couple of deep breaths.  This could be a great acquisition for Maxwell Industries.  Or it could be a complete failure.  I would have to do a decent amount of research.  Was he wanting to partner in a plan to hand off the business or to get out from underneath a failing business?  I guess time will tell.
The elevator dinged and the door opened.  I walked off and I saw Belle near the door talking to a man.  She didn’t look very happy, but they were standing close.  He was about five feet ten, wearing khakis and a white button-up.  Sandy blonde hair with a weird side part.  He was leaning in with a hand on her forearm.  I continued walking by, not making eye contact.  It looked like a lover’s quarrel, and I did not want to intrude.
As I passed them and pushed on the door, I heard him say “When we get married…” and then I was out the door.
Belle Penn is engaged?  Interesting.  Why wouldn’t Mr. Penn want to offer the business to this man?  Did he not approve of the relationship?  I had questions but at this point, I didn’t think any of them were my business.
I headed back to the office to finish up my day.  I had about eight hours of work to do in about 5 hours.  After work, I would have to relieve Lily and get Violet ready.  It looked like it was about a twenty-minute drive from my house to the Penn’s and I didn’t want to arrive late.
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I finished up my volunteer shift at the library and headed home.  I had forced myself to not check my email for a response. I didn’t want to be disappointed.  I focused on shelving books and helping patrons. 
The Harbor Ridge Library was like a second home to me. I was five when my mom took me to get my first library card. I thought it was so cool to have access to the millions of books there. I was convinced they had millions. I was many years older when I found out it was more like thousands. But I still loved going there.
When I was old enough to drive, I would spend most of my Saturdays at the library. Looking at books, researching places I wanted to travel to and reading romance books that I probably had no business reading.
The library was my favorite place. That’s why I was happy to volunteer a couple of times a week.  Whatever they needed I was happy to do, and I would usually walk out with a handful of books.
I got home and pulled around to the garage at the back of the house.  I saw that dad was home and Carolina’s car was on the side of the garage. It wasn’t unusual for her to come for dinner a couple of times a week.  
Carolina moved out about 5 years ago, right about the same time my mom decided she had raised her daughters and she didn’t want to be a wife or mother anymore.  She moved to Florida, and we barely had any contact with her. My dad was sad but not surprised.  Carolina, Juliana and I were devastated.  
My mom usually called us girls on our birthdays but that was the only contact we had with her. Nothing for Christmas. No calls to come visit. No “I miss you”.  She was out there, living her best life, doing who knows what and here we were trying to figure out if it was something we had done wrong.
Dad assures us it was her and not us.  That she had never wanted to settle down in a small midwestern town.  That the only reason they stayed together was for us girls.  But I never would have guessed there was anything wrong between them.  Either they were both good actors or I was completely oblivious to the world around me.
I gathered my bags from the car and headed to the back door. Carolina was in the kitchen cooking.
“What’s up, sis?  What are you doing here?”  I asked as I leaned in and kissed her cheek. She had the same dark hair as me but hers was cut into a short bob and she had green eyes, instead of my hazel.
“I’m cooking.  Duh!”  She laughed.
“I can see that. Why? Nothing else better to do after a long day of taking care of patients?”
Carolina is a physician assistant at a small family practice office and frequently worked long hours.
“Today was my half day. Dad invited me. And by invited, I mean he called and asked if I would make my famous chicken parm for some bigwig he has coming for a business dinner.” Carolina was definitely the only one of us girls who got into cooking.
I could cook. At least enough to not starve. Carolina cooked like her life depended on it.  Juliana was the middle child, and she could clean a house like the president was coming.  She was newly engaged and recently moved in with her fiancé. 
My eyes went wide at Carolina.  Could it be Adam Maxwell?  The man he was meeting in his office earlier today?  No.  yes?  Maybe?  Holy hell.  If it was, this was going to be an awfully long dinner.
“What is that look?”  Carolina asked, stirring the sauce.
“I ran into somebody at dad’s office today.  I wonder if that’s who the meeting is with, is all.” I wanted to sound nonchalant, casual, but I could feel my heart rate increasing.
She looked at me funny, hitching an eyebrow and pursing her lips.
“What?  Do I have something on my face?”  I wiped my cheeks and rubbed my lips.
“No, not at all.  You turned bright red when I said somebody was coming for dinner.”  She grinned at me and then winked.  “Was he cute?”
“Who, dad?”  I asked spinning around looking for something to do. I set my bag on the table and turned to the counter.  I was looking for something to do with my hands.  There was nothing. 
“You know damn well I’m not talking about dad.”  She held up the spoon with a hand under it to prevent it from dripping on the floor.  “You have a crush.”  She placed the spoon on the counter and faced me.
“I do not.  That’s ridiculous.”  I felt my face turn redder and I started to sweat.
Carolina laughed out loud and turned back to the stove. “Belle likes a boy, Belle likes a boy,” she sing-songed.
“Are we twelve? Knock it off.”  I fake-punched her shoulder.  “You focus on cooking. I’m going to get changed.”
“I’ll be right here.  Getting ready to meet the man of your dreams.”  She picked up the spoon again and began to stir the sauce.
“Shut up.  It is nothing like that.”  As I walked out of the room.  I could still hear her laughing as I went down the hall.
I stopped by Dad’s home office before heading upstairs. He spent a lot of time in his office since mom left.  It was the smallest room in the house but also a cozy room.  Dad had a small desk against the back corner, a couple of filing cabinets, and two comfortable chairs against the side wall.  There were two floor laps on.  Dad almost never turned on the overhead lights. 
“Hi, Daddy, how was your day?”  I asked, moving into the room to kiss him on the cheek.
“Good, good.  Thanks for asking.  Mr. Maxwell and his daughter are coming for dinner.  We are going to talk business.  I’m thinking about pulling him into Penn, Inc and then turning it over to him when I retire.”
“What?  What are you talking about?  You’re giving up the business?”  I moved around the desk and sat on the opposite side of where Dad was.
“It’s time for me to start thinking about next steps.  Since none of you girls want to take over the business, I want it in the hands of somebody who will take care of it and continue to grow it.”
“So, you have to discuss it here?  Over dinner?  With your family?”  I don’t know why I was so against it.  Was it Dad giving up the business or Adam Maxwell being in my house.  Or maybe a little bit of both.
“Well, you will all be affected.  I thought it made sense to have the conversation with you girls here.  Juliana is going to be here in about half an hour.”
“Okay, Daddy.  I trust you.”  I stood up and took a deep breath. 
“Thanks, Belle.  I’m happy to hear that.  I won’t make any decisions unless we all agree.”
“I’m going to get changed.  When I’m done, I’ll see if I can help Carolina in the kitchen.”
“Sounds good.  I’ll see you shortly.”
I left the office and headed to my room.  I wanted to grab my bag, but I didn’t want to go back into the kitchen.  I had my phone in my pocket.  I slipped off my shoes at the front door and headed up the stairs.
When I got to my room, I shut the door and pulled out my phone, and scrolled through my email app..  There it was. A response from JoannaPA. I was surprised and relieved at the same time.
This could go very well or I was about to be let down and then I would have to find something else to earn extra money. I guess, I could work with Arielle at the coffee shop if I really needed something.  Or maybe I would get a job at the local bookstore.  It would be like the library, but I would actually get some financial gain out of it.
I was nervous to open the email and read the response.  But not looking wasn’t going to make it go away.  It would just sit there unread. I took a quick breath and hit the email to open it up.
I read it over quickly.  Catching the high points. Then sitting back on my bed, I reread the entire email and processed it.  They wanted me.  Me!  To at least apply for the job.  Maybe this would work out after all.  Just a few months and I would be able to plan a trip or two. 
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May 3 
9:00AM
From JoannaPA
To BellePenn18
Dear Belle,
Thank you for your timely response.  We are interested in moving forward with an interview.  We need to do a background check ASAP.  I need your birthday and social.  I talked with Mr. Maxwell and he is anxious to get the process moving just in case you aren’t a good fit for us.  Or we aren’t a good fit for you.
I am the personal assistant for Adam Maxwell.  He has 8-year-old Violet.  She is a fun, creative, sensitive little girl.  Her mom passed away a few years ago and Adam has been doing his best to raise her on his own.  He has some help from family, but that situation has changed slightly, hence the need for a nanny.
I’ve worked for Mr. Maxwell for several years and I know he can be a little grumpy at times, but deep down he is a caring loving father who is trying to do right by his daughter.
We would like to have you come in Monday morning at 9am. 
Please respond with the following information as soon as possible.
*birthday *social security *home address.
I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Joanna
Holy Shit.  Adam Maxwell needs a nanny.  And Adam Maxwell is going to be working with my dad.  Holy shit!  This was not good.  Or maybe it is good.  If I get the job, I’ll make some money and be able to move out, but at the same time, I’ll be able to be a fly on the wall and make sure that Adam isn’t screwing my dad over.  It could be a win – win situation.
May 3
5:30 PM
To: JoannaPA
From: BellePenn18
I am definitely interested, and I am available Monday at 9am.
My birthday is March 1
Social 555-12-1992
Home address 2125 Loves Lane, Harbor Ridge, WI
I look forward to meeting with you on Monday.
Belle
I sent the email before I lost my nerve and then proceeded to get ready for dinner.  Since it was a business meeting of sorts, I decided to wear a blue short sleeved sundress with my brown boots.  I did a quick swipe with some makeup and then pulled my hair off my face. I knew it would probably come loose at some point, but at least I would start the night with it controlled.

***I was finishing putting my hair up when the doorbell rang.  I looked at myself in the mirror and took a deep breath.  I turned quickly and walked out of my bedroom.  I had no idea how my future was about to be changed.
I entered the hall and heard a little girl’s voice “Daddy, this house is so pretty!”
Then a deep laugh.  “Yes, it is.” 
That laugh, that voice.  It was mesmerizing.  Intoxicating.  But it shouldn’t be.  This was a business dinner.  A business dinner.  I shook my head.  
“Come into the living room.  Dinner will be ready in a little bit.  Can I get you a drink, Adam?”
“Scotch if you’ve got it.”
“Scotch it is.”
My sisters met me in the hall.  They were older and liked to think prettier and smarter.  I let them think that.  It wasn’t in my nature to talk about my strengths or weaknesses for that matter and I didn’t like to compare myself to others.  I was me – strengths, flaws and all.  
“He’s yummy,” whispered Carolina with a grin grabbing my arm.
“Shhh, what if he hears you?” I hissed. 
“What if?”  she said dreamily and she leaned her shoulder into mine.  
Juliana grabbed my other arm.  “this is going to be a great dinner or a complete shitshow.”
“Let’s hope it’s not a shitshow.  Dad is kind of banking on Adam will go into business with him.”
“I’d go into business with him,” Carolina teased.  
I swatted her arm, and we laughed as we continued down the hall to the living room.
We hit the entry of the living room as dad was handing Adam his drink.  My eyes were drawn to him.  He was dressed more casually than he had been earlier today.  He was wearing jeans that fit him everywhere, a dark green sweater with the sleeves pushed up and a smile that could light up the room.
“Ah, there they are.  Adam, these are my girls.  Carolina, Juliana and Isabella.  Girls, this is Adam Maxwell and his daughter, Violet.” Dad gestured to each of us as he made the introductions.
“Hello, ladies,” Adam greeted as he shook hands with my sisters.  Then he turned to me with those chocolate brown eyes.  “Belle, nice to see you again,” he said softly.
“Oh, you know Belle?” dad asked.
“We ran into each other in your office today.  Literally.”  He chuckled and I’m pretty sure I blushed.  “How’s your hand?  The coffee didn’t burn you, did it?”
I looked down and shook my hand. “Ah, um, no.  It wasn’t that hot.” I kept my eyes down, afraid of what they might show if I looked him in the eyes.
I was standing next to casually dressed Adam and I felt overdressed.  But it was too late to change.
He held my hand and brought it to his mouth to kiss my knuckles.  “Good to hear.”
“Daddy, I’m bored,” a little voice said next to him.
His gaze pulled away from me and we both looked down at Violet.  She was wearing a pink skirt over yellow leggings with a yellow top.  She had on sparkly high-top shoes and had her hair in a low ponytail.   
“Didn’t you bring your coloring book?” he asked gently.
“I don’t want to color,” she whined.  “Can I have your phone?”
Violet was a mini version of her father, same dark hair, same brown eyes, same bossy attitude.  She had round cheeks and a glimmer in her eyes that told me she could either be very good or very bad.
“This is not a phone dinner, Violet.  I told you that.”  He was stern and firm.
I looked down at her and then over to my dad. “Dad, how long until dinner?” I asked.
“How long, Caro?”  he asked my sister.
Carolina looked at her watch.  “It should be ready to go in about fifteen to twenty.  I was getting ready to start the garlic bread and salad.  Juli, will you help?”  Almost any other time, she would ask me to help.  This time, I think she was trying to give me time with Adam.
“Of course,” my oldest sister responded with a grin. They linked arms and practically skipped to the kitchen.
“Violet, how would you like to go see the horses?”  I offered, looking at her dad.
“You have horses?” she asked excitedly.  She was practically bouncing.
“We do.  I mean if that’s okay with you?”  I asked, looking Adam in the eye.
“Sure.  But listen to Ms. Belle, okay?”  He gave her a stern dad look that was filled with love.
“Of course, Daddy!”  she exclaimed. The excitement filled her whole body.  
I reached out my hand to her.  “Well, come with me then.”
She placed her small hand in mine, and we headed out the backdoor.
I opened the door for her, and we headed across the yard.  The birds were singing in the trees as the wind rustled the leaves.  I could smell the flowers that were planted along the back of our house. The horses were snorting as we got closer to the barn.
“You are so lucky you have horses.  I always wanted a pony, but Daddy said that they are too much work.”
“That they are.  We have people who help us take care of them, but I like to come out at least once a day and say hi to them.” 
We passed the tall red double doors and entered slowly through the side door. There were four stalls with half doors.  We only had two horses in here. Phillip was grazing and Phoebe was staring at me as I walked closer with Violet. We walked across the straw scattered across the floor.
The side wall held all of the supplies: bridles, leads, and brushes.  There were two sawhorses holding saddles. There was a stack of feed sacks against the wall, and I could see the dust floating in the sunlit air. At the end of the row was a wooden ladder that led to the loft.
When we were little, we used to play in the loft.  After my mom left, I would go up there to be alone and read.  Books took me to magical places, and I didn’t have to think about the fact that my mom was gone.
I walked over to the stalls where the horses were.  They popped their heads over the half door looking for treats. 
“This is Pheobe.  She is a morgan horse. And that is her brother Phillip.”
“Those are funny names for horses,” Violet giggled.  
“My mom named them.  Pheobe is one of her favorite actors and Phillip is one of her favorite book characters.”
“I don’t have a mommy anymore,” she stated sadly.
“I’m sorry to hear that.  I bet you miss you terribly.”
“I don’t really remember her.  But I know Daddy is sad she is not around.”
“I bet it is hard for him,” I said lightly touching her head.  “Would you like to give Pheobe a treat?”  I asked trying to change the conversation.
“I would love that!” Her face lit up with a smile. 
I handed Violet a couple of sugar cubes and showed her how to hold her hand so Pheobe could help herself.
“That tickles,” she giggles.
“I know!  It took me a little bit to get used to it.” I rubbed Phoebe’s head softly.
“Can we give Pillip a treat too?” she asked with anticipation. 
I loved the adorable way she said his name.  “Of course, come here.”  We moved to the next stall, and I handed her a couple more sugar cubes.  Phillip was a little hesitant at first.  He was always the standoffish one.  But after a couple of seconds of Violet holding out her hand, he nosed her hand and then took the sugar.
“They are so pretty,” Violet stated.  “Can I touch them?”
“Sure.  Just move slow.”  I showed her how to approach Phillip and she followed suit.  
“They are soft too.  You are so lucky to have them.” Her voice got soft and gentle.  “I wish I had horses.”
“Well, I’ll talk to your dad and see if you can come riding someday,” I suggested.  I had only known this little girl for a few minutes, and I was already falling in love with her.
“That would be amazing.  I would love that!”  The sparkle in her eyes was adorable and contagious.
“Well, dinner should be about ready.  Should we head back?”  It wasn’t truly a question, but I wanted Violet to have a sense of having a choice.
“Sure.  I’m hungry too. Bye Pillip and Peabee.”  She waved at the horses and turned her attention back to me.
I laughed and held out my hand.  We walked back to the house, hands joined, swinging our arms.  Violet skipped every few steps.  She was talking about the horses and how she couldn’t wait to come to see them again.
When we got back to the house, we entered the kitchen.   I could smell the garlic and chicken.  I knew my sister had done her best on this dish.  I took Violet to the bathroom to wash our hands.  After we dried them and hung the towel, she reached for my hand as we left the bathroom.
When we entered the dining room, everybody was sitting down.
“Daddy!  Ms. Belle has two horses named Pillip and Peabee and I got to feed them and touch them, and they are so soft and so nice and Ms. Belle said I could come back sometime and ride them and can I?  Can I come back, Daddy?” I’m not sure if she took a breath. 
I smiled at her and looked at Adam. “I said we would ask your dad,” I reminded her.
“I am asking,” she quipped, tilting her head to the left.  Her eyes were big, and she had a half pout on her lips.
“That you are,” Adam smiled.  “We will definitely consider it, but we have to do it when it is convenient for Mr. Penn and Belle.”
“Yeah!  Thank you, Daddy.”  She wrapped her arms around him, and I swear I saw the man melt a little.
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I didn’t pay a lot of attention to the dinner conversation.  I was thinking about the interview I was going to on Monday.  I wondered if Adam knew it was me.  He seemed pretty causal at this point. Talking about business and Violet and raising girls with my dad.  I could feel his gaze come my way every once in a while, and I tried not to blush. 
After everybody finished the main meal, Caro and I cleared the plates and Juli grabbed the fixings for the dessert – strawberry shortcake.  It was one of my favorites.
As we were returning to the dining room, I heard Adam say, “So, I’m looking for a nanny.  And my personal assistant thought it would be a good idea to place an ad without consulting me.  Can you believe that? Now, I have to go through with this interview because I’m desperate and need somebody right away.  There has only been one applicant.  Can you believe that?”  Adam leaned back in his chair and placed an arm over the back of the chair that Violet was sitting in.
“It only takes one good one. What about you, Belle?” my dad asked as I was sitting down.
“What about me?”  I almost missed the chair. That would have been awful.  Adam would have seen me in another clutzy moment. But I knew where this was going.  I knew it.  And I wasn’t sure if it was going to be good.
“Adam was saying that he is looking for a nanny for Violet for the summer.  You could do it, right?” my dad asked innocently. 
“Um, well.  Funny thing…”  I was trying to avoid the awkward conversation.  But here we were, and it was going to come out eventually.  “I actually have an interview.”
“You do?”  Juliana asked as she grabbed the strawberries.  “For what?”
“For the nanny job.”  I turned to look at Adam.  “I confirmed with Joanna when I got home.  I’m the one that responded to the ad for the nanny.”
Adam froze for a second then he took a deep breath.  “You?  You applied for the nanny position?”
“In my defense, I didn’t know it was a nanny for you when I applied.  I thought it would be good for me to do something besides working for my dad. It doesn’t take up a lot of my time and I wanted to save up some money to travel.”
“Family business,” Adam muttered quietly.  “That makes so much sense now.”
“What does?”  my dad asked. He was not catching on to the situation.
“The response to the ad said that she works for her family business but was flexible.  That makes sense,” he said softly.
“Well, it’s true.  She does work for me, but it’s very part time.  She would be a great nanny for little Violet,” my dad stated looking at Violet and winking.
“Maybe we don’t even need an interview. I trust your dad as a man of his word – in business and in family.  If we are going to be working together, it makes sense that you come work for me.  I would consider it.”
“You would?” I asked looking at him sideways.
“Yes.  I would.  School is just about out, and Lily is busy with her job.  She watches Violet after school right now, but I don’t think she can do full days.  If you would consider it, I could make it worth your while.”
“In what way?” I gulped.  I wasn’t sure if there was a double meaning to his statement or if I was thinking about it too hard.
“Flexibility.  You would still be able to do what you do for your dad’s business.  You could watch Violet during the day.  you would have nights to yourself.  You would probably even have time during the day to do the ‘social media stuff’ for your dad.”
“What?  You really want me to be your babysitter?” I was pleasantly surprised. 
“Not mine and not babysitter.  I need a daytime nanny.  At least for the next few months. I need somebody to watch over her and keep her busy while I am at work.  You read the ad.  You know what I am looking for. And you would be compensated appropriately for the 12 weeks that Violet is out of school.  If we continue the arrangement when school starts, the terms will change.”
“So, we are talking a guaranteed 12-week job?” My mind was spinning with the amount of money it would give me.  If I didn’t get my own place, I would definitely be able to take some fun trips.
“Yes.”  He stated.  “As long as you pass a background check.”
Dad laughed.  “Of course, she will pass a background check.”  Then he paused and gave me a dad look, “Right?”
“Oh my god, yes daddy.  I will pass a background check. I have already sent the necessary information to Joanna.  I don’t know how long a background check takes, but I know I’ll pass.” I took a deep breath and sat back into the chair.  All thoughts of desert forgotten at this point.
Adam steepled his fingers and rested his chin on the tips.  “So, are you accepting the job, Belle Penn?  Providing you pass the background check?”  he looked at me intensely.  There was something behind those eyes that was a little bit sad.  Almost like he was either very desperate for me to take the job or he was scared that I would take the job.
“Yes, Adam Maxwell.  I accept.”  I reached out my hand to shake his as my dad had always taught me. He did not reach for my hand, so I quickly dropped it into my lap.
“What will your fiancé say?  Do you want to discuss it with him first?” he asked thoughtfully.
“Fiancé?”  Carolina and Juliana yelled.
I gave them both a stern look.  “I do not have a fiancé.  Adam, what on earth are you talking about?”
“When I was leaving the building today, I saw you talking with a man.  I was not trying to eavesdrop but as I walked by, he said ‘when we are married’ so I assumed you were engaged.”
I waggled my left hand at him.  “No ring, no fiancé.  God, you must have walked by right when Weston stopped me.  Weston has worked with my dad for years and every so often he asks me out.  He thinks that we would ‘be a good fit for business’ and he tries to tell people we are destined to be together.  But we are not.  We’ve never been on a date.  I have no interest in Weston Hughes and I never will.”
Adam relaxed back into his chair and rubbed Violet’s head. “Well, that’s a relief,” he said softly.
“What?”  I asked with raised eyebrows.
“I mean, just that you are available.  For watching Violet.  Not available available.”  He blew out his breath.  “As long as the background check is good, I’d love to have you start sooner rather than later.  Lily’s job starts in a couple of weeks, and I’d like for her to meet you and give you the run down on Violet’s activities.”
“Deal,” I said.
He stuck out his hand to me this time. I placed my hand in his to shake.  
The shake was slower and lighter than it needed to be.  And part of me did not want to let go.
“I will let Joanna know.”
“Well, now that we have the business taken care of, can we talk about the business that I actually invited you here for?”  my dad asked, looking at Adam.
“Absolutely, sir.  Sorry about getting sidetracked.  Tell me about what you are thinking.”  Adam took a couple of bites of dessert and focused on my dad.
Violet started to get antsy, and I could see her moving around in her chair.  Her gaze was moving back and forth from my dad to her dad like she was trying to pay attention, but I’m pretty sure she was as bored as I was.
“Sorry, to interrupt.  Adam, do you think it would be okay if I took Violet into the living room.  I could put on a movie for her.  She looks pretty bored with all this business talk.”“Vi, would you like that?  Do you want to go watch a movie?”  he looked at Violet with wide eyes.
“Can I? It would be almost as much fun as going to see the horses.”  Her eyes got wide.
Before she could ask, I said, “No, we cannot go see the horses again.  They are sleeping.  They go to bed early.  Come with me.  I’ll get a movie going for you.”
Violet and I stood up from the table and I reached for her hand.  We walked down the short hallway swinging our arms and talking about what her favorite movies were. She leaned towards princess movies and her favorite princess was Cinderella.
It only took a few minutes to get her set up.  She climbed onto the couch and curled up in the corner.  Something I was known to do myself a time or two.  Once she was settled, I left her and went back to the dining room.
“So, if that would work for you, I would love to have my lawyers work up an agreement.”  My dad sat back in his chair as I entered the room.
“What did I miss?” I asked sitting back in my seat.  Adam’s eyes were on me from the moment I returned to the room.  I tried to pretend I didn’t notice but I knew there was an unexpected redness on my cheeks.
“Your dad was telling me he wants to turn over Penn, Inc to Maxwell industries slowly over the next 10 years.”  Adam’s eyes met mine as he spoke.
“How would that work, daddy?” I asked since I had missed the beginning of the conversation. I sat back in the chair and focused on what my dad had to say.
Carolina and Juliana were sitting there listening but neither seemed interested in the overall conversation.
“Maxwell industries would partner with us for the first 2 years.  Then every 2 years after, Maxwell would retain 25 percent of the business until year ten when he would own it all.”
“And you are okay with this?”  I asked squishing my face towards dad.
He laughed deeply.  “Okay with it?  It was my idea, Butterfly.  I know you girls don’t want to take it over.  And I don’t want to work forever.  I will continue to maintain veto power until the end.  And I will take a nice portion of the profits for retirement.  In addition, a small portion will be put aside for each of you girls.  You can continue to maintain a hand in the business, or you can collect it at the end of the 10 years.”
“Sounds like you’ve thought it through.”  I sat forward and crossed my arms in front of me, resting them on the table.
“I have.  I’ve been thinking about it for years.  I wasn’t sure who I would partner with.  I did my research and Maxwell industries was top on my list.  The only thing that would change my thoughts is if any of you girls decided you wanted to run the business.”
He looked at all of us.  
Carolina said, “I’m good where I’m at.  I don’t want to run a business.”
Juliana said, “No thank you.  Business is not what I’m hoping to do for the rest of my life.”
Then he looked at me.  “Belle?”
“Daddy, I don’t want you to work yourself to death.  And I’ve never had a head for business.  I think partnering with Adam is probably your best bet,” I admitted.
“Great.  Adam, it sounds like we have another potential deal made tonight.” Dad sounded almost relieved.
“It sounds like it.  Have your lawyers draw up the papers and send them over to my office.”  He pushed back from the table to stand.
“This has been a very interesting evening.  I appreciate the meal and to company and the business, but I should get Violet home.”  He pushed back from the table.
“Let me go get her for you,” I stood up quickly and rushed to the living room. 
When I got there, Violet was asleep on the couch.  I grabbed the remote to turn off the TV and then carefully picked her up. She rested her head on my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my neck.  I clasped my hands under her for support and carried her to Adam.  
He saw us and a small smile crossed his face.  I could tell he loved her.  And also, that he was somewhat amused by her.
“She fell asleep?”  he asked softly.
“She fell asleep.  Do you want me to carry her to the car for you?”
“I, um, sure.  If you want.  Or I can take her.” Me mumbled.
“I got her.  I can do it.”  I shifted her in my arms to give her better support.
He said goodbye to my sisters and shook hands with my dad.  He opened the screen door and held it open with one arm so I could keep holding Violet.  I carefully walked through, trying not to jostle Violet.
In the process, my arm brushed his chest.  He followed me to the car and opened the back door.
“Can you get her in there?”  He asked gently.
“I think I can.  If not, I better figure it out,” I teased.
He looked quizzically at me.
“You know, being her new nanny and all.”
He laughed out loud, and Violet flinched as I was putting her in the backseat. After buckling her in, I unfolded myself from the car and he shut the door.
“Thank you.”  He was standing close, and I could smell his cologne.  He looked down at me and a small smile crossed his face. 
“You’re welcome.  Do you still want me to come in Monday for the interview?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.
“I think we are beyond interview,” he said as he brushed a lock of hair behind my ear.  “But you could still come in so we can go over the final details.  And make sure you pass the background check.” He smiled and my heart melted a little.
I took a breath and stepped back.  I was afraid if I stayed in his space for too much longer, we might do something we would both regret.  “Sounds like a plan.  I’ll see you Monday then, Adam.”
He took an additional step back.  “Until Monday.”  And he opened the driver’s door and slid into the car in one smooth motion.





Chapter 8
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We spent Sunday with my parents and then a quick stop at Clover’s Ice Cream.  Violet was sufficiently tired out by the time we got home.  We had a quick dinner and then she took a bath.  Once she got into her pajamas, I read her a story and tucked her in.  The whole time I was thinking about this nanny business. I was a little nervous about hiring Belle to take care of Violet.  I never used a nanny before.  Violet had always been cared for by family.   
I called Lily for support.  Lily had always been there for me, and she probably knew Violet better than I did.
“Hello, favorite brother-in-law,” she answered with a smile.
“I’m your only brother-in-law,” I teased.
“Doesn’t mean you can be my favorite.  What do I own the pleasure of this late-night call.”
I looked at the clock and sighed. It was after nine.  “I’m sorry.  I was wondering if you could meet me at the office tomorrow morning at nine.  Joanna placed an ad for a nanny and she’s coming in for a pseudo interview.”  I ran a hand through my hair.
“I’d love to come.  Why did you say pseudo interview?”
“Because I kind of already offered her the job.  Joanna is running a background check. I’m a little nervous.  But I’m desperate.  I know you want to get started on your new job.”
I explained the situation to Lily, and I relaxed slightly.  I was still questioning everything about this situation.
“Sounds great!  I’ll be there.  And, Adam, I’m sure it’s going to be fine.  You trust Mr. Penn and it sounds like Violet and Belle have already hit it off.  If it doesn’t end up working out, I know you will figure out plan B.”
“I appreciate the hell out of you, Lily,” I admitted.
“I know you do.  And I appreciate that you let me be such a big part of Violet’s life,” she said softly.
“See you in the morning, favorite sister-in-law,” I said as I disconnected.  I could hear her laugh as the call ended.
I checked on Violet and went to the living room. I plopped on the couch and turned on the TV, but nothing was catching my eye.  I picked up a book and after not comprehending the first couple of pages, I slammed it shut.  I went out back and sat on the patio.
The sky was clear of clouds and the stars were on full display. I dropped into one of the lawn chairs and threw my head back. I could hear the crickets chirping and a dog barking a couple of houses away. The neighbor’s windchimes clanged in the wind. Other than that, it was quiet out here.  Almost peaceful.
I needed this to work. I needed somebody to take care of Violet.  I hoped Belle Penn was up to the task.  Would it be more than she was up for?










***The next morning, I was up before Violet.  I made coffee and poured it in a cup.  I took a warm sip and looked out over the backyard.  I was deep in thought when Violet came running into the kitchen with her teddy bear under her arm and her hair a mess.  
She smiled and said, “Good morning, daddy!  What exiting thing are we doing today?”
She always wanted to do something exciting.  But her exciting and my exciting were very different. Her exciting was as simple as a walk on the beach to look for shells.  My exciting was closing a business deal.  We were not the same.
“Well, today you are going to school and then Aunt Lily is picking you up for swim lessons,” I answered setting my coffee mug down and moving to the table.  I sat in the nearest chair and held out my arms for my precious girl.
“What are you doing today?” she asked as she crawled into my lap. 
I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her head.  “I’m meeting with Ms. Belle at the office this morning.”
“Are you going to see the horses?” she quizzed.
“No,” I chucked.  “I’m not going to see the horses.  But I am going to talk to Ms. Belle about taking care of you this summer while Aunt Lily is busy.  What do you think about that?”
“I love that!  Ms. Belle is so nice.  And pretty.  Don’t you think she’s pretty, daddy?”
“Yes, I guess I would have to say that Ms. Belle is pretty.  Would you be okay with her coming to take care of you?  Since Aunt Lily is going to be busy with her new job.”
“I’ll miss Lily, but I like Ms. Belle.  And she said I could see the horses again!” She jumped off my lap. “I’m going to get dressed so we can get this show on the road.”  She turned and ran down the hall to her room.
I laughed out loud.  She had heard me say it enough that she was now using it on me.
I finished my coffee, set the mug in the sink, and went to get dressed while Violet was eating her breakfast.
After dropping her off at school, I drove to the office mentally preparing myself for this meeting.  I hoped she hadn’t changed her mind since Friday.

***Joanna was sitting behind her desk when I walked into the office. The sunlight was streaming into the room through the wide windows facing the street. There was a potted plant in the corner with a small table in front of it with a chair on either side.  Joanna had picked them out and they were upholstered in dark blues and purples.
Joanna was on the phone and held up a finger to me.  The printer fired up as she said, “I’m printing those for him right now.  I’ll get them signed and sent back to you by the end of the day.”
I stood in front of her desk waiting for whatever was coming next.  She did a few more clicks on the keyboard and hung up the phone.
“Good morning, boss!”  She greeted me happily.
“Joanna,” I said and nodded my head in her direction.  “What’s on tap today?”
“Belle is coming at 9.  Mr. Waters wants you to review the proposal for his business expansion.  I got the papers from Mr. Penn for you to look over and you have a 12pm meeting with the CEO of the Maritime Group.”
“Good.  Good.  I’ll be in my office.  Lily is coming by for the meeting with Belle.  I wanted her input before we finalize anything.”
Joanna was still sitting behind her desk, and I had to look down at her.  She was smirking.
“What, Jo?”  I asked frustrated.
“So, I’m not fired for placing the ad?”
“Not yet,” I stated and walked away.
I went into the office and put my briefcase on my desk.  I pulled out my laptop and sat down.
I could barely focus.  I was up half the night worrying about Violet, scared Belle was not going to be a good fit, missing Rose.  I know deep down that we wouldn’t have gotten married if it wasn’t for Violet, but we did get married and we did the best we could to make it work.  Would we have stayed together forever?  There is no way to know but I’d like to think we would have.  
Was I a shitty dad?  Did I give Violet everything she needed?  Was I doing my best?  I sure thought so.  I dropped my head into my hands and ran my fingers through my hair.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
“Knock, knock!”
I looked up to find Lily standing in the doorway.
“Is this a bad time?” she asked.
“No, no.  Not at all.  Come on in.”  I moved my bag off my desk and gestured for Lily to sit down.
“What’s got the weight of the world on your shoulders today, Adam?” she asked gently.
“I don’t know.  Everything.  I’m a little worried about this new nanny.  I worried about Violet.  I worry I’m screwing up as a dad.  Am I taking on too much business?  Should I be home more?”
“Damn, Adam.  If I knew me getting a promotion was going to be this stressful for you, I would have turned it down.”  She reached over and placed a hand on mine.
“I don’t want you to not do things just for me.  I want good things for you.”
“Well, I can still change my mind…” she started.
“Absolutely not. You worked hard for this promotion.  And Violet is getting older.  I’m sure she will be fine.”
“She will.  And so will you. I know you miss Rose.  I do too.  Everyday.  But she wouldn’t want either of us to spend more time mourning her than actually living.  And she wouldn’t want that for Violet either.”
“You’re right.  I’m not sure what’s got me into this funk.”
“I’m here for you, Adam.  Whenever you need me.”
I patted her hand and slowly pulled mine away.  “Thank you, Lily.  For everything.”
It was then the intercom beeped.
“Yes, Joanna?”
“Belle Penn is here to see you, sir.”
I held back a laugh.  Joanna never called me Sir unless she was being snarky.
“Put her in the conference room,” I instructed.  “We’ll be right there.”
“Do you need me to sit in on the meeting?”  Joanna asked lightly.
“Well, since you started this, I think you can sit in the meeting.”
Lily and I looked at each other and laughed before standing up and heading to the conference room.





Chapter 9
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I pulled up in front of Maxwell Industries at 855.  I was slightly nervous, but less than I would have been after having spent time with him and Violet on Friday night.   Today I was wearing navy blue pants and a yellow short sleeved blouse.  I had blue sandals on, and my hair pulled back with a yellow headband.  I grabbed my blue sweater and my bag and got out of the car. 
I met Joanna, Mr. Maxwell’s assistant,  when I entered the lobby.  She was as nice in person as she sounded in her emails.  She walked me down a short hall to the conference room.  
The walls in the hallway were decorated with nature scenes from around the area. The conference room had a large oblong table with black, comfortable-looking chairs.  The front of the room had a large TV for presentations.  There was no art on the walls in the room, but the walls were painted a light gray, giving the room a warm feel.  There was a potted plant in the corner that looked like the twin of the one in the waiting room.
“You can have a seat wherever.  Adam will be in shortly.  I’m going to grab coffee and water for everybody.”  And with that, Joanna turned and left me alone in the room.
I sat in the chair closest to the door and had to stop myself from spinning around.  I was nervous because I had never done anything like this before.  But I was excited about the prospect.  I leaned down and grabbed a notebook and pen out of my book.
“Hello, Belle,” said a deep voice behind me and my heart beat a little faster.  Nerves or excitement I wasn’t sure.
I spun around to face him.  “Hello, Adam.”
“Belle, this is Lily.  Violet’s aunt.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said holding out my hand and standing up.
Lily shook my hand softly.  “Nice to meet you, too.”
“Have a seat, Lily.”  Adam pulled out a chair for her and looked around.  “I thought Joanna wanted to sit in on this meeting?”
“She said she was going for coffee and water,” I answered as I sat back down.
“Of course, she did.”  He said in the chair on the other side of Lily.  
Joanna came back with a carafe of coffee and a pitcher of water.  She set them on a side table and pulled cups out from underneath.
“Who wants coffee?”  she asked cheerfully.
“Me,” Lily, Adam and I said at the same time.
We laughed and the ice was broken.
After we all had a fresh cup of coffee in front of us, Adam started in.
“So, Belle. What makes you want to take care of my daughter?”
“Well, I was looking for something more meaningful than posting things on social media.  I’ve been doing that for years and it’s not meaningful.”
“How much experience do you have with little girls?” he jabbed.
“Well, I was one. So that’s a start.  But not much else.  I’m the youngest daughter.  I don’t have any nieces or nephews.  I did a little bit of babysitting when I was younger. I’m not sure what else you want me to say.”
“Why this job?  Why now?” Adam asked harshly.
“I really want to do something that will make a difference for somebody.  Look, Adam, I’m a good person.  I mean you basically gave me the job on Friday.  I’m not sure why today is the inquisition.  If you don’t want to hire me, then don’t.  But I know that I would take care of Violet as if she was my own and I would keep her safe and do whatever I can to keep her happy.  If that’s not enough for you, then please let me know now.”  I crossed my arms and leaned back into my chair keeping my eyes on him.
Lily started, “Adam, are you second guessing…”
“No, No. I’m not.”  He shook his head.  “Belle, I’m sorry.  I’ve been a little out of sorts the last few days.  It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me.  Please accept my apology.  And my job offer.”
My eyes went wide, and I dropped my arms.  “Really?”
“Really.  I trust you will do right by Violet.”
“Thank you!  You won’t regret this.  I will be the best damn babysitter Violet ever had,” I exclaimed.
Lily laughed and reached out to me.  “that’s big shoes to fill.  I’ve been helping with her for years.  But something tells me that you are totally up for the challenge.  Welcome to Team Violet, Belle.”










***I climbed into my car and threw my bag on the passenger seat.  I couldn’t wait to call Arielle.  I was excited for the job but a little nervous too and I needed her to talk me off the ledge.
“Hello?” she answered sounding rushed.
“Arielle!   I got the job!” I blurted out.
“The nanny job?” she squealed.
“Yup!”  I leaned back into the car seat and closed my eyes.
“That’s so exciting!  When do you start?” I loved that she was excited for me and supported my crazy ideas.  Because, really, this was a crazy idea. Especially for me.
“Next week.  He wants me to stop by the house on Friday so he can give me the lay of the land.  I’m going after Violet gets home from school.”  I took a deep breath.  “Is this a mistake?”
“What?  Working for one of the riches men in town?  Getting paid bank to play with an eight-year-old?  It sounds like heaven.” She laughed.  
“You will be great at this.”
“You think so?”  Why was I questioning myself? I am a strong, smart woman.  I can do anything I put my mind to.
“Girl, it’s going to be fine.  You are going to have so much fun.  You will take her to the library and show her how to paint happy rocks and put them all over town.  AND you will be getting paid for it.”
“Okay, you’re right. Thank you for talking me down.  I guess I’m afraid I won’t do right by her.”
“Belle, stop.  You will be just what she needs.  Put some faith in yourself.”
“Yes.  I can do this.  She needs me.  I will be the best damn nanny anybody has ever seen.”
We laughed together before ending the call.










***I spent most of the week planning out activities for the summer.  I wanted to have somewhat of a schedule.  I wasn’t sure what activities Violet had so on Thursday I texted Adam.
BELLE:  I was wondering what activities Violet is signed up for this summer.  I’m working on a schedule.
ADAM: she has swimming on Tuesdays at 10 starting in June and ballet on Thursdays at 4. I’ll have the notes on teachers and where for you when you come on Friday.
BELLE: thank you.  See you then.
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She hadn’t even started yet, and she was already texting me.  I hate texting.  I hate not being able to hear the tone.  I feel like it’s impersonal.  If you need to communicate just dial the damn number. 
I ran my fingers through my hair and took a breath.   Business was busy and I was trying to figure out how to fit three meetings in this week.  I needed to be home on Friday when Belle arrived. I knew that Lily would get Violet from school but I felt it was important to have a meeting so Belle would know what my expectations were.
Did I want to tell her that I hate texting?  Maybe, but did I want her calling me all the time.  Probably not.  It was a dilemma I wasn’t sure how to handle.
I pushed the intercom button on my phone, “Joanna?”
“Yes, boss?” she asked eagerly.“Can you come in here for a minute?” It wasn’t a question and Joanna knew that.
“Be right there.”
I disconnected and looked out the window.  The sun was pouring in and a part of me wanted to get out of this office.  Like I was itching to get away.  I was always driven but lately my heart wasn’t in it, and I couldn’t figure out why.
Joanna popped through the door.  “What’s up?”
“Can you clear my schedule for Friday afternoon?”
She looked shocked.  “I can.  But why?”
I gave her a serious look.
“Okay, none of my business.  I’m just saying that you never cancel meetings.”
“I want to be home to meet with Belle.”
“Ooh.  A meeting with the nanny,” she teased.
“Joanna, I know you enjoy your position here.  Don’t make me regret trusting you.”
She saluted me as she turned to leave.  “Cancel meetings- check.  Don’t tease the boss – also check.  Take Friday afternoon off – question?”  She threw a smile over her shoulder.
“Yes, Jo.  You can have Friday afternoon off.  We are calling it a Friday refresh.”
“Have I told you that you are the best boss?”
I cocked an eyebrow at her.
“Well, you are.  Let me get on those calls.”
She walked out of my office and shut the door.
Maybe I just needed a break. Hell, I needed something.










***Friday morning, Violet seemed extra energetic.  It was contagious.  Maybe it was her smile or the light in her eyes.  Maybe it was the fact that I was taking the afternoon off. But I was feeling lighter and happier than I had in a while.  Maybe I needed more time off.
I got Violet to school and hit the office for a few hours.
At noon, I shut down my computer and took off my jacket. I grabbed my briefcase and threw my jacket over my shoulder, holding it with a finger.  I walked out of the office and found Joanna on the phone.  She held up a finger, so I waited for her to finish.
She hung up the phone and smiled.  “heading out?”
“Yes.  And you should too.  I’ll see you on Monday.  Have a great weekend, Joanna.  And I know I don’t say it enough, but I appreciate you.”
“I know you do, Adam.  Have a great weekend.”
I walked out into the sun and relaxed.  It was a gorgeous spring day.  The birds were chirping in the trees and the gurgling of the fountain in the park across the street.  A dog barked as it chased a ball, and a cell phone rang.  It reminded me that I was done working for the day.  I almost turned my phone off for the break, but I wanted Belle to be able to reach me.  I walked pointedly to my car and unlocked the door.  I tossed my bag in the passenger seat and started the engine.
This was either going to be a good idea or a horrible one.  Belle would be at the house in three hours. I honestly didn’t know what I was going to do with myself.  I put the car in drive and called my friend, Derek.
“Hey, man, what’s up?” he answered.
“I’m on my way home.  Do you have time for a quick drink?”  
I could feel his shock through the phone.  “Dude, it’s only noon.  Are you sick?”
“No, I wanted to be home to meet the new nanny, but she’s not coming until 330.  I took the afternoon off.  And I don’t know what to do with myself.”
“I got you.  You want to meet somewhere or come here?”
“I’m 10 minutes away.”
“See you then.”










***I arrived at Derek’s exactly ten minutes later.  He was standing at the door waiting for me.  He opened the door as I approached.  
“Adam!  I have to admit I was worried when I got your call.”
“I appreciate that.  I kind of feel out of sorts right now and I don’t know what to do with myself.”
He held the door open for me.  I had left my jacket in the car and rolled up my sleeves.  As I entered Derek’s living room, I realized that I still had my tie on.  I reached up to loosen it and pull it off in one move.
“I’m happy to see you.  You look a little rough though.”
I chuckled.  “thanks.”
We went into the kitchen as Abbi came in from the deck.
“Hey, Adam.  Welcome. What are you boys up to?”  
“I had a break between work and a meeting at the house.”
Abbi placed her hand on her heart.  “Adam Maxwell, are you done working before 6pm?” she asked in shock.
“Christ, does everybody think I’m a workaholic?” I shook my head.
Abbi and Derek looked at each other and laughed.  “Yup.”
I ran a hand around the back of my neck.  “Damn.  I need to get a life.”
Derek slapped me on the back.  “You have a life.  It just revolves around Violet and work.”
“Yeah.  Violet and work.  There has got to be more to life.”
“It’s about time you figured that out. Follow me, friend.”
Derek grabbed a couple of drinks from the fridge and led me to the deck.  He had a cushioned bench and two chairs surrounding an electric firepit.  We each sat in one of the chairs and he handed me a beer. 
“Cheers, buddy.  To you getting a life.”
“Cheers.”  I took a long drink.  “But what does that mean?  I have a life.  I thought I had a good life.  But for some reason, I’m feeling unsettled.”
“Maybe it’s time you put yourself out there again.  I know it’s been a few years since Rose.  Do you ever think about dating?”
“Not really.  I don’t want to mess up Violet by bringing random women around.”
“You don’t have to bring them around Violet.  But I know that Lily takes Violet a couple of times a week.  Why don’t you go out those nights?”
“Where would I even meet a woman?”
“There’s online…”
I immediately cut him off, “Hell no.  I’m not meeting some random chick online.”
“Well, you could hit the bar scene,” he suggested gently.
“I feel like the bar scene is for random hookups. I’m not a random hookup kind of guy.” I took a long drink of my beer and swallowed.
“What about the new nanny?” he asked with a grin.
I glared at him.  “Are you fucking kidding me?”  I looked away.
“I’m just saying, it worked for me.”
“Dude, no.  I’m not trying to hook up with the nanny.”
“Well, then I guess you’ll have to see what life brings you.  I’ll ask Abbi if she has any friends.”
“Yeah, that will work,” I say sarcastically.
I spent the next hour talking with Derek about nothing and everything.  I finished my beer and slapped my legs. “I guess I should go.  I need to be ready to meet with Belle.”
Derek stood when I did and grabbed my arm.  “Adam, I love you like a brother, man.  Whatever you are going through, I’m here for you.”
“thanks.  I appreciate you letting me bust into your Friday afternoon with Abbi.”
“We are both here for you.”










***When I got home, I took a quick shower and put on jeans and a black tee shirt.  I checked my phone to make sure that I hadn’t missed any messages from Belle or anybody else.  No missed messages.  I went to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water, opened it and drank half of it.  
I went to the living room to wait for Belle.  The deep red curtains framed the windows and were open to let in the natural light.  The couch was facing the fireplace with a large TV mounted above it.  On either side of the couch was a dark wood side table and angled from the tables, there were 2 chairs in a deep brown pseudo suede.  The matching couch had throw pillows that matched the curtains. There was a sturdy coffee table set in front of the couch and Violet’s favorite chapter book was laying there.
The mantel had pictures of Violet at different phases.  Her newborn picture, her first birthday, first day of school.  There was a brass holder with fireplace tools and a pile of logs sitting on the floor next to it.   In the far corner was a box filled with Violet’s toys.  I could smell the wood polish and the cleaning supplies that Mina used every week when she came to clean the house.
The floor was hardwood, but I had placed an area rug in the center of the room.  The rug was a swirled design of red and tan.
I sank into one of the side chairs and relaxed back.  This was the room we spent the most time in, besides the kitchen and I did my best to make it comfortable.
I resisted the urge to pick up my phone again.  I closed my eyes for a few minutes trying to calm my mind.
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I pulled up to Adam’s house and noticed the manicured hedges in front of the windows.   
There were two tall trees in the front yard shading the front of the house.  I heard the crunch of my tires on the driveway as I followed it to the front door. I parked and slowly got out of the car looking around.  The front yard was large, and the grass looked extra green in the bright sun.  The birds were chirping, and I watched the leaves waving in the soft breeze.  I smelled freshly cut grass and lilacs.
I heard a car and turned to see that Lily pulled in right behind me.
“Hey, Belle!  How are you?”  She asked, hopping out and opening the back door for Violet.
“I’m good.  Hey, Violet!  How are you?” It was nice to see a friendly face.
“I’m good,” she answered reaching into the car for her backpack.  “Are we going to see the horses today?”
“Not today, but soon.”   
Violet ran to me and grabbed my hand.  “I’m so excited that you are here.  We are going to have the best summer, right?”  She smiled up at me and I couldn’t help but smile back.
We held hands as we walked to the door, Lily flanking me on the other side.  
When we got to the door, Violet let go of my hand and opened it.  “Daddy!  We are all here!”
Adam appeared from the living room.  His hair was messy, his black tee shirt tight and his feet bare.  He looked relaxed, stressed and sexy all at the same time.
“Hello, ladies.”  He bent down to pick up Violet.  “How was your last day of school?”
“It was good.  But now it’s summer,” she squealed.  “I can’t wait to see the horses again.”
He looked over her head at me and smiled.  “Oh, are you now?”
“Yes.  Belle said not today but she said we can go see the horses soon.”
He chuckled as he put her down.  “You know she’s going to want to see them every day, right?”
“I know.  We’ll have to make sure that I get that added to the schedule a couple times a week.”
“Violet, why don’t you go change and meet us in the kitchen for a snack?” he suggested rubbing her head. 
“Okay, Daddy!”  she skipped down the hall with her backpack in hand.
I looked around as we moved to the kitchen. The main entry was open.  There was hardwood throughout, until the kitchen. The rooms were large off the wide hallway. I got a peak into the living room as we walked past.  I could see comfortable furniture, a fireplace and what looked like Violet’s framed art on the walls.  
I noted one of the doors in the hallway was closed and Adam didn’t comment on it.  As we were walking back to the main part of the house, I stopped at the door.
“What’s in here?”  I asked innocently.
“That is not for you.  That is MY personal space and nobody goes in there.  EVER.”  His face got red and his eyes wide.  “Do you understand?”
I took a step back.  “Um, sure.  Yes.  Of course.  Personal space.  Don’t go in.  Got it.”
“Good!”  He turned quickly and headed away from the door.
What the hell was that all about?
We got to the kitchen and Adam was standing at the sink.  I looked around the room slowly. I was in awe of the size.  I saw stainless steel appliances, with a rack of metal pots and pans hanging over the island.  The island was grey marble and had black metal stools around it.  A ceramic jar on the counter by the stove held cooking implements.  On the other side of the stove was a revolving spice rack. The fridge had a calendar marked with appointments. The floor was gray marble tile, and a stainless farmhouse sink was under a window that looked out to the backyard. I noted a sturdy wooden door with four windowpanes that lead to the back yard.
The three of us sat at the kitchen island.  I pulled out my calendar so I could show Adam what I had planned. I had her activities color coded along with lunch, down time and I wanted to add anything else that was important.  He was surprised. I could see it on his face.
“You have planned out the whole summer?”  he asked in surprise.
“Not the whole summer.  But there are lots of fun things to do in town and I wanted to give Violet as many fun experiences as I could.  Is that okay?”  I wasn’t sure if he was mad.
“Of course, it’s okay.  I’m just surprised.  I guess I thought you would go with the flow.”
“Well, from everything I’ve looked up on the internet, kids need some sort of structure.  I can be flexible, but I thought you’d want her to be stimulated.”
He ran a hand around the back of his neck.  “Yeah, yeah, I guess that’s good.  What do you think, Lily?”
She pulled the schedule close to her.  “I think this looks great.  I’d love to do some of these things myself.  A day at the farm, the botanical gardens, a boat tour of the local lighthouses, a day at the maritime museum.  Oh, and don’t forget seeing the horses,” she added with a laugh.
“I will definitely add horse time,” I chucked.  “I have her swim and dance classes.  I included some down time around those because I thought she might need a break.”
“That’s thoughtful,” Adam stated.  “What’s this?”  he was pointing to Wednesday’s.
“Oh, Rock painting.  I like to paint rocks with smiley faces and then leave them around town for people to find. They need a day or so to dry so we paint on Wednesdays and drop on Thursdays.”
“What?  Why?”  he growled. He ran a hand over his chin, bringing my attention to the stubble there.
“Because it makes people happy.  Sometimes they pick them up and take them, sometimes they find them, and it makes them smile.  I have a page where people can comment where and when they find them.”
“That’s incredible!” Lily exclaimed.  “It’s like giving a little positivity to the community.”
Adam sighed.  “I guess.  It just seems weird.”
I was unsure if he was mad or confused.  I had been painting rocks and leaving them around town since my mom left.  It was a way to make others smile and it made me smile to make others happy.  I got the feeling that nobody ever did anything to make Adam happy.
Before I could comment, Violet ran into the room.  “Snack time!”  She said, throwing her hands in the air.
We all looked at her and laughed.  She was wearing purple leggings and a yellow tee shirt with dark blue shoes.  This girl had her own fashion sense and I loved it.
After Adam got Violet a snack, they gave me a tour of the house.  Once the tour was done, Lily gave me a hug and left.
“Any questions?”  Adam asked looking nervous.
“Nope.  I’ll be here Monday at seven.”
“Sounds good.  We will see you then.”





Chapter 12
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Belle showed up right on time Monday morning.  She was wearing cut off jean shorts and a yellow tank top covered with a blue plaid button up.  She had white Vans on her feet and aviator sunglasses propped on top of her head.  Her hair was pulled back in a lose bun.  Her cheeks were rosy and her smile bright. 
I had to force myself not to stare.  She looked causal and appealing.  She followed me into the kitchen and placed her bag on the counter.  She pulled out the schedule and looked up at me.
“Is Violet awake yet?” she asked, laying the schedule on the counter. I watched her every move.  She was smooth and graceful. 
“Not yet.  I let her stay up watching a princess movie last night.  She could get up in five minutes or five hours.” 
She laughed and it made me proud that I had made that happen. But why?  Why did I care if this nanny smiled?  What the hell was wrong with me?
“Well, I guess I either have five minutes or five hours to keep myself busy.  Is there anything that you need me to do around the house today?” she asked, pushing away the schedule.
I had moved to pour another cup of coffee.
“Uh, what?”
“The ad said light housekeeping.  Is there anything that you need me to do around the house today?”
“No, no nothing.  Mina comes in once a week and does a full clean.  She will be here tomorrow.  The only thing I need you to do is to clean up after whatever you and Violet do.”
“Deal.  Anything else I need to know before we get started?”  She cocked her head to the left waiting for a response.
“Nope.  Nothing I can think of.  I need to get to the office.  You guys have a great day.  I’ll be home by six. Help yourself to the coffee.”
“Sounds good, boss. See you then.”
I hesitated slightly and turned to leave the room.  I turned back around and said, “Have a good day.”
“Thanks, Adam.  You too.  Don’t work too hard.”










***Belle texted me throughout the day to let me know where they were going and what they were doing.  She added in occasional photos of Violet smiling wide.  They spend some time in the backyard.  There were photos of Violet coloring, reading, and napping.
They went to see the horses on Wednesday and Violet’s smile as she sat on Phillip, or was it Pheobe, melted my heart.  It almost made me want to buy her a horse.  I hated texting.  Have I said that already?  But I sure did love to see pictures of my girl throughout the day.
By Friday, I was getting used to the updates from Belle and I was ecstatic that she was including me in Violet’s daily activities. Every time my phone vibrated, I’d smile and pick it up anxious to see what adventures they were up to.
When I arrived home every night, Belle would give Violet a hug, say goodbye and run out before I could even say anything.  She barely said two words to me in person, but she didn’t have any problem texting me all day.  It was weird.
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I made it through my first week of being Violet’s nanny.  We went to the library, painted rocks and left them in Hilltop Park, I took her to dance lessons.  We went to the maritime museum and Violet learned about ships.  I managed to steer clear of spending too much time with Adam.  Every time he was near me, I wanted to be closer.  He looked and smelled amazing.   
I made myself leave right after he got home so I wouldn’t do or say something stupid.  I didn’t want him to think I was there for the wrong reasons.  My focus was taking care of Violet and banking some cash so I could travel.  I wasn’t going far, but I knew that there were experiences outside of Wisconsin waiting for me.
Saturday morning, Arielle called for an update.  I had been busy with Violet all week and tired by the time I got home so we hadn’t talked much this week.  She finished her shift at noon, so we met at Dewey’s Diner.
I got there first and grabbed a booth.  I was sitting down when I saw her red hair come through the door.  I waved a hand in her direction.  Her face lit up with a smile and she headed my way.
We got comfortable in the booth and ordered our food.  Once, Celia, the waitress left the table, Arielle slapped her hands on the table.
“Spill it, girl!  Tell me all the things.”
“What things?” I asked pretending I didn’t know what she was talking about.  I picked up my water and took a slow drink.
“No, no, no.  You do not get to sit there and not say anything.  What is it like working for him?”  Her eyes were wide, and a smile hovered.
“I don’t know.  I spend all my time with Violet.  She is so funny!  She’s messy when she paints.  She loves books like me…”
“Not what I’m talking about, and you know it.”
I set down my glass and laughed out loud.  “I know.  I just don’t know, you know.  He is very business-y.  I get there in the morning, give him a rundown of the day and he goes to work.  I usually run out when he gets home so I don’t have to talk to him,” I admitted.
“Why?”
“Because even though he is grumpy, he is sexy as hell.  He smells so good. And he has a cocky little smile that would be a panty melter in the right situation.”
“Ohh, so he’s a panty melter!”  she exclaimed a little loudly.
“Arielle, shhh.  God, I don’t want everybody to know.”  I leaned over the table.
“Trust me, everybody knows.  Every red-blooded girl who comes in contact with him knows.  And you get contact every day.” She nearly squealed.
“Uh.  I’m just the nanny.  He probably doesn’t even realize I’m a girl.  And he’s older than us.  I’m not his type – even if he was looking for a relationship.”
“You don’t know that he’s not,” she said sitting back in the booth.
“I don’t know that he is, either.  Unless he’s doing lunch ‘dates.  He hasn’t asked me to watch Violet at night and she hasn’t said anything about him having a girlfriend.”
“Hmm,” she said thoughtfully.
I took a breath and let it out.  “What?”
“You like him.”  It was not a question from her.  
“I don’t know if I like him, like him.  I know I like to look at him, though.”  We both burst out laughing as our food came.
We waited for Celia to walk away before digging into the food.  
After a couple of bites, I said, “I do know that he is dreamy.  But he is also grumpy.  You know I don’t do grumpy.”
She raised an eyebrow at me.  “Maybe he needs somebody to take the grumpiness away,” and grinned.
“Stop.  Not happening.”  I took another bite of my salad.  “Not happening.” Was I trying to convince Arielle or myself?




Chapter 14
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“Belle?  Violet?  Where are you?”  I called as I placed my briefcase on the floor and shrugged off my suitcoat. 
“Coming!” Belle yelled.
It had been an extra hard day today.  I had to cut out of a business deal that could have been beneficial to all involved, but the other party wanted more of the profits than we had previously agreed on.  It was an easy decision for me to make but it was hard to give up the opportunity.
On the plus side, I loved coming home to these two.  Violet was always in a good mood and Belle was always smiling.  Not that I was looking at the nanny.  I undid the buttons at my cuffs and started to roll up my sleeves.  I was looking down when the girls made it to me.
“Daddy, look, I’m a princess!”
I looked up to see my precious daughter in a purple, sparkly tutu with a crown on her head and a wand in her hands with ribbons training from it.
“Well, yes, you are.  How are you today, Princess Violet?” I ask softly.
“I am doing well, kind sir.  Thank you for asking.”  She did a slow spin so I could see the full effect of her outfit.
Belle was standing behind her grinning. “Today’s lesson was about fairytales so of course, I had to turn her into a fairy princess.”
“She looks beautiful,” I said not taking my eyes from Belle.  She blushed and looked down at the floor, her dark hair framing her face.
“Violet, how about we go out for dinner tonight?" I suggest acting like I hadn’t been thinking about it all day.
“Can I pick where?” she asked excitedly.
“Of course,” he answered gently.
“Can I wear by princess outfit?” 
“Sure,” I cave knowing it will be easier that way.
“Can Belle come with?” she asked innocently.
“If she wants,” I answered looking at Belle.
Violet turned around to face Belle and I knew she was giving her “the look”.  “Belle, would you please come to dinner with us?”“I don’t know, Vi.  Maybe your dad wants special time with you.”  She looked nervous. Do I make her nervous? 
“Please?  He already said it was okay.  You heard him!”  Violet pleaded.
“Okay, Violet.  Yes.  I will come to dinner with you.” Belle smiled at Violet and her hair fell on her face.  I wanted to brush it away so I could see her.
“YEAH!”  she hollered and skipped down the hallway.
When Violet was out of earshot, I turned to face Belle. “I’m glad you said yes.  I have something that I want to talk to you about.”
“Something that you couldn’t talk to me about here?  At your house?”  she teased.
“Well, no.  We could talk anywhere.  I guess I wanted you to join us.” I answered honestly.
“Ah.  Let me text my dad that I will be home late.” She said as she reached for her phone in her back pocket.
“Sounds good.  While you do that, I’m going to go change.”
I was hoping that Belle would be able to do what I was going to ask her.  But it always helped to have food and drinks when asking what might be a hard question.  I was afraid that I might scare her away, but I needed to ask.
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We rode together to Sonny’s Bar and Grill.  Adam picked it because they had the best pizza in town, and they had an arcade that Violet loved. Adam’s car was roomy and cozy at the same time.  I sat in the passenger seat and Violet sat behind Adam.  She was talking the whole way there, telling Adam about all the things we had done this week.   
Adam faced forward, focusing on the road but still responding to Violet’s chatter.  I tried to stay on my side of the car. It was torture being this close to him.  There was something about him that made me want to get to know him, but also, he was cutoff.  He didn’t want to let too much of him out.  He was hiding something. The ride over only lasted about 10 minutes but the energy in the car was weird. 
We entered through the heavy wooden doors and noticed the restaurant was half full.  There was a white board behind the hostess station with the daily specials written on it.  There were booths along the inside wall and tables against the far wall next to the windows that looked out over the lake.
“How many?”  a young girl asked grabbing menus.
“Three please.  One kids menu.”
“No problem.  Follow me.”  She turned without making sure we were following in.  Adam took the lead and Violet placed her warm hand in mine as we followed behind.  The hostess placed the menus on the table in the far corner from the entrance.
“Here you are.  Kylie will be your server.  She’ll be over to get your orders in just a sec.”  She spun around and headed back to the hostess station as Adam, and I sat down.
“Daddy, I want chicken nuggets and fries.  Can I go play games now?”  Violet stood next to him with her hand out.
He sighed and reached for his wallet.  He pulled out a ten-dollar bill and handed it to her.  
“What are the rules?”  he asked.
“Stay in the arcade.  Don’t talk to strangers,” she cocked her hip out and continued “And don’t come back here asking for more money, young lady.”  She said it in a fake deep voice, and I had to stifle a laugh.
“Violet,” he said sternly.
“Okay, okay.  And don’t argue when the food comes.”
“Go,” he said handing her the money. 
The arcade was across the room from where we were sitting.  We could keep an eye on Violet the whole time.
We both laughed as she skipped away.
“I love that kid,” Adam stated.
“She loves you too.”
We both grabbed the laminated menus, and I moved the condiment holder to the side of the table.  I opened the menu and tried to focus on what I could stomach.  Adam said he wanted to talk to me. But did he want to talk to me about something good or something bad?  My stomach was churning as I waited for him to start the conversation.
I was distracted by the cutlery clinking at other tables and the cooks calling out orders.  There was pop music playing through the speakers. The undertones of conversations around us made me more nervous.  I wished he would spit it out.
Kylie arrived at the table and pulled out a pen and order pad.  “What can I get you folks?”
Adam looked up at her and smiled.  “Chicken nuggets and fries for my daughter. With milk.  I’ll take a cheeseburger, fries, and a beer.  Whatever the special is. Belle?”  He looked over at me.
“I’ll have the grilled chicken salad.  Dressing on the side.  And a water. Please and thank you,” I said closing the menu.
“Sounds good.  I’ll get those orders in for you.” Kylie put her order pad in her pocket and collected the menus.
I could smell the pizza cooking and the burgers on the grill.  The steam from the grill floating into the air.  I fidgeted with my silverware.
Finally, Adam folded his hands on the table and leaned in. “So, Belle, I have to go out of town next week for a few days.” He took a deep breath and folded his hands.   “Is there any way that you could stay with Violet?  Like, stay at the house for the week. I could ask Lily but with her starting this new job, I don’t think that she can move things around.” His voice was deep and soft.  A little mesmerizing.  Like I could barely focus on the actual words because his voice was so sexy.
“Like how many days are we talking?” this was not what I was expecting.  But I guess it was better than getting fired.  Not that I thought I had any reason to get fired.“I need to leave Wednesday and I won’t be back until sometime Saturday night.   I can have the guest bedroom set up for you.” He seemed worried.  And I wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted me to say yes or no.
“I don’t have anything else going on.  I guess I could stay for a few days,” I answered casually.
“You will be compensated for the extra time.”
“Oh, Adam, you don’t need to do that…”
“Yes, I do,” he cut me off.  “That was the agreement.  You will be compensated for anything over the daily hours.”
“Well, I appreciate it.  But I would have done it for free because I love your kid.”
He grinned and sat back.  “Thank you.  I’m so glad that she has you.”
Our food arrived and Adam went to get Violet.  While I was alone, I texted Arielle.










BELLE:  He wants me to stay at his house for four days!
ARIELLE:  With him?
BELLE:  no.  he has to go out of town.  He wants me to stay at the house with Violet.
ARIELLE:  that’s awesome.  I think?
BELLE:  yes.  I mean I love hanging with Violet. And I get extra compensation.  So, it’s a win-win.   I’ll call you later.
Violet had extra energy during dinner.  She was sitting on her feet, legs bent under her.  She was bouncing up and down as she nibbled on her chicken nuggets and told Adam about all the things we did this week.  Again.  
Adam was so patient with her. When he looked at Violet, I could see how much he loved her.  She truly was his world.  I wondered if I would ever be somebody’s world.  My dad was not affectionate before Mom left.  Mom was never affectionate.  My sisters and I were huggers but only with each other. 
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I was packing for my week at Adam’s when my friend, Dani facetimed me.  Dani, Arielle and I have been hanging out since high school.  One of those friendships that always pick right up no matter how long it has been since we have been together. 
“Hey, girl!  What’s up?” She asked.  Her blue eyes sparkled.  I had a feeling she had already talked with Arielle and was calling for the gossip. But I loved her and knew she would support whatever was going on with me.
“Oh nothing.  I’m just packing so I can stay at Mr. Maxwell’s for a few days,” I said propping my phone up on the bed.
“Oohhhh, you are moving in?” she teased. 
“I’m not moving in.  I’m only staying for a few days while he goes out of town for business.”  I reached for a couple of shirts to throw into my suitcase.
“Huh.  I bet you are moving in.”  She smiled and leaned in.  “You are moving in with the hot businessman.”
“I’m not moving in,” I insisted.  “And how do you know that he is hot?”
She let out a belly laugh.  “One – because I Googled him and two – you just admitted that your new boss is hot.”
“Damn it!  I mean, of course he is eye candy.  But he is also the boss.  So, looks mean nothing.  And he’s my boss.”
“You said that twice.  Who are you trying to convince that moving into that house means nothing?” she teased.
“Stop.  I’m trying to focus.”  I moved away from the phone to grab a couple of sweatshirts.
“We shall see.  Anywhoo, when do you start this not moving in thing?” she teased.
“Tuesday morning.  He’s not leaving until Wednesday, but he wanted me there to Tuesday night.”
“Cool.  Want to grab dinner tonight?” She was twirling a piece of her blond hair around her finger.  “I have a couple of hours that I don’t have to be here to do the old biddy’s bidding.  She is going to a meeting and told me that I am on my own for dinner.”
“Sure.  When and where?”  I was mentally planning all the things I still needed to pack and then stopped myself.  It was only a few days.  I didn’t need to pack my whole room.
“Let’s go to Sonny’s,” she suggested.
“Give me an hour and I will come pick you up.”
“Deal.  See you then.”
Dani’s mom is actually her stepmom.  She took over Dani’s dad’s business after he died, and she treats Dani like shit.  She spoils her daughters and makes Dani do all the work around the house and at this business.  And somehow, Dani continues to have a cheery disposition.
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When Adam was out of town, I kept Violet busy with crafts and reading and playing make believe. We spent Wednesday afternoon at that library.  Violet loved looking at all of the books and was in awe when I told her that I had been going there for twenty years. 
Thursday, we stayed home and worked on painting rocks.  Violet was excited to go for a walk downtown and leave rocks in “special places”. She was sad when I told her that we needed to wait for them to dry before we could do that.  We made pizza for dinner and after we finished eating, we played board games until bedtime.
On Friday, I started to get a tickle in my throat and a stuffy nose.  I thought it was probably allergies because we had spent a decent amount of time outside over the past couple of days.  I made sure to take my allergy medicine and drink plenty of water.  
We went into town and strolled around the park and the boardwalk.  Violet was thrilled to drop her rocks around town.  We watched some boats sail through the canal and she waved at the people on the deck.  After a couple of hours outside, we were both worn out.
I drove back to the house and Violet colored while I started dinner.  After we ate, I sent Adam a text.
BELLE:  Violet dropped 20 more rocks around town.  She can’t wait to see who finds them.
I didn’t expect a response, so I was pleasantly surprised when he texted –
ADAM: you may have created a monster.
BELLE: I will paint rocks with her everyday just to see her smile.  However, we may run out of places to hide them around town.
ADAM: get creative.  😊
ADAM: I’ll probably be home late tomorrow night.  Are you okay staying one more night?
BELLE:  that should be fine.  I don’t have any plans.  Hope your meetings are productive.
ADAM: so far so good.  I’ll try to call Violet before bedtime.  I gotta get to dinner right now.
BELLE: sounds good.










I made a quick dinner of mac and cheese with chicken nuggets and fruit.  Violet sat at the kitchen island with her legs hanging over the edge.
“Belle?  Did you know my mom?” she asked cautiously.
“No.  I didn’t.  I didn’t even know your dad until a few weeks ago,” I answered honestly.
“I miss my mommy,” she said softly.
“I bet.  I miss my mom too.”  I took a bite and tried to hold back tears.
“Did your mommy go to Heaven too?” She asked innocently.
“No, my mom moved to Florida. And that’s far away from Wisconsin.”
“As far as Heaven?”  She looked up at me.
“No.  But far enough that I don’t get to see her.” I took a deep breath and let it out.
“Far enough,” she said softly and turned her attention back to her food.
I was sad after dinner but tried to keep the mood upbeat for Violet. We curled up on the couch and watched a movie.  I was still feeling stuffed up and my eyes were itching.  
Adam called as Violet was getting out of the bath.
“Hello?” I answered.
“Belle, it’s Adam.  Can I say good night to Violet?” he sounded rushed.
“Sure.  Hold on just a sec.”  I wrapped Violet in a towel and switched the call to speaker.
“Hi, daddy.”
“Hi, Vi.  Are you having fun with Belle?”  
“Yes.  Tomorrow we are going to see the horses.  And Belle said I might even be able to ride Pillip!”  she exclaimed.
“That’s sounds fun.  I won’t be home before bed tomorrow.  But I’ll be home when you get up Sunday morning.”  His voice glided through the speaker.  A gentle voice for his daughter.  I could tell that he missed her.
“Okay.  I miss you, daddy.”
“I miss you, too.  I can’t wait to get home.  I love you, Violet.”
“Love you, daddy.  Say goodbye to Belle.”
“Goodbye, Belle.  See you soon.”
Before I could say goodbye, he disconnected the call.










***Saturday morning, Violet ran into the guest room and jumped on the bed.  “Are we going to see the horses today? I want to see the horses!”
I rolled over and grabbed my phone.  It was seven am.
“Yes, Violet.  We are going to see the horses today.  But we need to have breakfast and get dressed.  And I need coffee.  Lots of coffee.”
She jumped off the bed and pulled on the covers.  “Come on!  Let’s get this party started.”
I laughed as I threw my legs over the side of the bed.  “Let’s go.”
We spent most of the day at my dad’s.  He was home doing yard work, so we had lunch with him.  Violet talked me into letting her ride both of the horses.  I saddled her up and walked next to her as I lead them around the pen.  She was so happy.  I loved to see her smile and listen to her laugh.  Especially after the conversation about moms the other day.
Dad invited us to stay for dinner, but I was tired and still feeling the effects of summer allergies.  I begged off and we picked up burgers from Sonny’s on the way home.  We played a couple of board games and watched a movie.  I started nodding off about halfway through.  I made myself sit up in an attempt to stay awake.  The movie finished at 830 and I rushed Violet through her bedtime routine.
After I put Violet to bed, I went back to the living room and curled up on the couch.  I covered myself with one of the fleece blankets and turned on the TV for background noise.  
I woke up to a hand on my shoulder. 
“Belle?”
“Oh, hi. Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep here.  What time is it?”  I rubbed my eyes and stretched.
“It’s nearly midnight.”
“Oh, man.  Did you just get home?”  I asked rubbing my eyes.
“I’ve been home for a few minutes,” he stated.
“Oh, um. You’re home. I can go.  Violet has been sleeping for a couple of hours.” I started to get up from the couch and he gently held me down.
“Why don’t you stay the night?  You look exhausted.  You don’t have to leave just because I’m home.”
“I don’t need to stay.  I can grab my things and head home.”  
“Belle, stay.  It’s late enough.  You’ve got your things here.  You look like you need some rest.”  His words were caring and, in all honesty, I didn’t want to have to drive home.
“Oh, um, okay.”  I stood up from the couch this time and let the blanket fall behind me.  “Thank you.”
“No, thank you.  Thank you for taking such good care of my daughter.”  He looked at me for a few seconds.  “Go get some sleep.”
I walked slowly down the hall to the bedroom.  I closed the door softly behind me and took a deep breath.  My eyes were barely staying open.  
I moved to the bed and pulled off the hoodie I was wearing.  I pulled back the covers and climbed into the bed.  That was the last thing I remembered.
When I woke up in the morning, I was freezing.  I was curled up under the covers and had them pulled to my chin.  I was shivering and my whole body ached.  I laid there for a few minutes hoping I would warm up.  I heard footsteps in the hall.
“You’re home!”  Violet exclaimed.
“Good morning to you too,” his voice rumbled with a laugh.
“Is Belle still here?” 
“She is.  But she was tired so let’s let her get some rest.  She’ll be out eventually.”
“Okay, Daddy.”
The footsteps and voices receded, and I pushed myself up from the bed.  I grabbed my hoodie and slid it over my head.  I wrapped my arms around my middle.  I was still cold, and my head was pounding.  I went to the bathroom to take care of morning business and brush my teeth.  I finger-combed my hair and put it back in a low ponytail. I left the bedroom and headed down the hall in search of Adam and Violet.
I found them in the kitchen.  Violet was sitting on the stool, spinning it back and forth.  Adam was standing at the counter. He was wearing a light blue tee shirt that looked like it was painted on and grey joggers.  I saw the waffle iron on the counter, and the mixing batter in a ceramic bowl.
“Good morning,” I said pulling down my sleeves to cover my hands.  I was still cold.
Adam turned to look at me.  His eyes went from happy to concern in about 2.5 seconds. 
Violet smiled and said, “Good morning, Belle.  How did you sleep?”
“I slept okay.  I’m a little cold this morning and my head hurts.”
Adam put down the whisk and came directly toward me.  He placed the back of his hand on my forehead.  “Belle, you are burning up.”
“I’m fine.  I’ll be fine.  I just need some coffee and some Tylenol.” I tried to move around him, but he blocked my movement.
“Absolutely not.  You are going back to bed.  You are not at all fine,” he said with authority.
“But I need to take care of Violet,” I murmured.
“I can take care of Violet.  And I will take care of you.  Go back to bed.  I’ll be in to check on you in a few minutes.” He turned to me and gently pushed me to towards the hall.
I wanted to fight him.  But I was sure I would lose.  I padded back down the hallway.
I kept my hoodie on this time and crawled back under the covers.  I immediately started to doze off when the door opened.
“Belle? Here is a thermometer.  Let’s check your temp.”  He moved closer to the bed.  I could hear and feel him getting closer.  
I opened my eyes long enough to grab the thermometer and make sure it was on.  I tucked it under my tongue and closed my eyes. I felt the bed shift as he sat next to me.
“I brought you some water, some tea and some Tylenol.  Have you been feeling sick?”  He asked.
I shook my head no. Violet was in the doorway.  “She said she had a stuffy nose and a scratchy throat.”
Adam looked at her and then back at me.  “Why didn’t you call me?  I would have come home sooner.”
The thermometer beeped and I took it out of my mouth.  “I thought it was allergies.”  I looked at the thermometer.  102.1.  I showed it to Adam.
“You are now confined to this room until you feel better.  I will let your dad know what is going on.”
“I can’t stay here,” I exclaimed. “I should go home.”
“You can and you will.   You’ve been here for the past four days.  Unless I need to take you to the doctor.”
“I don’t need a doctor.  I need some sleep and to get warm.” I pulled the covers up to my neck and closed my eyes.
He grabbed an extra blanket out of the closet and gently laid it over me. “Take the Tylenol and sleep.”
“But I need to take care of Violet,” I said with eyes closed.
“It’s Sunday. I can take care of Violet.  And you.” 
“But…” I wanted to fight him, but I honestly did not have the energy.
He cut me off with a dad look and I closed my eyes.  
“Okay.  Fine.  But you aren’t paying me for today.”
He handed me the Tylenol and leaned in close.  “I0 do what I want.”  I swallowed the Tylenol and curled up under the covers.
“This isn’t over,” I said softly as I started to fall asleep.
“Yes, it is,” he said softly.  “I am the boss, remember?”
I smiled as I felt him get up from the bed.  
“Come on, Violet.  Let’s go and leave Belle to rest.”
Adam checked on me several times during the morning.  At lunch, he brought me soup and crackers.  Before I could start eating, he made me check my temp again.  100.1.
“Well, it seems like the Tylenol is helping.  Are you feeling any better?”  He asked.
“Not really.  I’m still cold and my whole body hurts.  I’m so sorry. I hope I don’t get Violet sick.”
“Don’t worry about that now.  We need you to get better.  I talked to your dad.  He said to call if you need anything.  I told him that I had it all under control.” He headed for the door.
“Adam?”
“Yes, Belle.”
“Thank you for taking care of me.”
“I’m happy too.  Now eat that soup and then rest.  I’m down the hall if you need anything.”




Chapter 18
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I finished up my day early and raced home to see Violet before she went with Lily.  Violet and Belle were on the back patio painting rocks – again.  I shook my head and smiled.  Who knew that painting rocks to leave around town would be something that would hold my daughter’s attention for hours. 
I shucked off my suitcoat and placed my briefcase on the island and looked out the window.  Belle was sitting on the ground with her legs folded in front of her.  Violet was sitting across from her in the same position.  I heard Belle’s laughter through the window.
“You can paint whatever you want on them.  Nobody is going to tell you that it’s wrong.”
“Good.  I love painting rocks with you, Belle.” Violet stood up and wrapper her arms around Belle’s neck, getting paint in her hair. 
Belle didn’t flinch. “And I love painting rocks with you, Violet.  These will be ready to put around town when I get back on Monday.”
Monday.  Two days Belle free.  I wasn’t sure if I thought that was a good thing or a bad thing.  I took a deep breath and let it out.  I headed for the door as Violet stood up. I opened the door gently and smiled at the two of them.
Violet’s eyes lit up.  “Daddy!  You’re home.”
Belle looked up at me and smiled.
“I am.  I wanted to see you before you went with Aunt Lily.”
Belle looked at her watch.  It was a little after three o’clock. “Oh, my.  You are home early.”  She brushed off her hands and stood up.  She had swipes of paint on her legs and arms.  Even a few streaks on her hands.  
“I wanted some time with Violet.”
“Oh, oh!  Of course.  Let me get cleaned up and get out of your hair.”  She looked flustered.
“No worries, Belle.  I’m not kicking you out.”
“Oh.”  She stood there looking from me to Violet.   I could tell she wasn’t sure what to do next.
“Why don’t you guys get cleaned up and we can go grab ice cream?  Maybe we can drop Violet off at Lily’s when we are done?”
“We?”  Belle asked confused.
“Yes, we.  You do like ice cream, right?”  I teased.  I knew that she did.  Every Monday she brought a different flavor from the ice cream shop in town for Violet to try.
“Well, sure.  I mean who doesn’t like ice cream?” she teased back. 
“I love ice cream!” Violet pipped up.
“I know,” I said softly and rubbed her head.  “Let’s get cleaned up.”
I turned to the house knowing they would follow.
After all the paint was washed off, I helped Violet pack an overnight bag while Belle cleaned up the area where they painted the rocks.  It only took a few minutes, and then we were off.
Violet was talkative in the car.  Lily promised to take her to the movie in the park tonight. I texted Lily right before we left.  I wanted to let her know we would drop Violet off to her in an hour.
The ice cream shop was busy.  Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with the idea.  While we waited in line, Belle read off the specials to Violet.  She was bouncing with excitement at trying a new flavor.
We got our orders and headed out to one of the open tables on the patio.  Before she could take a bite, Violet had ice cream dripping down her hand.  Belle laughed at her as she reached across the table with a napkin.
“Violet.  You are supposed to eat it, not wear it.”  She wiped a drip from the back of Violet’s hand and then crumpled the napkin.
“I’m trying!” Violet said with a laugh. She stuck her tongue out and licked her cone getting ice cream on her nose.
We were quiet as we enjoyed our treat.  I loved these times.  Being able to be with my daughter.  No work, no stress.  It was an added bonus that Belle was with up.  What the hell?  When did I start thinking about spending time with Belle.  She was just the nanny after all.
I tried to engage Violet in conversation, but she was focused on her ice cream.  I tried to avoid looking at Belle, but my eyes had a different idea.  Her hair was pulled up in one of those messy buns that looked surprisingly sexy. Her eyes lit up with every lick of the ice cream cone.  Look away, Adam, look away. 
“Adam?  Hello, earth to Adam.”
“What?  Oh, sorry.  Thinking about work.”  Like hell I was.  I was thinking about the nanny. 
“I was asking if you had plans for the weekend?”  Belle cocked her head to the side waiting for my answer.
“Probably will do some yard work and maybe some reading.”
“Reading for work?” I was surprised to hear that he spent free time reading.
“No, well, maybe.  But contrary to popular belief, I do actually enjoy a good thriller.”
“I can see that,” she stated and focused on her ice cream again.
“So, what about you?  Plans for the weekend?”
“Arielle and I talked about going out.  She works at a bar sometimes and they have karaoke on Saturday nights. I usually go to watch her sing. I like to be in the audience to support her.”
“That sounds like fun.”
“It gets me out of the house,” she answered with a smile.
We finished our ice cream and piled back in the car.  The drive to Lily’s took about ten minutes and Violet did not stop talking the whole time.
After we dropped her off, I headed home.  I was driving myself crazy being so close to her.  And it was irritating the shit out of me.  I must be desperate for adult company.  I wanted to keep her with me.  I wanted to keep her close.  We pulled into the driveway and before I turned the car off, I turned to Belle.
“Would you like to stay and watch a movie?”  I asked cautiously.
“What?” She seemed genuinely surprised.
“I was, um, just wondering if you would like to stay and watch a movie.  With me.  Here. Unless, of course you have something to do.” Why did this feel so awkward?  Grown adults watch movies together, right?
She looked at me and pursed her lips.  Lips I would have loved to lean over and kiss.  Maybe this movie idea wasn’t so good.
“I mean, um, yeah.  That sounds fun.  A thriller, right?” she answered with a wink.  
She fucking winked at me.  And I loved it.
“Probably.  Maybe.  Let’s go see what we can find,” I said getting out of the car to put some distance between us.
“Cool,” she answered causally and got out of the car.
What the fuck have I done?
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I was surprised that Adam asked me to stay for a movie.  But the look on his face screamed “I’m lonely” and I felt bad for him.  I knew it was hard for him to be alone all weekend with Violet at Lily’s.  But I also knew he would never take that time away from Violet. 
Adam ordered pizza and we were standing in the kitchen when I blurted out, “What’s your favorite movie?”
“What?” he spun around from the fridge. He was getting drinks and I was getting out plates and napkins.
“What’s your favorite movie?" I asked again.
“Die Hard for sure,” he answered confidently.
I laughed.  Of course, it was.
“Why is that funny? What’s yours?” he quirked an eyebrow at me in question.
“Because Die Hard is such a guy movie.  And no, it’s not a Christmas movie.”
“I beg to differ.  Favorite movie, go,” he said pointing a finger at me.
I pretended to think about it.  “The Little Princess.” I never had to think about it.  
“Of course,” he chuckled.
“What ‘of course’?” I feigned shock.
“A princess movie.”  He raised both eyes now and grinned.  “doesn’t every girl want to be a princess?”  
“It’s not a Disney movie.  Have you ever seen it?”
“Absolutely not.”  He grabbed a couple of glasses and started to fill them with water.
“Huh.  Favorite color?” I continued.
“Purple.  Its bold and regal.”
“Nice choice.  Favorite music?”  I figured I would keep going with whatever popped into my head.
“Classic rock all the way.  You can never go wrong with the likes of the Rolling Stones.  What’s your favorite color?”
“Blue.  But not dark blue.  Like a medium blue.  Like water.  It’s a calming color.”
“Favorite music?”  he asked sliding a glass towards me.
“80’s hair metal,” I said confidently.
I was surprised when he laughed out loud.  “I did not see that coming.  You surprise me, Belle Penn.”
“I’m full of secrets, Adam Maxwell.” I grabbed the glass he slid my way and took a drink.
“Okay, point taken.  Since you like books so much, who is your favorite author?”
“Hands down, Amy Daws!  She’s the best. She has this series that’s set in Colorado, with these friends who go through all these things to find love.  It’s a five-book series and four of them have been made into movies.  I’m so hoping they finish the last one soon.”
“Amy Daws, got it.  Coffee or tea?” he continued.
I looked at him like he was crazy.  “Do you even know me at all?  Coffee.  And I know yours is coffee too.  You never start a day without it.  Favorite number?”
“Who has a favorite number?” he asked seriously.
“I do.  It’s three. You don’t have a favorite number?”
“I’ve never thought about it.”
“Well, if it ever comes up, Violet’s favorite number is five.  She didn’t say why.  But five is always her choice.”
“Good to know.  Favorite food?”
“Like item or type?  Item would be a juicy grilled burger with all the toppings.  Type is Italian all day every day.  Pizza, pasta, all the carbs.  You?”
“Also, Italian.   I can’t cook it very well, but I can eat the hell out of it.”  We both laughed as the doorbell rang.  Adam went to the door and grabbed the box from the driver.
“Thank you, Mr. Maxwell.  Have a great night!” the driver exclaimed excitedly driver as the door was closing.  Adam returned to the kitchen and set the pizza on the island.  
Once we both filled our plates and taken a bite of our pizza, Adam continued, “Favorite sport?”
“Hockey.  Those boys are badass. And I love a good fight on the ice.” I took another bite and chewed while he looked at me like I was a puzzle he was trying to solve.
“That’s another surprise.  I thought you were all gently and calm.” He took a bite and wiped sauce off his chin.
“Oh, I am.  But I can appreciate a man in hockey gear or a nice suit.  Those videos on TikTok of the guys on game day.  Glorious.”  I threw my head back with a laugh.  When I looked back at Adam, there was something in his eyes I couldn’t figure out.  Jealousy?  No, that couldn’t be it.  “Favorite season?” I threw out.
“Fall.  It’s the right mix of warm and cool weather.  You can still be outside, and the roads aren’t trash.”
“Fair point.  I like spring.  Everything is fresh and new.  Favorite time of day?”  I asked, taking the last bite of my pizza.
“Sunrise.  It’s a fresh start.  And I am thankful to have another day.”
“Oh, that’s a little deep for you, Adam.  I like sunset.  I like to reflect back on the day, think about what I did and how I can make tomorrow better.”
“You try to make every day better than the last?” this was a side of Adam I would not have expected.
“Every day. Even one thing.”
“You are special, Belle.  Like nobody else I know.”
We finished eating, grabbed our drinks, and headed to the living room.  
Adam sat on the couch and stretched out his long, lean legs, resting his feet on the coffee table.  He sat back on the couch and wiggled a little to get comfortable.  As I was sitting down, he grabbed the remote.
I curled into the opposite side of the couch and set my drink on the table next to me.  There was something different about being this close to him- even though we were on opposite sides of the couch.  I could feel him, smell him.  And part of me wanted to move closer.  I mean what is more fun than cuddling to watch a movie.  Okay, I know there are more fun things but, at this moment, I couldn’t think of anything.
Adam placed the popcorn bowl between us as the movie started.  He looked at me and smiled right before he hit another button and the lights dimmed.
“That’s fancy,” I said grinning at him.
“Full movie experience here.”  He was relaxed and it was a different side of him.  I was used to business Adam, serious Adam.  But this Adam was sexy as hell and was making me think things that I should not be thinking about my boss.
I’m not sure I paid any attention to the movie.  I kept thinking about how close he was, and I wanted to be closer.  And then I would remember that he was my boss.  
At one point, we both reached for the popcorn and our hands brushed reaching into the bowl.  The electricity between us was intense.
I curled tighter into the side of the couch, doing everything I could to not climb across the couch and touch him.  What the hell was wrong with me?  I was smarter than trying to start something with my boss.
When the movie was done, he stood up and reached out a hand to me. “Thanks for staying.  I had fun.”
“Me, too.  Thanks for the invite.  But I better get home.  It’s past my bedtime.”
He laughed as he helped me up.  “It’s past Violet’s bedtime too but I’d bet money that she is still up.”
I nodded my head.  “I’m sure you are right.”
I quickly gathered my things and walked to the door.
He opened the door and leaned against it.  “thanks again, Belle.  Be safe driving home.  And sleep well.”
I accidentally brushed his arm as I was moving through the door.  “Thanks.  You too.”





Chapter 20

[image: image-placeholder]

I woke up thinking about Belle.  She had some surprising things to say last night.  Hockey, huh?  I never would have thought.  There was definitely more to that girl than just the person taking care of my daughter.   
I was anxious in the morning, so I went for a run.  It wasn’t something that I got the chance to do very often, having to be here for Violet, but it usually worked as a stress reliever for me.  I ran a couple of miles before I turned to head back to the house.
I grabbed some food.  When I was finished, I went out to mow the lawn.  I knew I could pay somebody else to do it for me, but it was another thing that gave me time to relax.  It took a couple of hours to finish, and I was dirty after kicking up grass and dirt with the lawn mower.  I pulled my shirt off and headed in to take a shower.
I check my phone for messages thinking I would have an update from Lily.  Nope.
BELLE:  thanks for the pizza and movie last night.  I had a great time.
I smiled and held the phone to my forehead.  I had a great time too.  But how do I say that without her thinking that it is something more.
ADAM:  I’m glad.  It was nice.  I hope you have a great weekend.
BELLE: you too.  See you Monday.










***I honestly thought I would enjoy the quiet this weekend, but I felt lonely without Violet and Belle being here.  I was pacing through the house.  One room to another, nothing catching my attention.  I went to my bedroom and grabbed a book from the bedside table.  I took it to the living room and opened it. I flipped through several pages before I realized I was not comprehending anything I was reading.  I threw the book to the side and blew out my breath.  
I got up from the couch to find my phone.  No more texts from Belle.  Nothing from Lily.  I pushed the buttons and called Derek to see if he wanted to get together. 
“No can do, dude. Abbi is taking band pictures at The Hideout tonight.  Why don’t you meet us there?”
“I don’t know man, I’m not much of a bar guy,” I said as I ran my fingers through my hair.  I was contemplating a night alone and it did not sound like a good time.
“Well, I’ll be there around 8 if you want to come out. It’s got to be better than sitting home alone,” he suggested.
“Thanks, man.  I’ll think about it.” 
I disconnected the call and went down the hall to my den.  I sat in the single chair and looked at the photos on the shelves.  This room barely got used and nobody was allowed in it but me. I put my head back.  “Oh, Rose.  If only you were here to see our little girl.”  I sat there for a few minutes – which was all I could handle – and moved out of the room.  I gently shut the door and let out a deep breath. 
It was weird now, being here alone.  It’s not like I don’t know how to be alone or that I don’t enjoy the downtime.  Lily has been taking Violet overnights a couple of times a week for years.  But tonight, it seemed different.  
I sat down in the living room and turned on the TV.  I flipped through a few shows, but nothing was catching my attention.  I wished that Belle was here with me.  I mentally scolded myself.  I should not be having thoughts about the nanny.  But here I was.
After a few more minutes of thinking through my options – a lonely night at home or meeting my friend at the bar, I ultimately decided to head to the bar.  Even if it was only for a drink or two.  Anything would be better than hanging out here by myself.
I went to my room and looked in the closet.  I was so far removed from the bar scene I wasn’t sure what to wear.  I pulled out a couple of things before I decided.  I put on a baby blue button-down, my favorite blue jeans, and shoes.   I left the shirt untucked. I turned back to the closed and grabbed my leather jacket off the hook and took another deep breath.  I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed as I looked in the mirror.  I was as presentable as I was going to get.
I went to the hall and did a pocket check – phone, keys, wallet.  I left the living room light on and headed to the garage.
I got into my car and closed the door.  I don’t even know why I was anxious about going out.  For one last minute, I contemplated staying in.  I finally started the car and backed out of the garage.  
When I got to The Hideout, there were a few parking spots left.  I pulled to the edge of the lot and got out of the car slowly.  I walked in the front door and was immediately hit with the noise.  The lights were low and there were groups of people talking all around.  The bartender was taking orders and glass bottles were dropped in the trash. 
I did a quick look around not seeing Derek, so I stood to the side and pulled out my phone.   I started to text Derek but then I saw him sitting at a table against the far wall.  The band hadn’t started yet so the dance floor was clear.
I made a stop at the bar and ordered a beer.  I took a quick drink before heading toward Derek.
“You made it!” Derek exclaimed excitedly.  “I thought for sure you were going to bail.”
“It has to be better than sitting at home alone,” I said, sitting down before taking another drink.
“Well, I’m glad you came.  Abbi is backstage getting a few prep shots. She should be out here shortly.  She will be so excited to see you.”
“You know I always love to see you guys.  How are the kids?”
“Doing great.  The boys both started baseball and Gracie started dance. I never thought I’d be a girl dad, but dude, it is the best thing ever.”  Derek was always excited to talk about his kids.  And he truly was a great dad.  I took a lot of pointers from him on how to be a good single dad.  He was single for a few years after his first wife left him.  Now he has an amicable relationship with Debi and the boys go with her occasionally.  Abbi is an awesome stepmom and Derek and Abbi have one of the healthiest relationships I’ve ever seen. 
“That’s fantastic, man.  I’m so glad to hear it. I hope I’m rocking the girl dad life.  Sometimes I’m not sure I’m doing right by Violet.”
“Violet loves you and you love her.  You have given her a village and she will always appreciate that.”
His eyes followed my gaze.  My face dropped when I saw Belle across the room. She said she was going out with friends, but she didn’t say where they were going.  He never expected to see her here.
She was sitting at a high-top table with a red-haired girl and a couple of guys.   She threw her head back with a laugh at something one of the guys said.  I saw her reach over and gently touch his arm as he smiled at her. My heart lurched.
Before I could say anything, Abbi showed up at the table.
“Adam!  Yay.  So nice to see you. I didn’t know you would be here.”  She leaned in for a hug, holding her camera in her hand out of the way.  After pulling back from me, she leaned over to Derek for a quick kiss.  “I’m going to work my way up front.  The band should be starting in about five minutes.”
“We’ll be here.  Do you need me to get you a drink?” Derek asked, placing a hand on her back.
“Just water for now.  Thanks, babe.”
Abbi moved away from us, and I turned my attention back to Belle.
“Who’s that?”  Derek asked, looking in the same direction.
“That would be Belle,” I answered through clenched teeth.
“I thought she was just the nanny?” Derek asked, taking a drink of his beer.
“She is.” I snapped grabbing my beer.
“Then why are you looking like you want to knock those guys out and throw her over your shoulder to claim ownership.”  He laughed and slapped me on the shoulder.
I shook my head and looked at him.  “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
“Bullshit.  You look like you want her all to yourself.”
Before I could answer, Belle showed up at the table.  “Hey, Adam!  Nice to see you.  I didn’t know you would be here.” Her hair was down, floating around her head and she was wearing jeans with a yellow floral blouse. She wore red flats that showed her true height.  I could barely take my eyes away from her. She looked great.
“I, uh, I didn’t know either.  It was a last-minute decision.”  Why in the hell was I stumbling over my words? Was it because she looked gorgeous?  Because she looked happy?  Was it because she was standing close to me?
She stuck out her hand to Derek, “Hi.  I’m Belle Penn.  I work for Adam.  I mean, I’m Violet’s nanny.”
Derek’s hand connected with hers and a jab of jealousy flashed in me.  “Hi, Belle.  I’m Derek.  I’m the best friend. It’s nice to meet you.  I’ve heard a lot about you from this guy.” He jerked a thumb in my direction.
“Good things I hope,” she teased with a smile.
“All good things,” he said with a wink.
“Oh, good.  Well, I’m going to get back to my friends.” She gently placed a hand on my shoulder.  “See you Monday, Adam.  Nice to meet you, Derek.”
I watched her walk across the bar to return to her friends.
“Dude, you have it bad,” Derek said before taking another drink of his beer.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said not looking at him.
“Okay.  Whatever you say.”  He laughed and set his bottle down.  “Ready for another one?”
I took a long drink to finish my beer.  “Keep ‘em coming.”
He laughed as he got up to go to the bar.










***I stayed out later than I expected.  And drank more than I would have.  But I couldn’t bring myself to leave the bar while Belle was there. I was having too much fun watching her dance with her friends.  And listening to her laugh as it carried across the room.
I know that Derek thinks something is going on, but I can be a professional.  I wish she wasn’t so damn attractive.  Or maybe I was just lonely.  And I wasn’t jealous.  No matter what Derek said.  She is a grown woman, and she can hang out with whoever she wants.  Shit, I wanted her to want to hang out with me.
Lily brought Violet home around noon.  I was still grumpy, and I didn’t want to take it out on my kid.   
Violet bounced through the door and immediately started telling me about all the things they had done.  Hair, nails, fashion show.  All the girly things that she should be doing.  My heart hurt that her mom wasn’t here to see it.  And to do those things with her.
“Thanks, Lily.  I appreciate you,” I said taking Violet’s bag.
“No thanks needed.  I love spending time with her. I do have a big party next week, so I won’t be able to take her over the weekend.  Maybe a mid-week sleep over?”  She suggested.
“That’s fine by me.  Do you want to reach out to Belle to make sure there’s nothing planned?”  I ran a hand over my chin.  
“Sure.  Bye, Violet.  See you in a couple of days.”
“Bye, Aunt Lily.  I love you!”  She was full of energy, and I had a feeling she was going to keep me busy today.
Lily left and I turned to Violet. “What should we do today?”
“Can we go see the horses?”  her eyes were wide, and she was bouncing on the balls of her feet.
“I think we should do something else.  We need to give Belle a chance to do her stuff.”
I said it even though I wanted to see Belle almost as much as I wanted to spend time with Violet.
“What kind of stuff do you think she is doing?”  Violet spun in a circle.  The energy in this kid.
“Well, we know she likes to read.  Maybe she is curled up with a new book.”  I thought of how she curled up on the couch last night.  And how I wished she had curled up next to me like that.   I blew out my breath.  “What else can we do?”
“Can we go get ice cream?  And look for rocks?”  She suggested looking at me thoughtfully.
“The rocks that you guys hide?”  I laughed.
“Yes. But I want to see if anybody has picked up my favorites yet.”
“Fine.  Go put your stuff in your room first.”
“Okay, Daddy.”  She grabbed her bag and ran down the hall.
I pulled out my phone and texted Belle.
Adam: Violet talked me into looking for rocks downtown. 
Belle:  She likes that almost as much as painting them.
Adam: but she knows where they all are.
Belle: the fun is seeing if they are still there.  *smile emoji*
Adam: That was her excuse too.  She asked about coming to see the horses first.
Belle:  she does love some horses.
I saw the three dots pop up again and quickly texted 
Adam: We are NOT coming to see the horses.  Enjoy your day off.
Belle:  *laughing emoji* Thanks.  See you Monday.
Adam: until then.
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I met with Dad while Violet was at swimming lessons.  We were getting ready to start a new social media campaign.  It was a productive meeting, and I was in a good mood.   I left the office and was heading towards the lobby when I saw Weston in the corner on the phone. 
“I’m sure I can convince them to sell to me instead of Maxwell industries.  All I need to do is get in the good graces with the daughter.”  He laughed a deep laugh.  “Of course, I can get her to go out with me.  I know all the thing that girls like to hear.”  He paused for a moment and then finished with “Great. I’ll get back to you by the end of the week.”
He ended the call and dropped his phone into his jacket pocket.  
I walked his way but didn’t make eye contact.
“Belle!  Hi.” He faked excitement.
“Oh, my gosh.  Hi, Weston.  I didn’t even see you there.” Of course, I did, but I was going to play the game and see where it took us.
“How are you?”  He asked with a crooked smile.
“I’m good.  Just finished a meeting with my dad.  Are you on your way up?”  I quizzed.
“Yeah.  It’s my weekly check in.  Gotta go over the sales numbers and show your dad how good I am at my job,” he gushed.
“Yeah.  That.  He does like to touch base with everybody.”  I stood there awkwardly for a few seconds.  “Well, I guess I better go.  I have to pick up Violet from school.”
“Violet?  That little girl you babysit for?”  he asked moving slightly closer to me.
“The little girl I nanny for?  Yes.  And I don’t want to be late.  Gotta go.”  I turned my back to him and headed for the door with a wave over my shoulder.
“Hey, Belle?”  he called out.
I stopped and turned my head.  “Yes?”
“Would you like to go out with me on Friday night?  Dinner?  Maybe some dancing?”
“Oh, that sounds wonderful!”  His face lit up with a smile.  “But I can’t. Mr. Maxwell will be out of town, and I offered to watch Violet overnight.  Thanks for asking though.”  And with that I turned back towards the door and walked away from him.










***When I got to the house, Adam was already home. I didn’t have to pick up Violet today. Lily was picking her up after swim lessons. Adam was in the living room talking on the phone.
I put my things in the dining room and waited for him to finish his call.  
“Belle? Is that you?” He called after ending his call.
“I’m here!”  I headed to the living room wringing my hands.
“Is everything okay?”  He asked.
“I’m not sure.” I clutched my hands together and raised them in front of me.  I took a deep breath, let it out and cocked my head.
“What do you mean?”  He inquired.
“I overhead Weston talking to somebody about how he thinks he can get my dad to sell the business to him.  He said he needs to get me on his good side to convince Dad.”
“That snake!  Does he really think he can get on your good side?  And does he think that your dad will sell to him?”  He rubbed the back of his neck.
“Apparently.  And before I left, He asked me out for Friday night,” I admitted.
“What did you say?”  He looked at me with a frown.
“I told him I was watching Violet overnight.”  I smiled.
“You aren’t though,” he replied softly.
“I know that, and you know that, but Weston does not know that.  Are you mad that I used your kid as a fake-out to not have to go on a date?”
“Absolutely not.  That was freaking brilliant.  You can use my kid anytime.  And if that doesn’t work, you can use me for whatever you want.”  As soon as the words were out, his face fell, and I felt my cheeks flame.
“Oh, um, thanks.  Good to know you don’t mind being used.”
It took a couple of seconds for the words to fall between us before we both started awkwardly laughing.
“Well, I wonder what he has up his sleeve.  There’s obviously a plan in place.  He can’t honestly think that your dad would sell to him?”
“He sounded pretty sure that if he got me on his side, I would be able to convince Dad to sell to him instead of you.”  I sat down in the chair and tipped my head.
“Let me do a little background work.  I’ll try to find out what the driving force is for him to want the business.”  Adam was thoughtful.  “I don’t think he’ll be able to outdo me.  I mean, your dad came to me with the proposition.”
“I appreciate you doing that.  I’m afraid that he is going to keep hounding me to go out with him.  He makes me uncomfortable so anything I can do to avoid him would be great.”
“Let me do some checking.  I’ll let you know what I find out.”
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I was excited to get home early today.  Work had been horrible, and another deal was falling apart.  I was working with a local start up to get their business off the ground.  Their plan was to do social media and create a website for all of the local businesses in an effort to have a one stop shopping experience for any visitors to our town.  
They didn’t like my terms and I didn’t like their attitude.  They came to me for help and everything I suggested, they fought against.  I was close to calling it a draw and walking away.
But now I was home.  Home to my girls.  I know I shouldn’t but that’s how I started to refer to them in my head.  Belle and Violet.  My girls.
I dropped my briefcase on the kitchen island as I loosened my tie.  I wondered where they were.  I looked out the back window and didn’t see them in the yard.  I pulled my tie off and walked farther into the house.
I heard voices but not the words.  As I got closer, Belle was saying “Violet, you know we aren’t supposed to be in here.  This is daddy’s private space.”
My daughter’s sweet little voice said, “I know.  I’m sorry.”
I kept walking until I made it to the den at the back of the house.  It was on the opposite side of the house from the kitchen, but I made it to the entrance quickly.
I saw Belle standing there looking at the photos on the shelf behind my desk.  I don’t know why, but I immediately reacted.
“Get. Out!”
Belle and Violet jumped. Belle stared at me, frozen. Violet turned and ran past me.  Belle stood there unmoving.  Eyes wide, hair up in a ponytail with tendrils falling out.  She was wearing a yellow tee shirt and blue jeans.  Her feet were bare, and her toes painted hot pink.  Why did I notice?  Because I noticed everything about her.  Even when I was raging.
“I told you to stay out of this room.  The one fucking room in the whole house!” I roared.  “The one thing I explicitly told you not to do.  And yet here you are.  In my room.  My den.  My private space!”
“I, uh, I’m sorry.  We were playing…” she started.
I cut her off.  “So, you were playing in here?  How many other times have you played in here?”  I demanded.
She shifted from one foot to the other but never took her eyes away from mine.  “We were not playing in here specifically.  We were playing hide and seek…”
Again, I stopped her.  “You know what?  It doesn’t even matter.  Get out.  Get out of this room and get out of my house.”  I moved to the side and pointed to the hallway.
Belle hesitated for a moment.  She blinked her eyes and moved towards me.  Her arm barely brushed mine as she walked past me.  I took a deep breath, entered the room and slammed the door.
I ran my fingers through my hair.  “Shit! Damn!”  I looked at the pictures on the shelf.  Pictures of Rose that I hadn’t been able to get rid of, but I didn’t want anybody to know I was keeping.  This was my space.  My space to be alone and wallow in the sadness of losing Rose.  My space to talk about her Violet.  My space. 
I walked to the desk and leaned against it facing the photos.  I dropped my head and shook it.  
How had Belle infiltrated every part of me?  How was she able to make me feel like a fool for keeping these photos without her even knowing?  Was I mad that she had seen them?  I didn’t know. 
I sat there for a few minutes thinking.  Talking to Rose.
“Oh, Rose. I wish you were here.  I wish you could see how smart our little girl is.  I wish you were here to do all the girl things with her.  I just miss you.”
A tear threatened to fall.  I shook my head again and pushed myself off the desk.  I decided to go check on Violet.
I found her in her room.  Curled up on her bed crying.  With Belle’s arms around her.
“I thought I told you to leave,” I said fiercely.
“You did.”  She didn’t even look at me.  She continued to hold Violet and stroke her hair.
“Then why are you still here?”  I demanded, standing in the doorway.
She took a deep breath and let it out.  “Violet, I’m going to go talk to your daddy for a minute.” She looked at me.  “And then I’ll be back.”
“Promise?” a little voice squeaked.
“Promise.”  She placed a kiss on Violet’s head and removed herself from the bed. 
I walked into the hallway and waited for her to follow.  She shut the door softly and continued to walk past me.
“Belle,” I said firmly.
“No.” she snapped.  “We are not having this conversation directly outside your daughter’s bedroom.”  And she walked down the hall.
She didn’t give me a choice.  I could only follow her if we were going to talk.
We ended up in the kitchen.  She stood next to the island and crossed her arm.
I stood in the doorway and mirrored her stance.  “I told you to leave.”
“I heard you.  But you also pay me to protect and take care of your daughter.  If you want me gone, you will have to fire me and forcible remove me because I am not going to leave that little girl alone in this house with you when you are being a beast.” She jutted her chin at me.
“Fuck!” I exclaimed and turned to look behind me.  For no other reason than I couldn’t stare at Belle anymore. I ran a hand around my neck.
“You don’t listen well, do you?” I asked, facing her again.
She brushed her hair behind her ear and tilted her head. “Pot meet kettle.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”  I uncrossed my arms and placed them on either side of the door.
“You didn’t want to listen to me to find out what happened?  You just reacted.  So, yes, maybe I didn’t listen when you tried to kick me out, but you don’t know what happened in there.  Do you even care?” she pleaded.
“I gave you a direct order,” I started.  As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I sounded like an asshole.
“True.  You did.  Did you also give that direct order to your daughter?”
“Of course.  The den is my space.  Nobody is supposed to go in there.”
She nodded her head.  “If you give me five minutes, I’ll explain. If after that, you are calm and still want me to leave, I will pack and leave. I will go in that room and tell Violet that I am leaving but I won’t tell her you made me.  I’ll tell her that it was my idea.  But before I do that, I feel like you owe me a chance to explain.”
I sighed and dropped my left hand to lean against the wall.  “Go ahead.  Tell me all the things that are going to make this better.”
She paused, moved to sit on one of the stools and spun to face me.  “Violet and I were playing hide and seek, just like we have done tons of times.  I couldn’t find her.  She’s really good.” She chuckled.  “Anyway, I couldn’t find her, and I started opening doors and calling her name.  She must have gotten bored waiting for me.  She came up behind me as I opened the door to the den.”  
She held up a hand to stop me.  She knew I was going to say something about her opening that door.  “I didn’t go in at first, but when Violet looked through the open door, she saw the pictures.  She raced past me and stood there.  She misses her mom, Adam.  I know you miss her too, but Violet really misses her mom. There were tears in her eyes when I went into the room.  I was telling her that we needed to leave when you showed up.”
I felt my shoulder drop.  I was an asshole.  I ran a hand through my already mused hair and dropped my gaze from her.  I wanted to be mad.  But I didn’t have it in me.  I was so excited to come home and then everything imploded.  “Shit.”
She stood up and moved towards me.  “She loves you, Adam, and she misses her mom all the time.  I don’t think it’s a bad thing for her to know that you miss Rose too.”
She was standing within reach.  I wanted to touch her.  Just to feel grounded somehow.  But I was afraid she would pull back if I reached out.
“I didn’t want anyone to know.  Not even Mina goes in that room. I thought that I should be stronger, less affected.”
“Why?”  her hand glazed my arm.  “Why can’t people know that you miss Rose?  That you grieve the life you thought you were going to have?  Why?”
I looked up at her.  “I just didn’t want to feel weak,” I admitted.
“Adam, you are one of the strongest, kindest, and generous people I know.  It’s okay to have a weakness.  And if missing you wife is that weakness, it’s okay to show it.”
“I don’t though,” I admitted.  “I don’t miss my wife.  I miss Violet’s mom.  Rose and I never would have stayed together if it wasn’t for Violet.  I know that deep in my soul.  We were different people who wanted different things.  But that doesn’t mean that I didn’t want Violet to grow up with a loving, attentive, supportive mom.  I miss that for her.”
“Oh, Adam.  Pushing it away, keeping it private.  That’s not helping you or Violet.  She is growing up – mom or not – and she’s going to want you to share memories and feelings.  Even if when she is older, you tell her the truth, she needs to be able to talk to you about her mom.”  She removed her hand from my arm and stood back.  “Do you still want me to leave?”
I shook my head and stood up straight.  “No.”
“Great.  Because I really didn’t have any plans to leave.  But I do want to go check on Violet.  You with me?”  She turned and headed towards Violet’s room.
“Yup, I am with you,” I said softly as I followed her.
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Derek was known for his Fourth of July parties.  There would be plenty of people, food, drinks and fun.  I invited Belle along. I was unsure if I wanted her to say yes.  I couldn’t stop thinking about her and I was constantly making excuses to talk to her.  I was pleasantly surprised when she said yes.  
We agreed that Violet and I would pick her up.  Violet had a whole week’s worth of stuff that she was bringing along, and I had to laugh as I put it in the trunk.  She had a duffle bag with a change of clothes, an extra swimsuit, flip flops – even though she already had a pair on her feet, leggings, a sweatshirt and four towels.
“Violet, are you packed for a weekend?”  I shook my head as she handed me the bag.
“No, daddy, but a girl has to be prepared.”  She said it so matter of factly, I didn’t have a good come back.
“Okay, princess. Whatever you need.  Let’s get going.  Belle is going to think we went to the party without her.”
Violet climbed into the backseat and buckled her seat belt.  I slid behind the wheel and texted Belle that we were on our way.
Adam:  running late.  Leaving now.  Violet had to pack some extra things.
Belle:  A girl can never be too prepared.  I’ll be ready when you get here.
What was up with these girls?  Did they plan this?  How prepared do you have to be to go to a cookout?
A few minutes later we pulled up to Belle’s house.  She must have been waiting for us because she was out the door before I could put the car in park.
She looked beautiful.  She had her hair up in another of those messy buns, jean shorts and a yellow tank top.  She was wearing flip flops that looked surprisingly like Violet’s and I wondered if they planned it.  Belle had a bag over her shoulder that looked as big as the one Violet had in the trunk.  I’m pretty sure they were in cahoots.  
Belle pulled her sunglasses from the top of her head and placed them on her face before she opened the door.
“Do you want this in the trunk?”  She held up the bag.
“Um, sure.  If you can fit it in.”  I hit the button to open the trunk and she walked to the back of the car.  
Once the bag was stowed and the trunk closed, she walked back to the passenger side and slid into the car next to me.  She smelled like citrus and sunshine.  She had a big smile on her face as she said hi to Violet and a little part of me wished that smile was for me. 
When we got to Derek and Abbi’s the driveway was already filled with cars.  We parked a couple of houses down and then walked to the backyard.
Derek was at the grill talking with his father-in-law.  Abbi was coming out through the slider.  The kids were in the pool and there were people milling around.  As we entered the backyard, Bennett cannonballed into the pool and splashed all the kids.  They laughed as he came up from under the water.
Violet was excited to get in the pool and dropped her bag to take off her coverup as she kept walking towards the pool.  Belle looked at me and laughed as she picked up the bag.  We walked closer to the group and found a chair to put our stuff down.  Belle and I then walked across the pool deck towards Derek.
“Adam!  Buddy!  So glad you could make it,” he moved in for a one-armed hug.
“Thanks for having us.  I hope it’s okay that I brought Belle,” I said hesitantly.  I hadn’t asked if it was okay, but Derek was a people person, and I didn’t think he would mind.
“Absolutely not a problem.”  Derek had the spatula in his hand and turned towards Belle.  “Welcome to the party.  It’s nice to see you again.”  He shook her hand and turned back to the grill.  “There’s drinks in the fridge and the food will be ready in about five.”
“Sounds like we got her right on time.  How is that lovely wife of yours?” 
“She is great.  Busy with her photography business and the growing family.  But we are doing great.”
“Growing family?’  Adam quizzed.
“Yup.  We are adding another girl to the mix.  She’s due right before Christmas.”  He responded with a smile.
“Congratulations!  And congratulate Abbi for me.”
“You can do it yourself.  Here she is now.”  Derek turned his body and smiled at his wife.
Abbi walked up to us and placed a hand on Derek’s shoulder.  “Are you telling everybody?”
“What? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  He faked innocence.
“Derek Alexander, I know that you have been telling anyone who will listen.”  She turned toward up.  “Hello, Adam. Who is your friend?”
Adam’s touch on my back was firmer.  “This is Belle Penn.  She’s been helping me with Violet this summer.”
“So, the nanny?”  Abbi asked with a grin.
“Um, yeah.  The nanny.  But also, a friend,” I said as I smiled at Belle.
Abbi and Derek looked at each other and chuckled.
“Is there something I should know?” Belle asked cautiously.
Abbi laughed out loud and then smiled.  “I was Derek’s nanny before we became a couple.”
“Oh, we aren’t…It’s not…I’m just the nanny,” Belle stammered, and her face turned red.
Abbi smiled.  “Okay.  Whatever you say, Belle Penn.  Just the nanny.”  She looked back at Derek and grinned.
I could smell the chlorine and the sunscreen through the smoke coming off the grill.  The sun was shining brightly.  Violet was already in the pool with the other kids.  Derek had music playing through a top-of-the-line sound system. 
“Um, is there anything I can help with?”  Belle asked Abbi.
“Sure.  I’m trying to get the cold food out so we can start eating,” Abbi replied.  “Follow me!”  
Abbi grabbed Belle’s hand and led her to the house.
“So, how’s it going?”  Derek asked flipping the burgers onto a serving tray.  
“It’s going great!”  I knew he was trying to get me to say something about Belle, but I wasn’t going to bite.  “Violet is having a great summer.”
“Is she now.  Violet is.  Having a great summer.” He chuckled.  “are you having a great summer too, Adam?”
“Fuck off.”  I punched his arm, and he almost dropped the platter.
“Just asking,” he said as he righted the platter and pushed it towards me.  “Go put this on the table.”  
Violet, Luke and Jake – Derek’s boys – refused to get out of the pool.  Belle made a plate and then sat on the edge of the pool to keep an eye on Violet.  I grabbed my plate and sat next to her.  
“You know that you aren’t technically working today, right?”  I teased.
“I, um, I know.  I like to keep an eye on her,” she said avoiding my gaze.
“Okay.  Just so you know.  You are allowed to have fun today.”
“Thanks.  I think.”  She smiled at me, and it hit me where it shouldn’t.  I had to keep reminding myself that she was the nanny.  I shouldn’t like the way she smiles at me.  I shouldn’t want to be close to her.  I shouldn’t want to touch her.  But I do.  And that was going to be a problem.
We finished eating and Belle took our plates to the garbage.  I yelled for Violet to get out of the water for five minutes and eat something.
“Okay.  Five minutes.  Will you set a timer?”  She asked, climbing out of the pool.
“No.  You need to eat.  However long that takes.”  I tried to give her a serious, dad look.  I’m pretty sure it didn’t work.
Belle walked up behind us with a towel and casually wrapped it around Violet.  
“Thanks, Belle!”  Violet beamed at Belle.
“You’re welcome.  Let’s go get you some food.  You’ll need energy if you plan to keep swimming.”
“Okay.”  She held her towel and then put her hand in Belle’s before they went to the table to get her a plate.
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I helped Violet get her food and then settled her at a glass table on the side of the pool area.  There was an umbrella covering the table, so Violet was somewhat shaded while she ate. Derek’s boys ran over and sat down at the table.  I turned to go back to the adults as Adam grabbed his shirt from behind and pulled it over his head. 
Holy mother of Moses!  That man had a chest I wanted to run my hands down.  Defined abs and a tattoo that wrapped around his right arm.  From here I couldn’t tell what it was, but I was surprised.  Buttoned up, serious Adam didn’t seem like the type to have a tattoo.  I had a feeling there was a story there.  I wondered if I would ever find out what it was.
Before I could move back towards him, Gracie – Abbi and Derek’s daughter ran past me towards her dad.  She had curly dark hair like Abbi and a smile that would melt the coldest of hearts.  Derek picked her up and held her in one arm while standing there talking to Adam.  He made holding her look effortless.  My eyes kept moving back to Adam and his chest and his tattoo. I couldn’t stop looking at him.
“They are nice to look at aren’t they?”  a voice said behind me.
“What?  Um…”  I turned to see Abbi standing behind me.  “I don’t know what you are talking about.”  I could feel the heat in my cheeks.
“Oh, don’t worry.  All the women have been drooling over Adam for years.  He’s so focused on Violet that I don’t think he’s been on a date since Rose died.”
“Really?  That’s sad.”  My heart hurt for Adam and Violet.
“It’s noble.  He only has eyes for his daughter.  Or he did.”  She bumped me with her shoulder and smiled.
“What do you mean?”  I honestly was confused.
“Belle.  He can’t stop looking at you.”
“That’s not true.”  Was it?  Was he looking at me.
“If I had to guess, I’d say that he is looking at you more than Violet.  And that’s saying something.”
I was speechless.  I stood there looking at Adam and wondering if he was looking at me for me.  Or was it because I was a guest or because I was the nanny.  I was confused. 
Before I could analyze it anymore, Violet stood up from the table and moved to my side.  “Belle, has it been five minutes since I got out of the pool?”
I pulled my eyes away from Adam and looked at her.  “I’m not sure.  Probably.  Why?”
“Dad said I had to get out for five minutes.  I want to know if I can get back in.”  She looked up at me as if I held all the answers to the world’s problems.  I guess if you are eight, getting back in the pool as soon as possible might be the biggest problem.
“Let’s go check with him.”  I grabbed her hand and we walked to Adam and Derek.  
Abbi followed and casually slipped an arm around Derek’s back. A small part of me wished that I could do that to Adam.  I would love to slide in next to him and slip an arm around him.  Feel his muscled back, warm skin.  Hell, get it together, Belle.
The kids got back in the pool and some of the other adults started gathering their things to leave.  I sat on an open lounge chair and watched Violet in the pool.  Her swim lessons were paying off.  I would have to tell Arielle.
When it started to get dark, Abbi took Gracie inside to clean her up and put her to bed.  Derek and Adam were sitting at the outside bar talking.  I was content with watching Violet.  And sneaking a look at Adam once in a while.
Derek called the kids out of the pool once the sun set.  None of them put up a fight, so we knew they were tired.
“Are you guys staying for the fireworks?”  Abbi asked when she came out of the house.  She had a baby monitor in her hand.
Adam looked in my direction and flashed a smile.  “What do you think, Belle? Do you have to get home?”
“Um, I don’t know.  I didn’t know there were fireworks.”  Why did I feel like I was stumbling over my words?  Why was I so flustered?
“Every year,” Derek answered.  “You can see the town fireworks over there,” he pointed across the yard.
“Ooohh, the fireworks. No, I don’t have to get home.  Violet, would you like to watch the fireworks from here?”  I looked at Adam and there was a different kind of fireworks in his eyes.  I felt my whole body get warm. 
“Can we lay on a blanket?”  she asked.
I looked at Adam for the answer.  Before he could speak, Abbi pipped in, “Sure. Let me go grab a couple blankets for you and the boys.”
The blankets were laid out and the kids sat down as the first burst appeared in the sky.  I was sitting on the edge of the lawn.  Adam came and sat next to me.  He was close enough that I could feel him but not close enough that we were touching.  I sat still during the show. I wanted to soak up the feeling of him next to me.  And for a moment, I let myself pretend that we were together.  It was a beautiful feeling.
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I arrived at the coffee shop just as Arielle was going on a break. I was jittery without the caffeine I was about to consume but I needed to talk to somebody.  My sisters wouldn’t understand.  My dad was a big fat no.  And Dani was busy at work today.  I needed a few minutes for Arielle to talk me down. 
“Hey, girl!  What’s up?”  She said smiling as I entered the coffee shop. “How was your weekend?” 
She knew that I was planning to go to the party with Adam.  She knew that I had been seeing a different side of him than what most people saw.  What she didn’t know was that I think I have a crush on my boss. 
“It was good.  Weird.  Different.”  She handed me my drink as we sat at one of the small tables near the window.  Unlike Saturday, it was raining today, and the sky was gray.
“How so?”  She asked, leaning towards me.  “What happened?”
I walked her through the day and how Abbi said that Adam was looking at me and how sexy he looked and then I realized that I was talking in run on sentences like Violet does when she gets excited.
“Girl, that’s a lot to unpack.”  She smiled and reached for my hand.
“I know!  This all came out of nowhere.  And what if Abbi was wrong?  What if he was being concerned because I didn’t know anybody.”
“Do you want it to be more?”  She asked.
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly.  “This was supposed to be summer gig.  Just to make some money so I could travel and go places and do things.  I wasn’t looking for anything more.”
“You weren’t, but are you now?”  she was still holding my hand.
“I don’t know.  Shit.  This is so weird and confusing.  I’m probably making something out of nothing.  I mean it’s not like a guy like Adam would ever want to be with me.  I’m just a lonely little bookworm from a small town in Wisconsin.  I don’t have anything to offer somebody like Adam Maxwell.”
“Don’t forget, he is also from a small town in Wisconsin.  And he’s not just somebody.  He IS Adam Maxwell.  He does what he wants when he wants. “
“This is stupid.  Why am I even talking about it.  He’s my boss.  End of discussion.  I’m sure he doesn’t think of me as anything other than the nanny.”
Arielle patted my hand and pushed back from the chair.  “If that’s what you’re going with, I support you.”
I stood up and moved to her side of the table.  I wrapped my arms around her and swayed a couple of times.  “You are the best.  Thanks for being my friend.”  We disconnected and I grabbed my coffee.  “Gotta go.  Meeting with dad in 15 minutes and then I have to pick up Violet from camp.”
“Love you!” she shouted as I headed for the door.  
I looked quickly over my shoulder, “Love you!  You’re the best!”  
We both laughed as I headed out the door. 
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I asked Belle to go to the gala with us because I thought she would have fun.  Now I was second guessing it because I knew there was no way I was going to be able to focus on anything other than how good she looked in that dress.  I had given her my credit card and free reign to get outfits for her and Violet.  Lily was actually the event coordinator, so we decided to have Violet come with us.  
She was standing in front of me in a soft yellow satin dress.  The center hugged her waist while the skirt fell softly to the floor.  There was a slit from the floor to right above her left knee and when she walked the left leg kept peeking out.  The top was off the shoulder with straps that hugged her upper arms.  I wanted to touch her, I wanted to be those straps.  Her hair was up in a way that showed off her neck and I wanted to kiss her there.  There was a small red flower clip on the side of her head above her left ear.
“Do I look okay?”  she asked hesitantly, swishing her dress side to side, not taking her eyes off mine.
“You look amazing.”  I answered breathlessly.
“Are you sure? I didn’t know if this dress was too much?”  She said quietly.
She was cute. If she thought that this dress was too much, I wondered what she thought was not enough.
“It’s perfect,” I answered looking back at her.
“Thank you, Adam,” she said somewhat shyly.   “You don’t look too bad yourself.”  I saw the blush on her cheeks.
I laughed and smiled.  “Thanks.  But I don’t think anybody will be looking at me while you are around.  Where is the little princess?”  I asked.  Before she could answer, Violet came down the hall. 
“I’m ready!”  she exclaimed as she entered the room.  “How do I look, daddy?”
She was in a blue dress with glittery stars around the hem and white puffy sleeves.  Her hair was up in a similar style to Belle’s, and there was a blue flower on top her head to accent the ponytail.
“You look so pretty!” I exclaimed holding open my arms to her.
“Thanks, daddy.  Did you see how pretty Belle is?” she asked, looking towards Belle.  
I followed Violet’s gaze and looked at Belle, making eye contact as I said, “Yes, she is.  She is beautiful.”
I saw a slight flush on Belle’s cheeks and a smile in her eyes.
“Well, let’s get going to this party.  We don’t want to turn into pumpkins at midnight.” I stood up with Violet in my arms and turned to present an arm to Belle.  She reached cautiously towards me and placed her hand in the crook of my elbow.  It was the lightest touch but my whole body heated.
Violet laughed, “People can’t turn into pumpkins, daddy.  That’s funny.”
We all laughed, and Violet asked to be put down. I leaned over to set her on the floor and felt the touch from Belle’s hand slip away.
“Well, we should get going all the same,” I stated as I smiled at Belle.
Belle grabbed her hand, and we headed out the front door.
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The drive over to the hotel was quick and I was glad for it.  I was sitting in the front seat, and I was surrounded by the smell of Adam.  It was woodsy yet sweet.  Subtle and yet overpowering.  I wanted to lean into him and take a deep breath.  Thank goodness Violet was nonstop chattering in the back seat. 
We pulled up to the door of the hotel and the valet came immediately to the car.  The gala was help every year at the hotel owned by Arielle’s family.
Adam jumped out and opened the door to get Violet.  Once her feet were on the ground, he came around the back of the car and opened the door for me.  I shifted to get my legs out of the car and Adam held out a hand to me. I took a quick breath and gently placed my hand in his.  The touch was electric.  I didn’t know why my body was responding like this.  I felt warm all over and I’m pretty sure my cheeks flushed again.  Adam was going to think I was a weirdo if I didn’t get control of myself. I gathered my dress as I put my feet on the ground. 
Once my feet were firmly planted, Adam leaned in close and said, “Just in case I forget to tell you later, you look amazing tonight.”  He moved back as quickly as he had leaned in, and my breath hitched.
“Um, thank you. I think.  You look good too.”
He smiled at me.  “Nobody is looking at me tonight, Belle. All eyes will be on you.”
He reached for Violet’s hand and once they were connected, he placed a gentle hand on the small of my back and we walked up the steps to the ballroom.
The tall doors were opened by the two gentlemen in suits.  We entered a lavish sprawling lobby.  The floors were gleaming black marble, and the walls were a light gray.  There were wall scones evenly spaced around the area with flickering lights.  We bypassed the long wooden reception desk and turned left towards the ballroom.  
Adam kept a hand on my lower back with enough pressure for me to question if he was really touching me.  We passed the bank of elevators and got to the area that was carpeted. There were two white, ornate doors propped open and we could see into the ballroom.  On either side of the doors was a hallway with tall tables covered with white linens.  Each table was centered with a vase of white flowers.  The hallways were lit by scones on the walls and subtle lighting on the floor. In each corner was a tall planter with greenery.  There was a bar to the left with a line of people waiting to get their drinks.  To the right was a coat check.
I heard the dinging of the elevators and the clicking of computer keys.  There was soft music floating out of the ballroom and the murmur of voices mixed with laughter. 
Adam led us to a tall table to the right of the ballroom.  I reached out for Violet’s hand as I heard somebody call out, “Adam!  Man, you made it.”
We turned at the same time to see his friend, Derek, standing by a table with a glass of wine.
“What table are you guys at?” Adam asked.
“Table 16,”. Derek answered looking at the invitation on the table. 
“Us too.  It’s so much better being at these things when you can sit with people you know.  And like.”  Adam smiled at me and then looked down at Violet.  “Kiddy cocktail?”
“Yes, please!”  she grinned at her dad and her eyes sparkled.
“And for you, Belle?” he asked, removing his hand from my back.
“A glass of white wine is fine,” I said softly.
“great.  I’ll be right back.”
He walked away and I continued to hold Violet’s hand.  I watched his swagger as he crossed the space to get to the bar.  There were several people there and he waited in line, giving me more time to look at him without him knowing.
Abbi whispered to Derek and they both laughed.
“What?  Am I missing something?”  I said leaning into the table.
“Nope.  I don’t think you are missing anything at all,” she said with a grin.
When Adam returned with our drinks, the host was asking everybody to take their seats, so we moved into the ballroom and found our table.  We were to the left of the stage and the dance floor.  Once everybody was seated, the food was brought out.  I helped Violet get settled with her food before digging into mine.
“So, Belle, what did you do before you started watching Violet?”  Abbi asked, taking a bite of salad.
“Oh, I still do it.  I’m the social media manager for Penn, Inc.  It’s my dad’s company.  He is actually going into business with Adam.  They have a deal to turn the company over the Maxwell Industries over the next ten years.”
“Cool.  I was going to be a teacher, and then Derek came in and swept me up.  Now I’m a wife, mom and photographer.”
“That’s great.” I was suddenly nervous.  And I didn’t know why. “I always thought I was going to be a librarian or own a bookstore.  I love how books can transport you to other places.  And I’ll probably never get a chance to travel outside of Wisconsin.”
“Where would you go if you could go anywhere?”  Abbi asked genuinely curious. 
“I’ve always wanted to go to the Virgin Islands.  It’s like a world away but still close to home.  I’d love to walk on the beach and read books and try the food.”
When the meal was over, the host made a speech reminding everybody that there was an activity room for the kids, about how thankful they were that everybody was there and to not miss the silent auction items.  There were baskets on tables lining the back and sides of the room.  I glanced around as she was talking.
“See something you like?”  Adam asked.
“I don’t know.  It’s hard to tell from here.”
“Let’s take Vi to the kids’ room and then make a walk-through,” he suggested.
“I’m sure I can’t afford anything,” I said softly placing my napkin on the table and grabbing my wine.
“Maybe.  But I can.”  He stood up and held out his hand to me.  “Come on.  Let’s look.”
We got Violet to the kids’ room, and she was excited to see a couple of her friends from school.  The adults in charge were teachers from her school.  
As we left the room, Adam placed his hand on my back again.  It felt warm and comfortable.  We made our way back to the ballroom and slowly looked at the baskets.  There were several trips and restaurant gift certificates.  There was a basket of new releases.  Adam saw me eyeing it.  They were all steamy romances.  
“You like those books?”  he asked with a grin.
My face flushed.  “Um, I, yeah, I guess so.”
He picked up the bid sheet.  I saw the most recent bid.  $1500.  That was one week’s pay for me.  An obscene amount.  I saw Adam grab the pen and write down a number.  My eyes grew wide when he set it back down and I saw the number.  $5,000.
“Adam, you did not just bid $5000 for 10 books,” I said the shock not hidden on my face.
“As a matter of fact, I did.  The money goes back to the library, so it’s totally worth it.”  He smiled as he guided me to the next table.
We worked our way around the room and hit the last table.  I was looking at the items on display as the music started.
“Dance?” he said holding out his upturned hand.
“Um, what?  Me?”  Why was I having trouble forming a sentence?  I held my hand out to him and we walked to the dance floor.  He wrapped an arm around by back as “Perfect” by Ed Sheeran started.  Adam pulled me close. Close enough that I could feel him, smell him, touch him.  And I wanted to stay in his bubble for as long as I could.
“You can dance, right?”  he teased with a wink.
“I think so.”  I blushed and looked away.
“You look amazing tonight, Belle.  That dress is worth every penny to see you glow and outshine every other woman here.”
I looked up at him, “Thank you.”
He pulled me in tighter and placed his chin on my head, which I rested on his chest.  I wasn’t sure if that was his heart beating so fast or mine.  I could feel it in my whole body.  He moved his head and spun me around.  When I was back in the circle of his arms, he leaned towards me.  When we were face to face he said, “Beautiful.”
I could feel his breath on my face and the warmth of his arms around me.  I licked my lips and looked up at him.  Was he going to kiss me?  Did I want him to kiss me?  Hell yes, I did.  But it would complicate everything.  
Before I could lean in or pull away, I felt a tug on my dress.  I looked down and saw Violet standing there.  Her teaching standing next to her.
“Violet, hey, what’s up?”  I pulled away from Adam and leaned down to hear her.
“I’m tired.  When are we going?”
I looked up at Adam.  
He smiled at her and said, “I guess now.”  
I stood up and pressed a hand to his chest to steady myself.  Violet slid her hand into mine and we headed to the table to grab my purse and my wrap.
We said goodbye to Derek and Abbi and headed for the door.




Chapter 28

[image: image-placeholder]

I was pleasantly surprised to see Adam’s car in the garage when we pulled in.  Violet was too. 
“Yay!  Daddy’s home. Maybe we can do something fun tonight.”
“Maybe.” I was concerned because he didn’t usually come home early.  He seemed overly stressed lately and I noticed that he was grumpier.  I felt bad for him.
Violet hit the door first and yelled, “Daddy!  We’re home!”  She dropped her bag and started running through the house.  He wasn’t in the kitchen or the living room.  I didn’t hear any noises that would give away his location and I started to get nervous.
“Adam?  Are you here?”  I called, following Violet.  I was a few steps behind her when we found him.  He was in the office with the door partially closed.  I heard him crying and my heart broke for him. “Violet, why don’t you run to your room and change.  I’m going to check on your dad.”
“Is he okay?”  she asked sweetly.
“I’m going to find out.  Go, go change.  I’ll come get you in a few minutes.”
She hugged my legs. “Thank you for being here, Belle.  I love you.”
“I love you too, precious girl.” I bent down and put my hands on her shoulders.  “I think your dad is having a hard time right now.  Give me a chance to talk to him.”
“Okay.”  She let go of my legs and I felt the emptiness as she skipped down the hallway.
I took a deep breath before I faced the door.  I knocked and pushed the door at the same time.  “Adam? Are you okay?”
“No.”  It was a sad, low response.
I moved into the room and shut the door behind me.  I stood there pressing my back against the door as he lifted his face to me.   I saw the pain in his eyes and the tears on his cheeks.
“Adam, what happened?”  I wanted to go to him, but I wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do.
He lifted a piece of paper off the desk.  “This.”
“What is it?”  I couldn’t fathom what was on that paper that would bring this man to tears.
“It’s a note from Rose.  She wrote it right after we got married.  Today is the four-year anniversary of her accident.”
I didn’t wait anymore, I didn’t think, I just moved to him.  I sat on the edge of the desk.  I needed to be close to him, but I wasn’t sure either of us could handle it if I touched him.
“Can I read it?” I asked softly.
He dropped his head and held up the letter.
Dear Adam,
I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate you.  I know that you did not have to marry me.  I know that we aren’t in love, but I do love you.  I appreciate you doing the right thing.  I want you to know that I will do everything in my power to be the woman that you deserve.  And to be the best mother to our child.
And if somewhere down the road, we end up apart, I hope that you will find a woman who deserves you.  Somebody who treats you with love and respect but also somebody who doesn’t put up with your bullshit.  
I would like to hope that I am your forever, but I know we got started the wrong way and I probably won’t be with you in 20 or even 10 years.  If it doesn’t work out just know that I support you- in life and love.
Thank you for being a part of my life. I appreciate everything you do for me and our child. I hope that we can continue to support each other in life and love. You deserve the best and I will always be here for you.
Love, Rose
“Oh, Adam. Where did you find this?”  I set the letter on the desk in front of him.
He blew out his breath and ran a hand through his hair.  “It was in a notebook.  I came home early, and I was anxious.  I decided to clear out some of her things.  I found this letter and it wrecked me.  I would have stayed with her forever.  For Violet.”  He sobbed and put his head in his hands.
I placed a hand on his shoulder and rubbed his upper back.  “You couldn’t have known what would happen.  When you were together, was it good?  Were you a good husband to her?  Did you do whatever you could to make her happy?”
“I think so.”  He took a deep breath and sat up.
“Then you did right by her.  I’m sure she is looking down on you and Violet and smiling.  She sees how happy that little girl is.  She sees that you do everything you can to keep her happy and healthy.  I didn’t know her, but I think Rose would approve.”
He sighed and leaned back in the chair as he closed his eyes.  “Thank you, Belle.  I know that consoling your boss wasn’t in your contract.”  He laughed softly.
“I do what I can.  You are a good person, Adam Maxwell and a good dad.  Violet worships you and at the end of the day, that counts for a lot.”
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Violet worked all afternoon on a book for her dad.  It was a sweet story about a dad and his daughter who go to a farm to see the animals. They get to see horses, cows, dogs, cats and sheep.  Violet wrote out the story and drew pictures for every page. It was very cute.  I was thinking I would get it printed for her to give to her dad, but she was so excited she couldn’t wait to share it with him. 
When Adam got home, he walked in the door on the phone. Violet waited patiently in the dining room until Adam ended the call.  She ran to the kitchen, and I followed. 
“Daddy! daddy! Look what I made for you!” She exclaimed.  She was waving her arms with the story in her hand.
“Not now, Violet.  I just got home,” he snapped. He dropped his briefcase on the counter and turned towards the fridge.
Violet stood for a second before her head dropped.  She turned around and ran out of the room as the tears started to fall.
“Damn it,” he muttered running a hand around the back of his neck.  He looked over at me standing in the doorway.  “What?”
“Really?  Really?  That girl has been working on something for you all afternoon.  She was so excited to share it with you.  I don’t know if you realize it, Adam, but you are the most important person in her life.  She looks up to you.  She depends on you.  She loves you.  And you treat her like an accessory.”
“How dare you…” he started angrily.
“How dare you!  You are the only parent she has left.  You are the one she looks up to.  You are the one her world revolves around. You are the one that can make or break her spirit.  Get over yourself and stop being a dick to her. That little girl deserves better than that.  And besides, what are you teaching her about relationships.  Do you want her to date a guy who treats her like that?”
He leaned his head back and looked up at the ceiling. He took a breath, blew it out and looked back at me. “I’m sorry,” he said as he started to loosen his tie.
“I’m not the one you need to apologize to. I’m not the one whose heart is broken. You need to figure out how to control yourself.  You did that to HER.  Jeez, Adam, can you get out of your own head for one minute? That girl loves you more than anything and she needs to know that you love her or one day she won’t even love herself.”  
He took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  He dropped his head as he pulled off his tie.  He braced himself on the counter and shook his head.
Part of me felt bad for him. I knew that he was under a lot of stress at work.  But at the end of the day, Violet should be more important than anything else.  He was always reacting first and thinking later.  
“I know I need to do better.  I’ll go talk to her.”  He pushed off from the counter and started to walk away but I held up a hand to stop him. 
“No, I will go.  You take a minute to get your shit together and then you can come make up with your daughter.”
“Fine.  You go.  I’ll go change before I come talk to her.”
I gave him a quick stare.  I turned to go find Violet.  I walked down the hall and saw that her bedroom door was partially open.
“Vi, can I come in?”  I asked softly tapping on the doorframe.
“Don’t bring him in,” she said in a sad voice.
I chuckled.  “It’s just me.”
“You can come in.”
She was on her bed, arms curled around her bent knees, hugging her stuffed axolotl.
I moved slowly to the side of the bed and sat on the edge.  “Violet, your dad loves you…”
“Then why does he yell at me? Did I do something wrong?  He always seems mad.”
I brushed her hair off her face and my heart broke at her tear-stained cheeks and red eyes.  “You did nothing wrong.  You are smart and beautiful and funny and kind.  I think your dad doesn’t know how to interact with girls.”
“Is that why he never has a girlfriend?”  She asked innocently, wiping the tears from her cheeks.
“Maybe.  But maybe it’s because he doesn’t have time between work and taking care of you.  He doesn’t have enough energy for anything else.”  I was flying by the seat of my pants here.
“But you take care of me most of the time.”  She moved to my side and rested her head on my arm.
“That’s true but everything your dad does is for you.  He wants you to be safe and happy…” I cut myself off because she was obviously not happy right now.  “He wants the best for you but sometimes he doesn’t know how to make that happen.”
“I wish my daddy would be happy all the time.”
“Nobody is happy all the time.  But your dad, he is trying, Vi.  It’s hard to be an adult and balance everything.  But I know that your dad loves you and he never wants to see you cry. Especially because of something that he did.”
“She’s right, Vi,” said a deep voice from the door.
We both turned to look.  Adam was standing in the doorway in a grey tee shirt and black sweatpants.  I loved this casual look on him.  It made him human instead of boss man. 
“But you made me cry.” Tears threatened to fall again.
He moved into the room and sat on the other side of the bed.  He reached out for Violet’s hand.  She hesitantly held out a hand for him, but she wrapped the other hand around my arm.  I would be this girl’s anchor any day, every day.
“I am so sorry, Violet. I’m not going to make excuses, but I will say, I had finished a call that made me mad, and I took it out on you.  It had nothing to do with you.  It was not your fault.  I need to do better at controlling my emotions. I never want you to hesitate to tell me something or show me something or ask me anything.”
“So, you aren’t mad at me?” she asked, still hiding her face against my arm.
“No.  I’m not mad at you,” he said softly.  I could see the pain in his eyes.  I knew that he loved her.  I knew that he didn’t mean to make her cry.  I knew that there was a warm, loving, gentle man inside there.  I wished that he would let it out more.
“And I’m not in trouble?” she lifted her head to look at him.
“Nope.  You are not in trouble.”  He pulled at her arm gently.
“Are you going to keep yelling at me?”  She asked seriously.
“No, Violet. I am going to do everything in my power to not yell.” He took a breath and ran his fingers through his hair.
“Can I show you the book now?”  She sat up and half smiled, keeping her hand on my arm.
“I would love that.  But first, can I have a hug?” He asked holding out his arms.
She thought about it for a beat before she moved closer to him.  “I love you, daddy.”
“I love you too, baby.  I’m so sorry I made you cry.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  He placed a kiss her head.
“Can I have a pony?” She asked seriously.
Adam and I both laughed.  
“Absolutely not.”
“Why don’t we something fun this weekend.  Do you want to go to the cabin?”  I suggested.  I knew that I had been a complete jerk lately and I thought maybe getting away for a couple of days would help fix my attitude.
“Can Belle come?”  she asked looking between us hopefully.
“I don’t think…” I started.  Then, Belle said, “I’d love to.”
I must have made a face that gave her the impression I didn’t want her there.
“Unless you just wanted it to be the two of you,” she covered.
“No.  It’s fine.” I looked at my daughter who was staring at me with hope and excitement in her eyes. “We would love to have you join us.”
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We got to the cabin around lunch time.  The sky was clear, and the sun was shining.  We unpacked the car quickly because Violet could not stop talking about going to the lake.  She loved boat rides, and she didn’t want to miss one minute on the water. 
Adam led the way through the front door.  The room opened into a large open area.  There was a stone fireplace against the side wall with the seating area set to face it.  The kitchen was past the seating area and a small bathroom was to the left of the entry.  Past the bathroom was a hallway.  Everything was wooden and natural looking.  
The kitchen had stainless steel appliances with warm wooden cabinets.  The countertops and the island workstation were covered with a shiny black marble.  The floors were the same color as the wooden walls.  There were rugs centering each area in deep green and brown color swirls.  Between the kitchen and the living area, there were glass doors that looked out over the yard.  You could see all the way to the lake. The whole area looked warm and inviting.
Adam led me down a short hall to the guest bedroom.   The walls were the same in here and throughout the cabin.  There was a full-size bed with a black metal frame and covered with a red and white comforter.  I noted a window over the bed and one on the far wall. There was a door that I assumed was a closet.  In the corner was a small but cozy reading chair sitting next to a bookshelf filled with books and topped with a rustic reading lamp. I put my suitcase on the bed and opened it.  I reached in to grab clothes to change into that I thought would be good for a boat ride.
Violet was down the hall, “Come on, daddy, hurry up.  The boat is waiting.”
Her excited voice made me smile.  I liked that kid.  She kept everything fun and exciting.
I quickly changed into jean shorts and a tee shirt and put on tennis shoes.  I was moving to open the door when I there was a soft knock.
“Belle, you ready?  Daddy said we can go to the lake!”
I opened the door and saw Violet standing there in a purple tee and purple shorts with a purple sun hat on her head.
“I am ready, Miss Violet.”  I reached out for her hand, and she led me back to the living room.
Adam was standing there in tan cargo shorts, white tee and light blue button up.  I may have looked for a few seconds longer than I should have, but the vision of him in cabin casual was too much to not want to remember.
“Who’s ready for a boat ride?”  he asked teasingly.
“Me, me, ME!”  Violet exclaimed jumping up and down.
Adam and I both laughed.  
“Well, come on then.”
I followed Adam out the back door.  Violet skirted around him and ran ahead.  I was a couple of steps behind Adam and even with the baggy shorts and loose shirt, I got a nice view of his backside.
“Are you a boat person, Belle?”  He asked looking over his shoulder.
“I’m not apposed but I haven’t been on a lot of boats.”
“Well, I promise, this will be a ride to remember.”  He looked forward again.  “Violet Renee Maxwell, don’t you dare!”
I looked around him and saw that Violet made it to the edge of the grass and was starting to step onto the dock.  
She paused and turned around, “I wasn’t.  I’m just waiting for you.”  She held her arms straight with her hands clasped together in front of her.  She was trying to look innocent but we both knew she was going to run down the dock to the boat.
It only took a couple of minutes for us to reach her.  Adam grabbed her hand and walked with her to the boat.  He stepped down into the boat first.  When his feet were steady, he lifted Violet in.  She moved to the back and opened a bench.  She pulled out a purple life jacket and started putting it on.  Adam reached out his hand to me and helped me - not gracefully - get into the boat.
“Belle, you need a life jacket.  Blue or yellow?”  Violet asked.
“I think yellow.  That way it will stand out if I go over.”  I wasn’t nervous but I wasn’t relaxed either.
“Daddy is a good driver.  As long as you sit still, you won’t go over.” She stated.
I looked at Adam.  “Has she heard that a few times?”  
“Once or twice, “he answered with a smile.
I put my arms into the life jacket and did up the zipper.  Adam did not put on a life jacket, but I was not going to be the one to point it out.
He backed the boat away from the dock carefully.  Violet sat next to me in the back of the boat.  The wind was whipping through our hair, and she was laughing and smiling the whole time.  We rode to the other side of the lake and back. Violet laughing the whole time.
Adam looked handsome standing at the helm.  He had sunglasses covering his eyes, but I had the feeling that he was looking at me more than once.  I attempted to keep my attention on Violet, but I was repeatedly drawn back to him.  He was tall, strong and commanding, even driving a boat.
When we got back to the dock, Adam tied up the boat and helped Violet out.  Then he reached for my hand to help me out.  I looked at him for a second before placing my hand in his.  It was warm and firm and sent a zing through my whole body.  He pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head and smiled.
“You coming?” he tilted his head and raised his eyebrows. 
“Of course.”  I gripped his hand and placed a foot on the deck.  He pulled and momentum got the best of us for a second.  I landed and then fell into him.  He grabbed my arms to stop me from pushing him off the other side.
“Okay there?”  His face was near mine and his voice sounded deeper than normal.
“I, um, yeah.  Sorry.”  I shook myself loose from his hands and stepped to the side.  What the hell was that?
He jumped back into the boat to grab our things as Violet and I headed to solid ground.  I was confused.  Like what was going on?  Was he hitting on me?  Was I so desperate for attention that I thought he was hitting on me?  Maybe coming along was not the best idea.  But I was here now and there was no way for me to get home without him.
We all headed back to the cabin and Adam started the grill.  Violet and I walked around the property looking for – you guessed it – rocks.  I may have created a monster with this one.  We found a few and Violet piled them into my hands.  When I couldn’t carry anymore we headed back.
Adam was at the grill, flipping burger.  “Did you find some good ones?”  He asked as he turned to us.
“There are so many!”  She exclaimed. “But Belle said that we needed to leave some here.”  She pouted.
“I don’t think Bennett would like it if you took all of the rocks,” he laughed turning back to the grill.
The cabin was owned by a friend of Adam and Derek’s.  He didn’t get to come here very often so he let his friends use it when it was free.  
“Fine.”  She crossed her arms over her chest and looked like a mini-Rose when she did it.  I had to laugh.  
When I looked at Belle, I could tell that she was trying not to laugh out loud and the little fit my princess was throwing, and it was adorable.
Before I could say anything, Belle pipped up.  “Let’s go wash our hands and see what we can do to help Daddy get dinner ready.”  She held her hand out to Violet and waited.
Violet took her hand grudgingly and they went inside.  I heard them through the open window talking and laughing so I figured Violet’s fit was over.  I thought about how Belle interacted with her.  I could tell that Belle cared for her and would do anything for her.  Then I wondered when I had started thinking about the nanny so much.   I shook my head and returned my attention to the burgers.  I was in trouble with this.
After we finished eating, Violet asked for a bonfire.  It was one of her favorite things to do at the cabin.  We had a firepit at home, but she always said this was different.  
The girls went inside to get marshmallows, crackers and chocolate while I went to gather the wood.  Bennett always kept the woodpile stocked.  I’m not sure how since he was barely here, but I appreciated not having to go cut down a tree to make my kid happy. 
They came out once they saw the flames.  Belle had a tray with all the food and Violet was holding the skewers.  They both had on yellow hoodies and black leggings.  And were wearing the matching flipflops again.  My heart lurched.  What was it about seeing these two together that made me a puddle of mush?  Fuck.  What is wrong with me?  Stop thinking about the nanny.
S’mores and campfire stories lasted for a couple of hours.  The sun had set but there was still a little light over the trees.  Violet was sitting in my lap and was almost asleep. Belle was relaxed in a chair across from me.  We were silent but I was comfortable.  I tried to keep my thoughts away from Belle.  Was I developing feelings?  For the nanny?  I was sure after Rose died, I would be so focused on Violet that I wouldn’t date. I made the decision that Violet was the only thing that mattered.  Something about Belle made me rethink that.  And it was scary as hell.
I was drawn out of my head by Belle’s voice.  “She looks so happy.  She loves you so much.”
I looked down at Violet and kissed her head.  “I love her too.”
“Should we take her to bed?”
“Probably. Maybe.  Let’s give it a few minutes.  She doesn’t cuddle with me much anymore and pretty soon she won’t want to at all.”  I wrapped my arm a little tighter around her.
“That must be why they say enjoy them while they are young.  Before they turn into moody teenagers.” She laughed.
“Not my perfect girl.  She won’t be moody.”
“Okay, Adam.  Keep telling yourself that.”  
We sat in continued silence for a few more minutes.  Violet fell into the deep sleep that only kids can, and I felt the weight of her on my lap.  My leg started to tingle so I shifted and sat up.
“I guess it’s time.  Better get up before my leg falls completely asleep.”  I stood carefully, trying to shift Violet to my shoulder.
Belle stood up and moved closer to me.  “You got this?” she asked softly.
I looked into her eyes.  “I got this.”
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We put Violet to bed over an hour ago.  Adam insisted on helping me clean up the kitchen.  I was moving things around and wiping down the counters.  Adam was standing next to the stove, leaning on the counter with his hands behind his back. 
He moved in close as I was trying to wipe the stove. “Belle, you’ve already wiped the stove,” he said softly. 
I was facing him, close enough to touch but not actually touching.  I stopped, facing the counter, with Adam facing the sink.
He placed his right hand on the left side of my face, and I leaned my face into his touch.  “Belle,” he said softly. “You make me feel things I’m not ready to feel.  I don’t let women in my life. But I can’t help myself when I’m around you.”
I looked up at him and saw his face moving towards mine.  I could feel his warm breath as he came closer, his legs shifted closer to mine, his hand sliding up my arm.
“If you don’t want this, you need to say so right now,” he growled.
I didn’t say a word as I grabbed onto the front of his shirt and pulled him to me. Our lips touched and it didn’t feel real.  Soft, barely there.   I felt him lean in.  His hand soft on the side of my face and he placed the other one on my neck, his thumb running over my chin and cheek.  He kissed me once, twice, softly.  Then his other hand roped around and I felt his hand putting gentle pressure on my lower back.
I’m pretty sure I let out a low moan as our bodies made contact. The man kissed like his life depended on it, like I was the breath that would keep him alive.  I moved my hands up his chest and around his neck, touching the edge of his hair and I clasped my hands together. I was willing to get lost in this man forever.  He pulled away slowly.
“Belle, what are you doing to me?”  He rested his forehead on mine, breathing fast.
“Me?  You started this,” I teased softly.
“Belle, Belle, Belle.  What are we doing?” He closed his eyes and inhaled.
“It seems to me that we are getting to know each other.”
“You don’t even understand how much I want to get to know you right now.”
“I think I do.”  I leaned in slightly and raised up on my feet to initiate the next kiss.  He growled as his lips slammed into mine.  The feelings this evoked were almost too intense.  Weeks of dancing around each other.  Side glances, gentle touches.  Sexual tension.
“I want to throw you over my shoulder and carry you to my room,” he said throatily.
“What’s stopping you?” I whispered.
“You. Are. Driving. Me. Crazy.”  He kissed me again and pulled away.  Before I realized what he was doing, he bent at the knees and threw me over his shoulder. 
I squeaked out a response.
“Be quiet.  We don’t want Violet to wake up.  Not when I have things planned for you that little girls should not see.”
I covered my mouth with my hand and tried to relax as he started to carry me to his room.
“Daddy?  Help?”  Violet was calling from upstairs.
“What the hell?”  he said gently setting me down.
We went up the stairs and found Violet standing in her doorway with vomit down the front of her pajamas.
“Oh, baby,” Adam said racing to her and scooping her into his arms.  He turned towards the bathroom.  “Can you handle this?”  he gestured to the floor.
“I got this.  Go get her cleaned up.”
I stepped over the mess and entered her room.  The sheets needed to be changed.  Thank goodness, the carpet was spared.  I started to remove the sheets when Adam called my name.  I left the bedroom and quickly took a few steps to the bathroom.
Adam looked a little green.
“I need help.”
“Do you want to go change the bedding?  I can get her into the bath.”
He left her sitting on the stool and stood up.  “Thank you.”  He touched my arm softly as he left the room.
“Vi, I’m going to start a bath for you.  Let’s get you out of those icky jammies, okay?”
She nodded in agreement.  I started the water and grabbed the thermometer.  She was running close to 102.  I tested the water temp.  After I checked to make sure it wasn’t too warm, I helped her climb into the tub.  She slid into the tub, and I placed a rolled-up towel behind her head. She laid back and closed her eyes.  I saw tears in the corners.
“Violet, why are you crying?”  I asked softly, brushing her hair off her face.
“I didn’t mean to get sick,” she choked out.
“Oh, baby girl, I know you didn’t.”
“Daddy gets mad when I get sick.”  She squeezed her eyes tightly.
“Vi, he’s not mad.  He just gets worried.  He loves you and it scares him when you get sick. He’s afraid something will happen to you.”
“Kind of like mamma?” she asks full of innocence, eyes wide.
“No, baby.  Not like Mamma. You will be better soon.”
I finished getting her cleaned up as Adam brought clean pajamas into the bathroom.
“I cleaned the floor and changed her sheets.  I can take over from here,” he stated.  Not looking at me.
“Okay.  Violet, daddy is going to help you finish and then put you back to bed.”
“Can I sleep in your bed, Daddy?”  She asked sweetly.
“Of course, princess.”
“Will you stay with me?”
“Of course.”
“Belle too?  I think I would feel better if both of you were there.” 
He looked at me over her head.  I couldn’t read him.  But I could tell that he didn’t want to say no.  I nodded to him.
“Of course.  We will both take care of you.”
He made quick work of getting her out of the tub, dried off and dressed.  He picked her up and she tucked her head into his shoulder.
“You go.  I’ll clean up and meet you in a minute.”
He nodded in agreement. 

***Weird how the first time I would be in his bed is with his sick daughter between us.  We propped ourselves up with pillows on the headboard and Violet snuggled into her dad’s side.  She reached her arm back for me and I moved closer.  She grabbed my hand and let out a deep sigh. I ran my fingers through her hair slowly.  We were both silent as her breathing slowed and her body relaxed. 
Once I was sure she was asleep, I looked up to Adam.  “I can go now.”
“Don’t.”
“What?”  I asked confused.
“She wanted you here.  And so do I. I don’t want her upset if she wakes up and you are gone.”
I stared into his eyes, not sure what to say.  Did he say that he wanted me here?  Like here with him? Or here for Violet?  So many questions swimming in my head and this was not the time to have the discussion. 
I remembered what happened downstairs and what I was sure we would have done if Violet hadn’t woken up. Adam was a walking contradiction most of the time.  He would be gruff and grumpy and then he would smile at Violet like she was the best thing in the world.  He would snarl at me, like literally snarl and then when I would turn around to face him, he would smirk.   He told me he wasn’t looking for a woman, for a relationship.  Then why did he attack me with caresses and kisses like I was the only thing keeping him alive? I put my head back and closed my eyes, still holding onto Violet’s small hand.
“I’m sorry Violet got sick and stopped whatever was about to happen,” he said softly.
So, he was thinking about it too.
“It’s probably better this way.  I mean the Violet thing, not the stuck in a cabin together thing.”  I tried to smile but it wouldn’t happen.
“Belle.  I think you know I have feelings for you.  I don’t go around mauling women for no reason.”  He sighed and ran his free hand through his hair.  He rested it on his stomach and looked at me.  “I don’t know what to do about this.”
“I don’t think we have to figure it out right now.  Let’s get through tonight, take care of Violet.  In the morning, I will figure out if we can get home tomorrow.  Hopefully, she will feel better in the morning.”
“This is not what I thought would happen when I got you into my bed,” he said closing his eyes.
“You actually thought about this?”  I was shocked.  He never let on.
He turned his head to look at me. “Of course.  I’ve thought about it more than I care to admit.”
“With me?”  I was not comprehending the words.
“Belle.  Sweet, sweet Belle.  You are beautiful and kind and sexy, and you give me a run for my money.  You also awoke feelings that I never thought I would have again after Rose died. Beautiful feelings. You have made me realize that life goes on.  I want to do so many things with you, and to you if I’m being honest.”
I let out a light laugh.  “Adam Maxwell, where did you come from?”
He leaned his head towards me.  “you.  You helped wake me up.”  He brushed a light kiss over my lips and rested his forehead on mine.  “We will finish what we started at some point.  Soon.  If that is not what you want, you need to tell me now.”
I pulled back and looked into his blue eyes.  I searched for the joke.  All I saw was him looking at me like I was the only person in the room.  “It’s what I want, too, Adam.  Whenever you are ready.”
“Girl, I’m ready now, but this little girl needs my focus.  But I promise you, there will be a do over and I will finish what I started.”
Was it getting hot in here?  I wanted to tear off my sweater, but I didn’t want to pull away from him or let go of Violet’s hand.  She was literally my lifeline, keeping me grounded.  I was afraid if I let go, this whole thing would disappear like smoke.
“Promise?”  was all I could say.
A low moan rumbled in his chest.  “Oh, I promise.”  He moved away so he could get into a more comfortable position.
After a few minutes, I asked “Are we just going to sit like this all night?”
He chuckled.  “I Guess we could try to move her to her room.”
“I’m okay staying here, I need to lay down.  I don’t think either of us will get any sleep if we try to stay in this position.”
“Good point.  You go first.”
I pulled my hand slowly out of Violet’s and stood up from the bed.  I slipped off my leggings and climbed under the covers. 
“What are you doing, woman?” I could see the hunger in his eyes.
“I’m getting comfortable.  I hate to sleep with pants on.”
The groan that he produced was sexy as hell.  “You can’t say that when my sick daughter is laying between us.”
“I can and did.  You want me to lie to you?  And tell you I sleep in long sleeves and pants?  Or do you want me to be honest with you.” I winked at him.
“One little lie would have been a good idea this time.”  He laughed as he moved himself away from Violet.      
He stood at the side of his bed and slowly undid his zipper.  His eyes were on me the whole time.
“What the hell are you doing?” I whispered, not taking my eyes off his hands, his chest, his pelvis.
“Fair is fair. I also do not like to sleep in pants.”  He grinned, reached behind his head and pulled his tee shirt over his head leaving his jeans unzipped.  He slowly worked his jeans down his legs, while keeping his eyes on me.  After he stepped out of them, he threw them on the chair against the wall and looked back at me. “I also don’t like to sleep in shirts.”
I may have gasped.  I had seen Adam without a shirt before but I don’t think I had ever SEEN Adam.  Standing at the side of the bed in only his boxer briefs, this man was delicious.  Firm abs, sexy v pointing to a package that I knew would be to be amazing.  Toned, hard thighs.  I may have started to drool.
“Belle, close your mouth.  I’m coming…back into bed.”  The half grin he gave me made me laugh. 
I covered my mouth to hide the sound, not wanting to wake Violet between us.  This was some of the hottest, no touch foreplay I had ever experienced. 
He pulled back enough of the covers to slide in next to his daughter.  He kissed her head and looked up at me.  “Try to get some sleep, Belle.  Tomorrow could be an exciting day.”
My mouth formed an “o” and he grinned.
“Good night, Belle.”
“Good night, Adam.”
I closed my eyes but did not fall asleep right away.  I didn’t want to move too much, and I kept a hand close to Violet.  I thought about all of the interactions we experienced up until tonight.  All the discussions, arguments, and all the smiles, and inside jokes.  When I took this job, I never thought it would lead to this.
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Sunday morning, Violet was feeling a little better.  She was still complaining of her stomach hurting so we packed up early and headed home.  Violet asked Belle to stay with her, so she did.   
Belle tucked her into bed and read her books until she fell asleep.  I stayed in the living room, replaying the night before.  I wasn’t sure if I was ready for a new relationship.  A new commitment.  I was scared that it would end up badly.
Belle came down once Violet was asleep to let me know she was going to head home.  I walked her to the door and gave her a quick kiss.  I was afraid that any more than that would be too much.
My head was a mess.  Feelings of excitement and fear swirling around.  
Belle left and I went back to the living room to be alone with my own thoughts.  Violet slept for a few hours and then I made her some soup.  She was feeling better.  I put her back to bed and went to my room.  My thoughts were still swirling.
Monday morning, Belle arrived on time.  Violet was already up but still in her pajamas.
“Good morning, my precious girl.  How are you feeling?”  she asked Violet.
“I’m good.  What fun thing are we going to do today?” 
“I’m not sure.  We might want to take it easy.”
“So, no horses today?” 
“No horses today.”
Belle finally looked up at me and my heart burst.  I wanted this woman more than I should.  But I was still scared.
“Good morning, Adam,” she said sweetly.
“Morning.”  I smiled at her and put my coffee mug in the sink. “I have to run to a meeting.  You two have a good day.”  I kissed Violet on the head and ran out the door before I pulled Belle in for the kiss I wanted to give her.
I had meetings all morning, but right before lunch, Lily called.
“How was the weekend?” she asked excitedly.
I explained how Violet had gotten sick and we came home early.
“Adam, I’ve known you long enough to know there is something else going on.  I can tell by your voice.  And don’t tell me it’s work because that is not your work voice.”
I sat back in my chair and sighed.  “I don’t know.  I might have feelings for Belle.”
“Duh!” she laughed.
“What?”
“Adam, I see you.  And I see Belle.  You very obviously do have feelings for her.”
“But what about Rose?” I moaned.
“Oh, you sweet man.  Do you think that Rose would want you to be alone forever?  For Violet not to have a female role model?  And don’t say she has me.  I’m happy that I get to spend so much time with her, but I can’t be the only woman in her life.”
“I’m scared,” I replied honestly.
“I hear that.  And you should be.  But scared is okay as long as it doesn’t stop you from living.”
“What if it doesn’t work out?”  honest question right?  Or just a reason for me to pull away.
“Adam, you need to decide if this is something you want or not.  Do not string that girl along.  You like her?  Great.  Do something about it.  If you don’t, then don’t go around kissing her and touching her and making eyes at her.  I’ve seen it.”
“But I’m not looking for a relationship.”
“Well, sometimes the best things come to us when we aren’t looking.  Maybe Belle Penn is exactly what you need.  Look, I loved my sister dearly.  But I honestly believe that she would want you to be happy.  And from what I see, even when you think you are hiding it, Belle makes you happy.  Violet loves her.  And she loves Violet.  Give it a chance.  It might be worth it.”
“You might be right.”  I ran a hand around my neck and took a deep breath.
“I know I am.  I’m a smart girl.”
We both laughed.
“I wanted to let you know that I’ve done such a good job at work, they want me to stay on for the fall.  Do you think that Belle would stay on as the nanny or whatever?”  
“Nice segue, Lily.  I haven’t thought about it.  But I can talk with her tonight when I get home.”
“I have a feeling the answer will be yes.  Keep me posted.  On all of it.”
We disconnected with a promise that I would call her tomorrow.










***Belle was in the kitchen when I got home.  Violet was nowhere to be found.  I put my briefcase down as I entered.  Belle turned to me and smiled.
“Where’s Violet?” I asked gently.
“Sleeping.  For a couple of hours.”
Without thinking, I moved towards her and wrapped my hands around her back. She looked up at me and smiled.  I smiled back and gave her a kiss.
“I could get used to coming home to you in my house,” I said when I pulled away.
“I have been in your house when you got home for months,” she laughed and gave me a hug.  She then pulled away quickly.  “I hear little feet.”
She was right.  Violet walked in as we pulled apart.
“Hi, Daddy!”
“Hi, Vi.  How are you feeling?”  I bend down to pick her up.
“I feel better.  Belle made me grilled cheese and I ate the whole thing.”
“That’s great.  No tummy troubles today?”  I looked at Belle.
She shook her head.
“Good.  What should we do for dinner?”  I set her back down and she moved to Belle, hugging her leg.
Belle absently placed a hand on her back and rubbed.  “I was going to make her some mac and cheese.  I didn’t expect you home already.”
I know I made a face because I hate plain mac and cheese.  But if Violet could keep it down, I would tolerate it.
“Not for you, silly.  Just for Violet.  I’ll whip up some pasta or something for us.  If you want me to.”  She had hope and fear in her eyes.  And I totally understood.  She was feeling the same things I was feeling.
“I’ll cook.  You relax.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice.”  She grabbed Violet’s hand, and they walked down the hallway swinging their arms still holding hands.
After dinner, we settled Violet in the living room with a movie.  I wanted to talk to Belle in some semblance of privacy.  If she said no, I didn’t want Violet to hear, and we would figure out what to tell her.
We went back to the kitchen and she sat on one of the stools.  I pulled out the other one and eased into it, facing her.
“Is everything okay?  You seem kind of distracted.”  She placed a gentle hand on my leg.
“Yes.  I think so.  I have to ask you something.  I hope I know the answer, but I am scared I don’t.”  I watched her face as she tried to figure out what I was going to say.
“It’s not bad, Belle.  I talked with Lily today.  She is going to continue with the event planning this fall.  Which means I will still need help with Violet.  Are you interested in staying on for the foreseeable future?”
I think I held my breath while I waited for her answer.  She was quiet.  A serious look on her face.  Then she stood up, moved between my legs and wrapped her arms around my neck.  She smelled like heaven.
“Of course, I will stay,” she whispered in my ear.
I moved my face slightly and kissed her softly.  “Thank god!”
We laughed and I kissed her again.  I put my hands on her hips and moved her back slightly so I could look at her directly.
“I don’t want whatever this is to have an effect on you caring for Violet.  But I also want to see where this goes.  Are you okay with that?”
“Adam Maxwell, are you asking me to be your nanny and your girlfriend?”  She grinned.
“I think I am.”
“Derek and Abbi are going to love this!”  she teased. 
I smiled at Belle, my girlfriend, and pulled her back for another hug.
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Violet was back in school, third grade.  She was so excited to see her friends again.  I dropped her off in the morning and went to meet with my dad.  I was still doing his social media and business was picking up. 
I decided to surprise Adam with lunch.  I stopped at the local diner and grabbed his favorite meal.  It was right before noon when I pulled up in front of Maxwell Industries.  The sun was shining, and the sky was clear.  I planned to run a few errands before picking up Violet.  I headed to the door with my sunglasses on my head and a smile on my face.
The past couple of weeks were amazing.  Adam and I were able to spend a couple of hours together every night after Violet went to bed.  He asked me about moving in, but I thought it was a little too fast.  I enjoyed getting to know the real Adam. It was unreal.  Three months ago, when I accepted this job, I thought it would be a good summer job and then I would move on.  Surprise!
I entered the lobby and saw Joanna behind the desk on the phone.  Her face lit up and she held up a finger to me.  She finished her call and disconnected.
“Oh, Hey, Belle.  How are you?” She asked standing up and brushing her hands down her blue skirt.  
“I’m good.” I held up the bag.  “I brought him lunch.  I know he doesn’t always take time to eat.”
“He will be so happy to see you.  He is in a meeting, but it should be done soon.  How’s little Miss Violet liking third grade?”  She asked, standing up from her desk.
“She loves it.  She’s so excited to be back in class with her friends.   She is already trying to plan her birthday party at my dad’s.  She wants her friends to see the horses.”
“Man, who knew she would love horses so much.”  Joanna smiled at me.
“I sure didn’t.  But she has me taking her out there at least once a week.”
We both turned when Adam’s office door opened.
“That sounds great.  I think we have a deal.”
It wasn’t Adam’s voice I heard.  It was Weston’s.  The door opened farther, and I saw them shaking hands.  As they released the handshake, Adam looked up and saw me standing in front of Connie’s desk. His eyes got wide.
“Um, yeah.  Sounds good.  Thanks for stopping by.” His eyes never left mine as Weston walked out of his office.
What the actual fuck was going on?  Adam was working with Weston?  They had a deal?  What kind of deal?  Was he working with Weston to take over my dad’s business?  Was this whole relationship a scam?
Weston walked by me and did a little forehead salute.  “Belle.”  And he kept walking.
I dropped the bag on Connie’s desk and ran out of the office.  As I reached the door, I heard Adam calling me.  But I couldn't make myself stop. I pushed out the door and ran to my car.
There were footsteps behind me as I jumped into my car.  The door was ajar as he caught up to me.
“Belle?  Belle!  Wait.  It’s not what you think.”  Adam was out of breath from chasing me.
“Oh, really?  Because usually when somebody says that it is exactly what the person is thinking!”  I stood up and used the door as a shield between me and Adam.
“I promise you, it’s not what you think.  Please let me explain,” he pleaded with his hands reaching out to me.
“What?  Explain what?  That you and Weston have been working together all along to take over my dad’s business?  You told me that he was a horrible person.  That you would never do business with him!  Hell, you were jealous every time he was around.  Was that part of the plan?” I cried out.  “What the actually fuck, Adam?”
“Belle, please,” He pleaded again.
“No, You are both beasts – only thinking about yourselves.  And I was stupid enough to believe all the shit you told me. I can’t.”  I got into the car and slammed the door.
I reversed and pulled out of the parking lot carefully and drove a couple of blocks away.  I pulled over in front of the library and cried until I didn’t have any tears left.
I put the car in gear and drove.  I didn’t know where I was going but I needed to keep moving.  I ended up at the state park.  I pulled into a parking stall and shut the car off. I took a deep breath and dialed Arielle.  
She answered on the second ring, “Hey, girl!  What’s up?”
As soon as I heard her voice the tears started again.
“Belle?  What the hell?  What’s wrong?” the concern in her voice made the tears fall harder.
“I..I..can’t.  I..oh, Ari.  He’s not who I thought he was.”  I leaned back into the seat as the sobs racked my body.
“What happened?” She asked.  I could tell she was moving.
“I went to bring him lunch and he was meeting with Weston.  Apparently, they made a deal.”
“What kind of deal?”
“I don’t know.  Does it even matter? The fact that he is in business with Weston, making deals, at all.  I thought he hated him.  I feel like a fool.”
“Oh, Belle.  Sweet Belle.  You have to find out.  Maybe it wasn’t anything like you think.”
“I can’t.  I just can’t.”  I broke down crying again.
“Where are you?  Are you driving?”
“I’m at the park.  I couldn’t go home or back to his house or anywhere.  I got in my car and drove.”
“What can I do for you?”  she asked sincerely.
“I don’t know.  Tell me I wasn’t an idiot for falling in love with him.” I tried to hold back the sob that threatened to take over my body.  My heart hurt, my head hurt, my soul hurt.  I thought he was different.  I thought he was honest.  I thought he cared about me.
“You weren’t. You aren’t!  I saw you two together.  I saw how he looked at you.  He loves you too, Belle.  Even if he hasn’t said it yet.”
“Well, he didn’t prove it today.” I slammed my hand on the steering wheel with frustration. “What the hell am I going to do now?”
We talked for a few more minutes.  She let me vent and tried to convince me that what I saw was not what it looked like. 
I hung up with her and proceeded to get out of my car.  I left my phone in the car and walked down the narrow path.  I sat on a bench and looked out over the water.  I thought about all the things Adam said to me.  All the things he made me feel.  Was it all fake?  Was he using me?  Was I a fool for believing that I could have a happy ending?  And most of all, what was I going to tell Violet?

***I sat there for a couple of hours before pulling myself together and heading back to the car.  When I picked up my phone, there were four missed calls from Adam and eight text messages.
ADAM:  Belle, where are you?
ADAM:  Please tell me where you are.
ADAM:  are you okay?
ADAM:  please talk to me
ADAM:  I promise it’s not what you think
ADAM: Will you still be picking up Violet?
ADAM: Belle, please answer me
ADAM:  I’ll get Violet.  Just let me know that you are okay.
I texted him back.  
BELLE:  I’ll get Violet.  You can stay at work.
I took a couple of deep breaths and started driving.  I made it to the school for pick-up a few minutes early.
BELLE:  I’ll continue to care for Violet as long as you let me.  If you want me gone, just let me know.
ADAM:  I don’t want you gone.  I want you to talk to me.  Can we talk when I get home?
BELLE:  I don’t think there is anything to say. 
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I pulled into the driveway and shook my head.  I knew that Belle was inside.  I also knew that she would say goodbye to Violet and walk out the door as soon as I entered.  Our only communication for the past ten days was through text.  It was minimal and only about Violet.  She wouldn’t even give me a chance to explain what was going on when she came to my office last week.  I didn’t know if there was a good way to explain it, but I wanted her to give me a chance.  She was the one who called me out for not listening but here we were.  She wouldn’t give me a chance to explain.  She was avoiding me at all costs.  And I was miserable. 
I pulled into the garage and shut off the car.  I could imagine her inside, gathering her things and kissing Violet on the head as she headed for the front door.  It was making me miserable.
I opened the door and grabbed my briefcase to exit the car.  I took two steps to the back door and as I opened it, I could hear her voice.  It made my heart beat faster.  Maybe she was going to stay tonight?  I could only hope.
I opened the door, “Violet, I’m home.”
“Daddy!”  I heard her feet running down the hall.  As I bent down to pick her up, the front door closed.  She left.  Again.
“How was your day, princess?”  I asked setting her back on the floor. 
“Good!  We got to go to the library today.  I got two books.  Will you read them to me?” She asked dancing around me.
“Of course.  What books did you get?”  I asked looking down the hall, wishing that Belle would appear.
“Beauty and the Beast and Hop On Pop.”
“That’s quite a combination, Violet,” I said with a laugh.
“I like them!”  She exclaimed.  “Belle said that Beauty and the Beast is her favorite.  She likes how Belle in the book gets to see the prince as who he really is.”
“And who is that?” I asked.
“He is a sad man who wanted to find somebody to love him for who he is.”
“That’s true,” I said thoughtfully.  
“So can we read them?” she asked looking up at me.
“I will be happy to read them to you.  After dinner.  Homework done?” I asked putting my briefcase on the island.
“Done.  Belle made sure that I did it as soon as we got home.” She climbed onto a stool and started spinning back and forth.
“She did huh?  Did you do it without arguing?”  I asked softly.
“Yes.  I did.  Belle seems sad, Daddy.  Do you know why she is sad?”
“I might,” I answered honestly.
“Well, we should make her happy again.  She pretends she isn’t sad, but I can see it in her eyes.  And she doesn't smile like she used to.  Or stay for dinner.  I liked it when she stayed.”
“Me too, baby.  Me too.”
I went through the motions of making dinner and getting Violet ready for bed.  I read both books to her, twice, and wished that Belle was there with us.  
I tucked Violet in and went to the den.
I looked at the pictures of Rose.  “How the hell did I get here?  What am I supposed to do?  How do I fix this?”
I didn’t expect an actual answer, but for some reason being in here calmed me.  I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Belle.
ADAM:  can we talk?
BELLE:  we talk every day.
ADAM: We do. About Violet.  I want to talk about us.
BELLE:  is there even an us?
ADAM: Do you want there to be?
BELLE:  two weeks ago, I thought there was.  Now, I don’t know what to think.
ADAM: ☹ Talk to me.
Belle:  I’m not ready yet.
Well, shit.  She didn’t say no.  She just said she’s not ready.  How in the hell am I going to fix this?  I needed to come up with something big.  And something honest.  What could I do to show her how much I needed her and convince her that the thing with Weston was something that was going to benefit all of us? I mean, it is.  But how do I make her listen to me?  I might need some help.










***I woke up the next day after barely sleeping.  We needed to figure this out fast.  It either needed to be fixed or ended.  And I wanted it fixed.  I wanted it fixed with my whole body.  I know that Violet did too.  I had to figure out what Belle wanted.I tried to focus on getting Violet ready for school.  I was nervous because I knew that any minute Belle was going to show up.  She would come to the door to get Violet to take her to school.  There was never any time for us to talk.  And I wouldn’t want to have this conversation with Violet around.
“Daddy, I’m ready!”  Violet said running down the hall.  Her hair was a mess, but her smile was big.  She was wearing a blue shirt with yellow pants and white sparkly shoes.
“Okay, pumpkin,” I said with a halfhearted smile.  
She met me in the kitchen.  “Are you going to say hi to Belle today?”  She asked innocently.
“Of course.  I always say hi to Belle.”
“Okay.” Before I could say anything else, the doorbell rang.  “I’ll get it!”  
There were voices at the door.  I knew it was Belle.  I wanted to see her, touch her, talk to her.  But I was afraid she would reject me again.  I took a deep breath and let it out.  As I was walking out of the kitchen, Belle and Violet came around the corner.
“Oh, um, hi,” she said not looking at me.
“Hi.”
“Violet asked me to do her hair.”
“Oh, okay.  Please do.”  I stood aside so they could pass by.  I watched her walk hand in hand with my daughter and my heart lurched.  
It only took a few minutes, and they were coming out of the bathroom.  Violet’s hair was in bubble braids, and she was smiling.  Belle looked up at me.  
“Belle fixed it!  Doesn’t my hair look cute?” Violet asked spinning in a circle.  This girl was spinning around more than my heart.
“It does look cute.  Did you thank her?”  I asked looking at Belle.
“I always thank Belle for doing stuff for me.  She’s my favorite nanny ever.”
I laughed and I saw Belle start to smile.
“She is your only nanny,” I stated.
“Doesn’t mean she isn’t my favorite.”  This kid was something else.  She reached for Belle’s hand.
“Well, we are off,” Belle said avoiding looking at me.  She looked at Violet and smiled.  What I wouldn't give to have her smile at me like that again. “Time for school, kiddo.  Give Daddy a hug.”
Violet wrapped her arms around my legs.  “Bye, Daddy.  See you tonight.”
“Bye, Vi.  I love you.”  It was directed at both of them, and I hoped that Belle knew that.










***After the girls left, I finished getting dressed and headed to my meeting with Mr. Penn.  It was our last meeting before signing the papers to officially start our transition.  
Connie was at the front desk talking on the phone when I walked in.  She smiled at me and gestured towards the office door.  “He’s waiting for you,” she mouthed.
I gave her a quick nod and went to the door.  I knocked as I slowly pushed the door open.
“Adam!  Nice to see you.  I’m glad you could come in today.”  Harrison Penn was dressed in khakis and a yellow polo shirt.  This was his causal business look and usually meant he wasn’t staying in the office all day.
“Happy to be here, Mr. Penn.  I’m glad we were able to work out an agreement.”  I moved closer to the desk and sat down across from him.
“Mr. Penn, ha!  You can call me Harrison.  We are going to be partners.” He sat and looked at me thoughtfully.
“Well, Harrison, I hope this deal gives you everything that you want.”  I leaned forward.
“And what would give you everything that you want?”  he asked, raising his eyebrows.
I knew he wasn’t talking about business.  I knew he was referring to Belle.  I scrubbed a hand over my face and sighed.
“I just wish Belle would talk to me,” I answered honestly. “I took care of the Weston issue in the best way I could think of.  And she won’t let me explain.”
“She is a sensible girl.  But she is also sensitive.  She told me what she saw.  She told me what she thinks.  I believe I’m a good judge of character and I have to believe that what she saw doesn’t mean what she thinks.”
“It doesn't.  But she won’t talk to me.” I rubbed my neck with one hand and blew out a breath.
“What are you going to do about it? I’m not one to condone trickery, but you might need to try something different.”  He steepled his fingers and rested his elbows on the desk.
“Like?”  I was interested in what he had to say.  I wanted to believe that this man knew Belle better than anyone.  I would take whatever suggestions he had.
“Phone a friend.  Call Arielle or Dani.  I’m sure they would help.  You need to get her somewhere that she can’t get away from and somewhere that she doesn’t have any distractions.  At least for a few minutes, she needs to be able to focus on you,” he suggested.
“You are a sneaky man, Harrison Penn.”  I smiled and my eyes opened a little wider.  
“It’s not sneaky per se.  Well, maybe a little. But I know my girls and sometimes they need a little push.”  He grinned and placed his hands flat on the desk. 
“Thanks.  I appreciate your support.”  I was feeling encouraged after that. At least I knew that he supported our relationship.  If I could convince Belle that we still had a relationship.
We finished our meeting, signed the final papers and I headed back to my office.  
Joanna was making coffee and handed me a cup as I walked by.
“She’s still not talking to you?” She asked concerned.
“Nope.  Only about things related to Violet.”
“What are you going to do?”  She took a drink of her coffee and watched me over the top of her mug.
“I have an idea,” was all I said as I went into my office and shut the door.
I sat behind the desk as the plan started to formulate.  I wasn’t sure if Arielle or Dani would support what I had in mind, but I knew that Arielle was the one that she usually called for support.  I dialed her number, and she answered right away.
“Hello, Mr. Maxwell, what can I do for you?”  Okay, so her response to my call was a little frosty, but at least she answered.
“I was wondering if you could help me with a thing?”
“Does this ‘thing’ have anything to do with you hurting my friend?”  she jabbed.
“No.  I mean, yes.  It has to do with how I need to fix it.” I sat back in the chair and closed my eyes.
“And I’m guessing you need my help?”  She sounded less pissed, so I hoped that I had a chance to pull this off.
I first explained what that meeting with Weston was about, and then explained what I needed her help with.  I felt better about it after we finished our phone call.
The next couple of days I was on edge.  The plan was taking shape and I needed it to work.  I had so much support. We had so much support.  I hoped that it was enough.  I missed her so much.  Life without her was horrible.  For me and for Vi.
***




Chapter 35
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Saturday morning, Arielle called and asked if I would go to the park with her.  She wanted to go for a hike and maybe grab some lunch.  My first reaction was to say no.  But I wasn’t doing myself any favors sitting in my room, drowning my sorrows in books.  Romance novels.  Books about love.  I agreed to meet her at 11am. 
My hair was in a ponytail, and I wore black bike shorts.  I covered a black sports bra with a yellow tee tied at my waist.  I grabbed my sunglasses as I got out of the car.
“Belle!  Thank god you are here.  I for sure thought you were going to bail on me.”  She gave me a hug and handed me water.  “Come on, let’s go.”
We started down a trail towards the water.  There were a few other people with the same idea, but we all kept a reasonable distance from each other.  After about fifteen minutes, Arielle moved to an opening and started to climb down to the river.
“Arielle, what are you doing?” I asked worried she might fall.
“I want to stick my feet in the water. You can wait on the bench if you want.”  She was moving slowly, and I knew she had done this before.  
I was not as coordinated and decided not to follow her. I turned around and saw the bench behind me.  It gave a great view of the water while still being a safe distance.  I sat down and opened my water to take a drink.  As I was pulling the bottle away from my mouth, I felt somebody sit beside me.
“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” a warm deep voice said.
I swallowed hard and put the cap back on the water bottle.  Adam.  He was here.  And I was willing to bet Arielle knew.  She set me up.
“It sure is,” I responded not looking at him.  I wanted to get up and run.  I didn’t want to hear what he had to say.  I was still hurt.  But maybe this was for the best.  Get it out and move on.
“Can I talk?”  he asked softly.
“I’m sure you can,” I snarked.
“Once upon a time, there was this girl who told me I jumped to conclusions without listening to the explanation,” he tipped his head to me.  “Pot meet kettle.”
I looked at him and held back a smile.  He had a point there.  I was doing exactly what I accused him of doing.  “Touché. Go ahead. I’m listening.”
“Belle.  Sweet Belle.  I can explain.  And if you still hate me, then so be it.”  He moved a few inches closer to me.  Close enough so I could feel his body heat but not close enough that we were touching.
I finally turned to look at him and my heart shattered.  I loved this man.  I loved everything about him.  His smile, his heart, the way he took care of his daughter, the way he ran his business.  The way he learned and remembered things about me.  I loved him. But I didn’t know if I could trust him.
I continued looking out over the water as he started talking.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what was going on.  I reached out to Weston because I knew he was trying to worm his way into your dad’s business.  He wanted money to get his own business started.  His actual plan was to take over and sell.  When I found that out, I knew I had to step in. I couldn’t let him throw away all of your dad’s hard work.  And not because I was going to get the business, but because it wouldn’t be fair to your dad.  So, I made a deal with Weston to front him the money to start his business as long as he walks away from Penn, Inc and leaves you alone.”  His voice dropped off as he finished.is 
“So, you paid him off?” I exclaimed.
“No, not paid him off.  Made a business deal.  It’s what I do!  Belle, I invest in other businesses and take a portion of the profits.  I’ve been doing it for years, and it works for me.  I wanted to save your dad’s business.  I respect the hell out of your dad.”
“Me, too,” I said softly.  I hadn’t realized there were tears in my eyes.  He did it for my dad.  He made a deal with Weston to save my dad’s business. “But why didn’t you tell me?’
“I didn’t want to say anything until it was done.  Just in case it fell through.” 
I sat there quietly for a few minutes.  Tears dripped onto my cheeks.  I felt his soft hand reach over to wipe a tear.
“Don’t cry, beautiful.  I did it for you, for your dad, for us.  I love you.  And I would buy the whole world if it meant you would be happy.”
I leaned my cheek into his hand and a sob escaped.  He slid closer to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulder.  I leaned my head into him.
“I love you, Belle Penn.  I miss you.  Violet misses you.  Please tell me we are going to be okay.” It was the pain and pleading in his voice that did me in.
“I love you, Adam Maxwell.”  I turned to face him.  I wanted him to see the love in my eyes.
He cupped my face in his hands and brought his lips to mine.  It felt like a first kiss all over again.  A fresh start.
“Yay!  You made up!”  Arielle exclaimed climbing back up the hill.
We pulled apart and laughed.  Adam moved closer to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulder.  He squeezed me as he replied, “we did.”
“I’m so glad.  The water is cold, and I didn’t hear any yelling, so I hoped it was a good thing,” Arielle teased.
She gave me a hug and then turned to face Adam.  “You better take care of her better from now on.  I don’t like it when my friends are sad.  And this one, this is one of the best people ever.”
“I will do everything in my power to make her smile every day,” he said with a wink in my direction.
Arielle laughed and punched his shoulder.  “Deal. And if you don’t, I will punch you for real next time.”
“Noted,” he said laughing as he pulled me close again and kissed the top of my head.
We headed back to our cars.  Adam walked to mine and boxed me in by the door.  “I love you, Belle.  Please tell me this is real.”
I placed a gentle hand on his chest and leaned in.  “It’s real.  I’m so sorry.  I’m sorry I didn’t listen when I should have.  I’ve sorry I made you feel bad.  I’m sorry if I hurt Violet.”
“Apology accepted.  And I’m sorry that I was not upfront with you about what I was doing.  It’s been a long time since I’ve had to share my thoughts with somebody else.  Please allow me some grace as I learn how to be the man you deserve.”
“Apology accepted,” I answered and wrapped my arms around his waist.
He kissed my forehead, my nose, my lips.  “Going forward, let’s promise to listen to each other.  No matter what.  It’s okay if you need some time to process but we have to be able to communicate.”
I sighed.  “I like communicating with you.”
I felt the rumble in his chest as he laughed at me.  “I like communicating with you too.”  After another quick kiss, he pulled back.  “Are you free tonight?  I’d like to take you someplace special.”
“I am definitely free tonight.”
“I’ll pick you up at six?”
“See you then.”
He opened the door for me and waited until I was settled before shutting the door.




Chapter 36
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I was nervous.  More nervous than I was going to the park earlier.  I knew we had stuff to work through but somehow this woman had infiltrated my thick skin and my broken heart and made me want to live again.  I wanted to do something special for her.  I hoped she would like it. 
I pulled up in front of her house and my hands were sweating.  I hoped this night would end on a good note.  I wasn’t entirely sure where her head was at, but I knew mine.  And I was going all in for this girl.
I got out slowly, belying the nerves in my stomach.  I walked to the door with the yellow flowers I had picked for her.  Mr. Penn opened the door when I knocked and let me in.
“So did you fix it?” he asked gently.
“I think so.  I want nothing more than to make her happy.  It breaks my heart that I hurt her the way I did.  Unintentionally or not.  All I want is to see her smile.  I have something special planned, and I hope she doesn’t hate it.”
“I don’t think she will,” he responded patting my shoulder.  “I’ll let her know you are here.”
“I’m here.” Her voice made my heart skip a beat.  
I turned to look at her and my heart melted.  She was wearing her favorite blue dress with sparkly sandals.  Her hair was half up, and a few tendrils floated around her face.  I wanted to brush them back so I could see her whole face.  Her eyes were soft and cautious.
“That you are.  You look amazing,” I said breathlessly.
“Thanks.  You don’t look too bad yourself.”  She moved closer to me, and I kissed her cheek.  “I got these for you.”  I handed her the flowers and her eyes lit up.
“Thank you.  I should probably put them in water before we go.”  She took the flowers and started to turn.
“I’ll take them, Belle,” her dad stated.  “You don’t want to be late for your reservations.”  He looked at me.  “You do have reservations, right?”
“Yes.  We do.  And we should go.  I don’t think they would give away our table but let’s not chance it.”
“Oh, um, okay.”  She handed the flowers to her dad, and he smiled at us both.
I held out my arm and she gently placed her hand in the crook of my arm.
“Bye, daddy.”
“Bye, princess. Have fun!”
He winked at me before we headed out the door.
Belle kept her hand in my arm until we got close to the car.  I walked her to the door and opened it for her.
“Aren’t you a gentleman,” she said lightly.
“I’m trying to do better.  Grumpy doesn’t work for me anymore.”  She got in and I closed the door.  I took a deep breath and let it out as I rounded the car.
When I got settled, I reached for her hand.  “Belle, thank you.  For a second chance, for putting up with me and for being you.”
“Um, your welcome.”  She looked down and then out the window before looking at me.  “And I am sorry again for not listening to you.  You didn’t deserve that.”
I squeezed her hand.  “That’s in the past.  Tonight is about moving forward.  Looking ahead to the future.  Not dwelling on the past.  Deal?”
“Deal.”  She smiled softly at me.
I leaned in and softly said, “Is your dad watching us?”
She looked out the window.  “Nope.”
“Good.”  I reached for her face and pulled her to me.  I kissed her lips softly.  Once, twice, three times.  “I’m so glad you are here with me.”
She let out a breath.  “Me, too.”
I kissed her quickly one more time and then sat back in my seat.
We held hands on the way to the restaurant.  The only time I let her go was when we were getting out of the car.  I needed the connection.  I needed to know that she was here with me.  I needed HER.
We were seated at a table for two near the back of the restaurant.  Belle was facing me, and I sat facing the door.  I looked over the top of the menu and watched the door.  Yes, I was looking for somebody.  No, I didn’t want Belle to know who.
We ordered wine and food, and I grabbed her hand again. It felt nice to make contact.  To hold her, even if it was just holding hands.
“Belle?”  I asked softly.
“Yes, Adam.”  She smiled at me and squeezed my hand. I hoped she couldn’t tell how nervous I was.  I had to consciously stop my leg from bouncing under the table.
“I can’t say enough how glad I am that you are here.  I’m sorry about the ambush.  I just wasn’t sure how else to get you to talk to me.”
“I can’t say I was happy at the time, but I am glad you made it happen.  I missed you so much.”
“And I you.  And Violet.  She couldn’t stop talking about how sad you were.  She wanted to do something to make you happy.  And honestly, so did I.”
“Well, here we are.  No looking back, right?”  She licked her lips and all I could think about was kissing her.  Later.  When dinner was over.
Our food arrived quickly, and we both dove in.  I was feeling nervous, but I forced myself to eat. When she finished, pushing her plate away, I pushed mine away too.
Here goes nothing.
“Look over there.  Isn’t that Amy Daws?”  I pointed behind us.
Belle turned around quickly, then back at me.  She took a breath and then tried to do a sly half head turn look.  “Oh, my God!  I think it is!”
“You should go say hi.  She’s your favorite, right?”  I sat back and took a drink of my wine.
“I can’t.  That would be rude.  Wouldn’t it?  She probably doesn’t want to be bothered.”  I could see the light in her eyes.  She wanted to go over there.
My plan was working so far.  I took a deep breath and stood up. I held out my hand to her.  “Come on.  How often do you get a chance to meet your favorite author?”  I smiled and grabbed her hand.
She stood up even as she said, “We can’t.  We shouldn’t.”
I led her over to the table and smiled when the conversation stopped.  “Amy?  Amy Daws, right?”
“Yup.  That’s me.”  She looked up at me and smiled.
“I’m Adam and this is my girl, Belle.  She is a huge fan.  Like your biggest fan.  Would you mind a photo?”  Belle was next to me and didn’t see me wink at Amy.
“I don’t mind at all.”  She pushed back from the table, and I guided Belle to her side. Amy stood up and wrapped an arm around Belle’s shoulder.  “Smile, girl!”
I took a quick picture with my phone and grinned at my girl.  She was so happy.  I wanted to see that look on her face every day for the rest of our lives.
“Thank you so much,” Belle gushed.  “I’m sorry we interrupted your meal.  But I appreciate it.  I love your books and I’m on the edge of my seat waiting for the next series.”  She was talking as fast as Violet when she was excited.
“It’s no problem.  I love meeting fans.”  Amy sat back down but looked at Belle.  “Would you like a signed book?”
“I, um, oh my.  Yes.  I would love that.”  She was practically crying she was so excited.  I loved it.
Amy pulled a book out of a bag under the table and opened the front cover.  She wrote something quickly and then handed it to Belle.  I moved closer to Belle, and I don’t think she even noticed.
Belle opened the book and read the inscription.  “Belle, just say yes to love.  Amy” “What?”
“Turn around, Belle,” Amy nudged.
When she turned, I was on one knee with a ring box held out in front of me.
“Isabella Penn.  When you came into my life, I thought it would be a few weeks and you would be gone.  I didn’t know you would melt my heart, and that you would take over my whole life.  I love you more than I ever thought I would love anybody again.  I know some might say it’s fast, but I want you to know I love you and I want you to be my future.”
Belle had her hands over her mouth and tears in her eyes.  
It was now or never.  “Will you marry me?”
She nodded and moved towards me as I stood up.  “Yes.  Yes.  YES!”
“Thank god!”  I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her.  
I put the ring on her finger and then heard Violet scream, “Did she say yes?”
We both turned to see Violet, Lily, Mr. Penn, Carolina, Juliana, and Arielle come from the back room.
I kept a hand on her back and raised my other arm.  “She said yes!”
The whole room exploded in applause, and I kissed my girl again.
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I hope you enjoyed Belle and Adam’s story.  They were a joy to write and after two years of development I couldn’t be happier with the outcome. If you read my first book, you know Abbi and Derek’s story and it was fun to include them here.  Arielle’s story is up next. Soon to be followed by Danielle.  
Thank you to all who gave feedback regarding story, plot, cover art or anything else.   I appreciate every piece of advice, even if I didn’t use it.  You are all invaluable to the end product.
Thanks to Amy Daws for being an inspiration.  I hope it was okay I put you in the book.  I couldn’t think of anybody that Belle would want to meet more.
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Beautiful Feelings – Belle and Adam
Best Damn Thing -Arielle and Eric (coming soon)
I Found You – Dani and Josh (coming soon)
Just One Kiss – Noelle and Alex (coming soon)

Midwest Millionaires Series
(release schedule TBD)
Right Here Waiting – Annie and Brady 
Soul to Soul – Sophie and Bennett
Believe in Me – Emily and Jackson
Crazy For You – Melanie and Logan

Not part of a series – but the characters do appear in other novels:
Act of Faith – Abbi and Derek (soon to be re-released)
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Best Damn Thing  
Arielle Brooks is a free spirit who longs to escape her family’s expectations and live life on her own terms.  Eric King is a local bad boy who wants to prove to his dad that he is worth something more than just another body at the automotive shop.
After a chance meeting at a beach resort, they go their separate ways and return to their everyday lives.
Months later, they run into each other again.  Arielle overhears Eric on the phone.  He has a problem: he needs to be married by his thirtieth birthday – which is in three months – or he will lose his inheritance. When Arielle overhears him offering to pay someone to marry him, she sees an opportunity to help them both get what they want. 
But what starts as a business deal soon turns into something more.  As they pretend to be a happy couple in public, they discover they have more in common than they thought.  As their feelings grow, they face a dilemma:  can they trust each other enough to make their marriage real? Or will they let their pasts and their families get in the way of their happiness?
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A nanny.  A single dad.  And a secret.  
Abbi Hamilton becomes the nanny for Derek Alexander almost by accident. And she never expected to fall in love with her boss. Derek is a music producer who needs a nanny for the summer.  But when their relationship deepens, Abbi discovers that Derek has been keeping a secret from her. As she struggles to come to terms with this revelation, Abbi’s life is thrown into turmoil when she loses somebody close to her. Will Abbi and Derek’s love survive the challenges that lie ahead?
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Amy is a lifelong Midwesterner who has been making up stories for four decades. She is frequently found with coffee in hand and a story idea on her mind. She is a self-proclaimed princess who is living her own second chance romance in a small town in Illinois. And when she’s not busy being royalty, she’s writing under the pseudonym Amelia Scott, weaving tales that will take you on an adventure you won’t forget! 
Connect with the author:
Email: amy@ameliascottauthor.com
Website: www.ameliascottauthor.com
Instagram: @ameliascottauthor
Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/ameliascottauthor
Reader Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/ameliascottauthor
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