
        
            
                
            
        

    


The Backup Nanny: A Steamy Small Town Sports Romance with a Grumpy Ex-Hockey Star




A Grumpy Single Dad, Fake Dating, Small-Town Sports Romance with Heart, Heat, and a age gap romance




Introduction










I didn’t think answering a last-minute nanny ad would be the beginning of my slow descent into chaos, caffeine dependency, and inappropriate thoughts about a grumpy ex-hockey player who doesn’t believe in smiling—or socks, apparently.










But here we are.










Three weeks ago, I was gainfully employed, reasonably sane, and entirely unqualified to nanny for a toddler who eats glue for breakfast and considers pants a suggestion, not a requirement. Then I got laid off from my teaching job—budget cuts—and suddenly I was on the desperate side of broke, scrolling a local mom group for anything that paid more than exposure and free granola bars.










Enter

 

Nash Callahan


 
.










Former NHL enforcer. Widowed older brother. Full-time grump. Part-time lumberjack, probably. Definitely not looking for a nanny, or help, or joy in general. But he got stuck with custody of his niece after a family emergency and apparently parenting isn't as simple as yelling at referees and bench-pressing anger.










Now he’s living in a half-furnished rental house in his sleepy hometown, trying to juggle playdates, preschool drop-offs, and a tiny tornado named Everly who’s three going on chaotic-neutral sorceress.










And me? I’m the backup nanny.










Not the first choice, not the second. I think I might’ve been the

 

seventh


 
, if you count the woman who ran out screaming after day two. But hey—Everly likes me. And I know how to braid hair, cook decent mac and cheese, and build a pillow fort sturdy enough to withstand a tantrum. So here I am.










Nash doesn’t trust me.










He thinks I talk too much. Laugh too loudly. Take up too much space in his neat, emotionally repressed world. He’s probably right. But I can’t help it. I wasn’t built for quiet. And Nash Callahan? He’s a walking storm cloud in sweatpants and a six-pack.










But storms can’t help crashing into the sun. And the longer I stay, the more I see it—that soft heart he pretends he doesn’t have. The way he watches Everly sleep. The way he notices when I’m tired, or cold, or pretending not to cry behind the fridge door.










We’re pretending this is temporary.










He’s pretending he doesn’t like me.










I’m pretending I’m not falling.










We both suck at pretending.









Chapter One – Interview-ish










The ad said:

 

“Urgent help needed. Must be good with toddlers. And mess. And mood swings. Preferably all at once.”











What it should have said was:

 

“Must be able to handle a grumpy ex-hockey player who glowers like it’s a full-time job, a toddler who thinks she’s a dragon, and a house that smells vaguely like frozen pizza and desperation.”











But hey, I’ve had worse interviews.










I adjusted the sleeves of my nicest “hire me” cardigan, knocked twice, and immediately second-guessed everything about my life. The house was huge but sad—like it hadn’t decided if it wanted to be lived in yet. The grass was half-dead, the porch light flickered, and somewhere inside, a child was definitely screaming the chorus to “Let It Go” at a pitch only dogs could hear.










Then the door opened.










And

 

boom


 
—there he was.










Nash Callahan.










Retired NHL legend. Local hometown heartthrob. Six-foot-four wall of broody silence with a scowl carved straight from Mount Doom.










And not wearing a shirt.










“Hi,” I said, very professionally, definitely not staring at the scar that cut across one pec like a story he’d never tell. “I’m here about the nanny job?”










He blinked at me like I was a malfunctioning toaster, then scrubbed a hand over a day-and-a-half’s worth of scruff. “Didn’t expect you till three.”










“It is three.”










“Right.”










Silence.










I held out the coffee I’d brought as a peace offering. “Triple espresso. I figured it couldn’t hurt?”










He eyed it suspiciously, like I’d laced it with glitter or chaos. “You bring bribes to all your job interviews?”










“Only when the client looks like he hasn’t slept since 2019.”










That almost—

 

almost


 
—got a twitch of a smile.










Instead, he stepped aside just far enough for me to enter. I brushed past him, immediately hit by the smell of laundry detergent, wood polish, and something else I couldn’t place. Hockey gear? Anger?










Inside, the house was…bare. Not messy, just empty. A couch, a TV, and a small mountain of toddler detritus: crayons, mismatched socks, a unicorn plushie with one eye. The kitchen counter was covered in mail, and a half-built Lego castle guarded a juice-stained coffee table like it owed rent.










“Sorry about the mess,” Nash muttered behind me, not sounding sorry at all. “She’s in the pantry.”










“The pantry?”










“She says it’s her cave. She won’t come out unless she smells cheese or hears Moana.”










I grinned despite myself. “A girl after my own heart.”










He crossed his arms over that unfairly sculpted chest and leaned against the doorframe like it owed him money. “You really a preschool teacher?”










“Three years,” I nodded. “Until budget cuts kicked me out last month. So now I nanny. I’ve got CPR certification, references from parents who’d cry if you called them, and a stellar record of getting toddlers to eat vegetables disguised as dinosaurs.”










“Not worried about the whole... ‘celebrity uncle with media baggage’ part?”










I tilted my head. “Should I be?”










He didn’t answer. Just watched me like I was a Sudoku puzzle he didn’t want to solve.










“I don’t care about your hockey past,” I added gently. “Or the gossip blogs. I’m not here for that.”










More silence.










Then, from the pantry: “UNCLE NASH! THE UNICORN STOLE MY GRAPES!”










Without blinking, he called back, “Tell Sparkles to share or I’m canceling bedtime stories.”










“Nooo!”










A thud. A giggle. Something crashed.










“Your niece seems... spirited.”










“She’s a terrorist in Elsa pajamas,” Nash said dryly.










“She’s also watching us right now through the pantry slats.”










He looked over, and sure enough, two big brown eyes peeked out from between the shelves.










“I like her,” I whispered.










“She bites.”










“Same.”










Another beat of silence. I wondered if I’d just killed my chances—or if he was always this slow to decide whether people were worth keeping.










Finally, he sighed like it physically pained him to say the words. “You start now or not at all.”










“I’ll take now.”










He nodded, pushed off the doorframe, and walked past me toward the stairs. “Your room’s upstairs. Third door on the right. It’s not fancy.”










“I’m not fancy either.”










As I followed him, Everly burst from the pantry like a sugar-fueled rocket, tackled my legs, and yelled, “DO YOU LIKE DINOSAURS?!”










“Only the vegetarian ones.”










“I LIKE THE ONES THAT EAT PEOPLE.”










“Cool, cool, same.”










She grabbed my hand like we were already best friends and dragged me toward the couch, narrating a dramatic reenactment of a Barbie vs. Dragon showdown. I caught Nash glancing over his shoulder, something unreadable flickering in his eyes.










Maybe he wasn’t totally convinced.










But Everly was.










And let’s be real: she was the boss here.









Chapter Two – The Nanny Playbook










By the time Nash came back downstairs, Everly had me wearing a tiara, three beaded necklaces, and what I suspected was a tutu meant for a stuffed animal stretched halfway up my leg.










“She declared you queen of the living room,” Nash said, raising an eyebrow.










“She said Sparkles the unicorn abdicated the throne due to emotional stress. I was the only one qualified for the job.”










Nash grunted. “Right.”










It wasn’t approval. But it wasn’t disapproval either. Which, coming from Nash Callahan, felt like a small parade in my honor.










I stood and peeled the tutu off my calf with dignity. “So… what’s the plan here?”










He blinked at me.










“You know,” I clarified, “feeding schedule? Nap routines? Screaming time slots?”










“Oh.” He rubbed the back of his neck, clearly regretting this entire decision already. “I don’t really… have a system. She eats what she’ll eat. Naps if she passes out. Screams whenever the wind shifts.”










I blinked back. “So no color-coded spreadsheets? No flashcard games at 3 p.m. sharp?”










He gave me a look like I was speaking in cursive.










“Okay,” I said brightly. “So… chaos it is.”










Everly threw a stuffed giraffe in the air and screamed, “FIRE DRILL!” before running in a circle around the couch.










Nash exhaled through his nose. “I’ll be in my office. It’s the room off the kitchen.”










He turned to leave, then paused. “You don’t need… like supervision or anything?”










“Nash,” I said, adjusting my invisible crown, “I’ve survived twelve preschoolers on a rainy day with no WiFi and a broken snack machine. I got this.”










A corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. “Let me know if she tries to feed you bugs. That’s a thing.”










“Copy that.”










Once he disappeared into what I assumed was a man cave filled with regret and protein powder, I got to work. First order of business: snacks.










“Everly,” I said, crouching to her level, “do you like peanut butter?”










“Only with honey. And sprinkles. And not if it touches the crust.”










“Noted. Any allergies?”










“Unicorns.”










“Same.”










We negotiated a snack truce involving toast, sliced strawberries, and a cartoon about magical squirrels with attitude problems. I made a mental note to track down a parent-friendly food schedule before Nash decided that gummy worms qualified as a vegetable.










Once Everly was happily munching away on her sprinkle toast, I cleaned up the living room—stepping over Legos, folding blankets, stacking children’s books that had somehow found their way into a mixing bowl.










I peeked into the kitchen. Open floor plan. Quiet. Nash was at the dining table, hunched over a laptop, frowning at it like it had personally betrayed him.










He looked tired. Like deep-in-his-bones tired. Not just the I-didn’t-sleep kind, but the kind that came from holding everything together with sheer willpower.










I turned away before he caught me watching and went back to scrubbing marker off the coffee table.










Thirty minutes later, Everly was climbing me like a tree.










“I HAVE TO PEE!”










“Let’s go! To the royal throne!”










We ran.










And we made it, mostly. Just a little splash on the bathroom tile. Nothing fatal. I cleaned it up while Everly serenaded me with a song about spaghetti. She added interpretive dance.










When I came back down, Nash was standing in the hallway, arms crossed, watching us.










“You bribed her with gummy bears?”










“Nope,” I said. “Pure charm and the threat of turning Sparkles into a backpack.”










Everly beamed. “She’s funny.”










Nash looked at me. “She’s dangerous.”










“She’s practical.”










“She’s wearing glitter.”










“It’s biodegradable.”










He stared at me for a beat, then said, “She’s going to want you to stay the night.”










I blinked. “Excuse me?”










“She gets attached fast. You stay past dinnertime, she’ll want you here for breakfast.”










“And what do

 

you


 
want?” I asked before I could stop myself.










His jaw flexed. “I want her happy. And safe.”










I nodded. “Then maybe let me do that. She likes me. That’s not nothing.”










He looked down the hall at Everly, who was now giving Sparkles a spa day in the sink.










“She does,” he admitted quietly.










And then, softer, “I don’t know what I’m doing.”










The words weren’t meant for me. Not really. But I heard them.










And I saw it—the lonely man behind the muscles and growl. The guy who’d been handed a life he never asked for and was trying, desperately, not to break it.










“Well,” I said, “lucky for you, I come with snacks, stickers, and a fully laminated Nanny Playbook. First edition.”










He raised a brow. “You’re joking.”










“Only a little.”










Everly popped her head around the corner. “UNCLE NASH. I HAVE A GLITTER BEARD.”










Nash sighed and turned away.










I smiled to myself.










Yep. Totally got this.









Chapter Three – Rules & Routines










Nash handed me a sheet of paper the next morning that might’ve been written by a sleep-deprived raccoon.











RULES


 
, it said at the top in all caps.




Followed by:









	



No sugar after 6pm




 






	



No screen time during meals




 






	



No visitors



 




	



No loud music




 






	



No glitter



 




	



No—



 












“Wait,” I said, halfway down the list, “—‘No singing to the dog’?”










Nash didn’t look up from his coffee. “He hates it.”










“You don’t have a dog.”










“That’s because he ran away after being serenaded by a six-year-old to ‘Let It Go’ five times in one day.”










I blinked. “Oh.”










He smirked into his mug.










I narrowed my eyes. “Was that a joke, Callahan?”










“I’m not proud of it.”










Everly bounded into the kitchen in one sock, one shoe, and a tutu over her pajamas.










“I MADE A MAP!” she announced, holding up a piece of construction paper with what looked like spaghetti sauce and a single googly eye stuck in the corner.










“Oh boy,” Nash muttered.










“To the unicorn kingdom,” she clarified. “We have to go there

 

immediately


 
or the sparkle tree will disappear forever!”










“Is that before or after breakfast?” I asked, kneeling down.










“Both,” she said, clearly confused that I didn’t understand the urgent importance of time travel and toast.










I stood and opened the fridge. It contained a half-eaten rotisserie chicken, five bottles of hot sauce, two beers, and a sad-looking cucumber.










“Nash,” I called, “do you believe in vegetables?”










“I buy them.”










“Then what do you

 

do


 
with them?”










He glanced over his laptop. “Ignore them till they cry and disappear.”










“Cool. I’m adding grocery shopping to our bonding list.”










“Bonding list?” he echoed warily.










I smiled sweetly. “You’ll love it. It includes grocery cart races and singing in the cereal aisle.”










“Absolutely not.”










“That’s what you said about glitter, and yet...” I pointed at the faint shimmer still stuck to the floor near the pantry.










He didn’t respond. But I saw it—that almost-smile again.










**










By ten a.m., I’d cleaned the kitchen, convinced Everly to wear both socks, and started compiling a grocery list based entirely on what was

 

not


 
currently growing something fuzzy in the fridge.










I texted it to Nash. Then texted it again with emojis for emphasis.










Then I watched him squint at his phone like it had personally insulted him.










“I don’t speak emoji,” he called from the other room.










“You’re forty, not eighty!”










“Thirty-six.”










I grinned.










He didn’t answer right away. But a moment later, I heard him typing. I checked my phone.










It said:





Got it. Carrots, milk, sparkly cereal. Anything else, sunshine?











My stomach did a weird little somersault.










Sunshine.










He hadn’t called me that out loud. But the fact that he’d texted it—like it had just slipped out—felt oddly personal. Like a nickname and a poke in the ribs all at once.










I looked over and caught him watching me from the hallway, one eyebrow raised.










“Checking your phone at work?” he said.










“Flirting with your nanny during business hours?” I shot back.










He turned and walked away, but not before I saw the corner of his mouth twitch again.










**










Everly napped that afternoon on the couch, wrapped around Sparkles like a koala on espresso withdrawal. I sat nearby on the floor, folding a basket of the tiniest socks I’d ever seen in my life.










Nash was on a call in the other room. His voice carried—low, calm, a little clipped.










“She’s doing fine… Yeah, she’s adjusting. No, I haven’t asked for help. That’s what the nanny’s for… Yes, she’s competent… No, I’m not—look, she’s not a problem, okay?”










I froze halfway through folding a tiny pink T-shirt.










Not a problem.










My heart did this weird thing—like it wanted to both smile and hide under the couch.










When he came back in, I didn’t say anything. Just handed him a baby sock like it was a peace treaty.










He stared at it. Then at me. Then said, “Thanks.”










It wasn’t a big thing. Just a sock. Just a word.










But it was more than I expected.










**










That night, after bath time (Everly 1, bathtub 0), I sat on the floor of her room reading a book about a turtle who wanted to be a ballerina. She fell asleep mid-sentence, clutching Sparkles and drooling on my arm.










I carefully untangled myself, turned off the lamp, and tiptoed out.










Nash was leaning against the wall in the hallway, arms folded, like he’d been waiting.










“She sleeps faster when you read to her,” he said quietly.










“She trusts me.”










His eyes met mine. “Yeah. I noticed.”










There was a beat. That humming kind of silence that feels like it might turn into something else if you let it.










But I didn’t.










Because I was still the nanny.










And he was still the man who didn’t believe in glitter, trust, or fairy tales.










So instead, I said, “Do you want me to show you how to fold toddler pants without losing your mind?”










He huffed out a quiet laugh. “No. But go ahead.”










And I did.










Because sometimes love doesn’t start with fireworks.










Sometimes it starts with laundry.









Chapter Four – The Tantrum Olympics










It all started with the toast.










Not just any toast—Everly’s toast.










It had a bear face. Banana ears, blueberry eyes, and a peanut butter smile. It was, if I may say so myself, a culinary masterpiece worthy of Instagram.










But the second I placed it on the pink plastic plate in front of her, she gasped like I’d just murdered Santa.










“I WANTED STRAWBERRIES,” she howled.










I blinked. “You… you said banana ten minutes ago.”










“I CHANGED MY MIND.”










And just like that, we entered DEFCON 1.










She threw the toast.










Then the plate.










Then herself—face-down onto the kitchen floor like a drama queen in training.










From the living room, Nash looked up from his laptop like someone had triggered an emergency siren.










“What the hell?” he muttered, setting his coffee down.










“It’s okay,” I called calmly, crouching beside the flailing toddler. “We’re having a big, important moment about breakfast feelings.”










“Do I need to—?”










“Nope,” I said brightly. “We’re good!”










I was lying.










She was kicking now. And sobbing. And dramatically yelling something about toast jail.










I sat on the floor next to her and waited, like any experienced toddler-wrangler does. Tantrums are like storms—you don’t stop them, you ride them out with grace and a snack in your pocket.










“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked gently after a few minutes.










She screamed into the tile.










“That’s fair.”










Nash stepped into the kitchen, brow furrowed. “Is she broken?”










“Nope. Just emotionally invested in toast rights.”










He rubbed his face. “Do you need me to—?”










“She’ll wear herself out. Just give us five minutes and a quiet exit strategy.”










He gave me a look I couldn’t read. Then he leaned against the doorway, arms folded, watching.










I pulled Everly gently into my lap. “Hey, hey… I know it’s a big day. Big feelings. But guess what?”










She sniffled. “What?”










“We can fix it. Do you want toast with strawberries?”










She nodded violently, still hiccuping.










“Do you want a bear face or… a heart face?”










“DRAGON FACE.”










I grinned. “You got it.”










Five minutes later, she was munching on dragon-faced toast like nothing ever happened. Nash hadn’t moved.










“She okay now?” he asked.










“Yep.”










“And you didn’t bribe her?”










“Nope.”










“Hypnosis?”










“Just empathy and good peanut butter.”










He huffed out a sound that could’ve been a laugh, or a sigh, or both. “You’re good at this.”










“I’ve had practice.”










“She usually screams until someone gives her a Pop-Tart and hides.”










I shrugged. “She doesn’t need someone to hide. She needs someone to stay.”










That made him pause. He looked at me, really looked this time.










“Stay,” he echoed.










I nodded. “That’s the job, right?”










He didn’t answer. But his gaze softened, just a little. Like maybe—for the first time in a while—someone staying didn’t seem like the worst thing in the world.










**










Later that afternoon, Nash offered to take Everly for a walk so I could breathe for ten minutes without tiny fingers braiding my hair into accidental knots.










He came back forty-five minutes later with a coffee in one hand and Everly asleep on his shoulder, her sparkly sneaker hanging off one foot.










“She passed out after two squirrels and a swing,” he whispered.










“She’s a lightweight.”










“She gets it from her dad.”










It was the first time he mentioned Everly’s father. I didn’t press. But I did reach out and gently untangled the glitter crown from her hair.










“Thanks for the coffee,” I said.










He hesitated, then added, “You were right. Earlier. About the staying thing.”










I smiled softly. “It’s not that hard. If you want to learn.”










He raised an eyebrow. “You offering to train me like a puppy?”










“Only if you respond to treats and positive reinforcement.”










“I don’t.”










“Liar.”










A long, slow moment passed between us.










He looked at me, tired but steady. “You’re different.”










“Good different or

 

oh no we’ve hired a glitter witch


 
different?”










He didn’t answer.










But he handed me the coffee like it meant something.










And I knew—this job was more than a job now.










For all three of us.









Chapter Five – The Paparazzi Problem










It started with a flash.










Not the lightning kind. The camera kind.










I was standing in the front yard, holding Everly’s hand while she debated the complex politics of dandelion wishes, when a guy with a camera and an overcompensating zoom lens stepped out from behind Nash’s neighbor’s shrub.










“Miss!” he shouted. “Is it true you and Nash Callahan are living together?”










Everly dropped her flower. I dropped my soul.










“Excuse me?” I said.










“You’re the new girlfriend, right? The one moving in? Sources say Nash took a break from hockey for a surprise family—any truth to that?”










I blinked at him.










“Who are your sources? A psychic raccoon?”










He laughed. “So no comment?”










“Oh, I have comments. But most of them are rated R.”










Then Nash stormed out the front door.










Shirtless, of course. Because apparently this man doesn’t believe in basic torso coverage when enraged.










“Get off my property,” he growled.










The guy backed up fast. “Public sidewalk!”










“And this is a public warning,” Nash shot back. “Next time, I call the cops.”










The photographer slinked off with the speed of a roach caught in kitchen light. Nash turned to me, jaw clenched, fists flexing at his sides.










“You okay?”










“Yeah.” I looked down at Everly, who was now clutching my leg like I was the only stable landmass during an emotional earthquake. “But she’s shaken.”










He knelt and picked her up. “It’s okay, munchkin. Just a nosy stranger.”










“Is he a bad guy?” she whispered.










“No,” I said softly. “Just rude.”










She rested her head on his shoulder, eyes wide and wary.










I followed them inside, heart thumping.










Nash paced once we were in the kitchen, muttering something under his breath about bloodsuckers and baseball bats.










“This happen often?” I asked gently.










“Used to. Not so much now. Thought we’d be safe here. Guess not.”










He ran a hand through his hair and looked at me. “They think you’re my girlfriend.”










I blinked. “Right. Because clearly, I scream ‘trophy wife’ in my cereal-stained hoodie and glitter-covered sneakers.”










He didn’t smile.










Instead, he stared at me with something unreadable in his eyes.










“What if we… let them think that?”










My stomach did a cartwheel. “Excuse me?”










“Just for a while. It’ll keep them out of your business. Mine too. If they think it’s a normal relationship thing, they’ll lose interest. Maybe.”










I tilted my head. “So… fake dating.”










He didn’t say anything.










“You want us to

 

fake date


 
,” I clarified.










Still nothing.










“I mean, I’ve seen this movie, Nash. It ends with a steamy kiss and one of us catching feelings and ruining everything.”










A muscle in his jaw jumped.










“Not going to happen,” he said flatly.










I raised a brow. “You sure about that?”










He looked at me like I was a riddle he hadn’t finished solving. “You think I’m your type?”










“Absolutely not.”










“Good.”










“Great.”










A long pause.










“But,” I added slowly, “for the record, you

 

do


 
have fake boyfriend potential. I mean, you’ve got the brooding thing down. The emotional constipation. The arms.”










His lips twitched. “The arms?”










“Objectively. They’re very fake-datable.”










He didn’t smile. But his eyes crinkled, just a little.










“You’re ridiculous,” he muttered.










“And you’re asking me to pretend to date you in front of the entire internet. What’s more ridiculous than that?”










“Fine,” he said. “We’ll just keep it low-key. Subtle.”










“Subtle,” I repeated, glancing down at my pajama pants covered in tiny sharks.










“Totally subtle.”










**










That afternoon, I got a text from Nash.













Going to the store. If we’re dating now, do I have to bring you flowers or just milk?















I stared at it for a full minute, then typed back.













Both. But the flowers better match my eyes or I’m calling the press.















Two minutes later, he replied with a photo of him standing in the produce aisle, holding a jug of milk and a single purple carnation.










Underneath, it said:





Close enough, sunshine?











And that’s when I realized I was in

 

so much


 
trouble.










Because fake dating only works if you’re not already halfway in love with the guy.










And I had a very bad feeling… I might already be past halfway.









Chapter Six – Fake Date Night










“You’re sure this is a good idea?” I asked, smoothing down my dress in the mirror for the third time.










It was blue. Soft. Flowy. The kind of dress that said,

 

I’m approachable but might also own matching bedsheets and emotional trauma.











Nash leaned against the hallway wall outside the bathroom like a Greek statue sculpted entirely out of denim, flannel, and judgment.










“I’ve seen worse plans,” he muttered.










“Oh good. Nothing makes me feel more secure than your glowing enthusiasm.”










He crossed his arms, watching me like I might combust under pressure. “You look fine.”










I turned to face him. “Fine?”










“I said

 

you look fine


 
.”










“You also said that about expired lunch meat the other day.”










He sighed, pushed off the wall, and walked toward me.










And then he stopped. Right in front of me.










Close enough that I could smell the clean scent of cedar and soap and something unmistakably

 

Nash.











He looked down, brow furrowed. “You look… pretty.”










I blinked. “Was that physically painful for you to say?”










“Deeply.”










“Good. Then I’m ready.”










**










The restaurant was one of those classy-but-not-too-fancy places in town with fairy lights on the patio and waiters who wore black button-ups and had perfect teeth. I wasn’t nervous until Nash put his hand on the small of my back as we walked in.










His palm was warm.










His touch was steady.










And my spine decided now was the perfect time to throw a parade.










“Relax,” he whispered.










“I am relaxed,” I said too quickly. “I’m the most relaxed person here. I might spontaneously yoga.”










That earned the tiniest huff of amusement from him.










We were seated at a table in the corner, far enough from the window to avoid too much visibility, but close enough that a lurking photographer could maybe get a blurry shot of Nash Callahan being

 

human.











I ordered a salad. Nash ordered a steak.










And for a few blissful moments, it felt… normal.










Until he leaned in and said, “You might want to pretend you like me a little.”










“I’m here, aren’t I?”










“Looking like you’d rather be anywhere else.”










I smiled sweetly. “That’s just my face.”










His mouth twitched. “You’re bad at this.”










“You’re worse.”










Then he did something shocking.










He laughed. Like, full-body, honest-to-God

 

laughed.











Heads turned. Probably because no one in this town had heard that sound since Nash retired from hockey and turned into a professional grump.










I stared at him. “Who

 

are


 
you?”










“Someone who’s faking a date.”










“Convincing.”










His eyes found mine again. And something shifted.










Suddenly, the warmth in his gaze didn’t feel like acting. It felt real.










Dangerously real.










**










After dinner, we walked down Main Street toward the ice cream shop.










“You think they bought it?” I asked, licking my spoon.










Nash shrugged. “At least three people took pictures. So either we nailed it, or I’ll be in a meme tomorrow.”










“Can’t wait to read the comments.”










He glanced at me, slower now, his face more serious.










“You really okay with this?”










“Fake dating you?”










He nodded.










I stopped walking. “Honestly?”










He waited.










“It’s weird,” I admitted. “Pretending. Because when I’m around you... sometimes it doesn’t feel fake at all.”










His jaw clenched.










And then—softly, carefully—he reached out and brushed a piece of hair from my cheek.










I forgot how to breathe.










We stood there, under a string of glowing lights, with melting ice cream and all the things we weren’t saying hanging heavy in the air.










“Nash,” I whispered, “if we’re going to keep pretending… we need rules.”










“Like what?”










“No real kissing.”










He raised a brow. “That’s your rule?”










“Yes.”










His eyes dropped to my lips.










“Okay,” he said slowly. “No real kissing.”










I nodded, ignoring the way my whole body was silently chanting

 

liar liar liar.











We walked the rest of the way in silence.










But when he opened the truck door for me and his hand brushed mine—just barely—I felt it.










The kind of heat you don’t fake.










And the kind of trouble you can’t walk away from once it’s started.









Chapter Seven – Late Night Laundry & Confessions










The dryer buzzed at 10:42 p.m.










I was the only one still awake.










Everly had passed out mid-storytime, her tiny hand wrapped around my thumb like a sleep anchor. Nash had disappeared into his room hours ago, claiming he needed to “answer emails,” which was code for

 

brood alone in darkness.











I padded downstairs in my leggings and oversized hoodie, hair up, no makeup—full nanny gremlin mode. The laundry room was warm and smelled like fabric softener and faint vanilla.










I pulled out a load of tiny shirts and sock-orphaned chaos and started folding, mind half on autopilot, half spinning with questions I didn’t want to ask.










How long was this fake thing going to last?










How long could I pretend my heart wasn’t tripping over itself every time Nash looked at me like I wasn’t just

 

the nanny?











“Can’t sleep?”










I jumped, turning fast.










Nash stood in the doorway, barefoot in sweats and a plain gray T-shirt that should have been illegal. His hair was slightly messy. His voice was tired.










I shrugged. “Too many thoughts. Not enough sheep.”










He walked in slowly, leaning against the washer like it might bite. “You do this every night?”










“Laundry therapy. Helps me pretend I have control over my life.”










His lips quirked. “That bad?”










“Not the worst. Just weird.” I handed him a tiny shirt. “Fold. Participate in the therapy.”










To my surprise, he took it. Clumsily, but still.










“Let me guess,” I said, “you haven’t folded a shirt in five years.”










“Try fifteen.”










“Who did it before?”










He paused. “My mom. Then the equipment managers. Then… no one.”










I smiled softly. “So I’m the folding coach now?”










“You’re bossy enough.”










“I take pride in it.”










He folded one sleeve inside out and glared at it like it had betrayed him. I fixed it quietly, our hands brushing.










Static crackled in the air.










“Everly likes you,” he said after a moment.










“I like her, too. She’s got chaos energy. I respect that.”










He smiled. Like… actually smiled. Not a twitch. Not a maybe. A real one.










It hit me in the chest like a surprise kiss.










“She wasn’t supposed to end up with me,” he said suddenly.










I looked at him. “What do you mean?”










He sat on the edge of the dryer, elbows on his knees. “When my brother died, it was supposed to be temporary. A few weeks. Maybe a month. But then… her mom bailed. Just walked away. Said she couldn’t do it. Said Everly reminded her too much of him.”










I stayed silent, letting him speak.










“I didn’t know what the hell I was doing,” he said. “Still don’t. I was good at hitting people and protecting the goal. But bedtime stories? Preschool drop-offs? I’ve never felt so lost.”










“You don’t seem lost.”










“I am. Most of the time.”










I walked over, sat next to him on the dryer. Our knees bumped.










“You’re doing better than you think,” I said softly. “She feels safe. You did that.”










He looked at me, something raw and vulnerable flickering behind his eyes. “You help.”










My heart flipped.










“I’m glad.”










We sat there for a moment, the dryer humming behind us, the world weirdly quiet.










Then he said, “You ever wonder what would’ve happened if this wasn’t fake?”










My breath caught.










“Nash…”










He turned to face me, just inches away. “Forget the rules for a second. If this was real... would you be scared?”










I looked at him—this broken man with the weight of the world on his shoulders and a little girl depending on him to hold it all up.










“I’d be terrified,” I whispered.










He leaned in, just a little.










So did I.










But then Everly cried out in her sleep upstairs, and the moment shattered like glass hitting tile.










Nash blinked, stood fast. “I’ll check on her.”










I nodded, pulse thudding in my throat.










As he disappeared up the stairs, I sat alone in the laundry room, surrounded by tiny folded shirts and too many what-ifs.










And for the first time since I took this job, I wasn’t sure if I could keep pretending.










Because what I felt?










It was starting to look a lot like real.









Chapter Eight – Hockey Night in Nowhere










I didn’t think much of it when Nash asked if we wanted to “get out of the house for a bit.”










But then I saw the rink.










It wasn’t a stadium, not like the kind he used to fill with roaring crowds and fist-pumping goal horns. This was the local community center—low ceilings, chipped bleachers, a snack bar that smelled like stale nachos and teenage sweat.










But the second we walked in, Nash’s entire body changed.










His posture straightened. His expression sharpened. His stride—usually that of a man trudging through emotional sludge—grew lighter, quicker.










Everly squealed. “UNCLE NASH ICE TIME!”










“She’s been here before?” I asked, watching her bounce in her boots.










He nodded, already slipping behind the counter to grab rental skates. “She likes to watch. Sometimes I take her out for a lap or two. She mostly likes throwing snowballs at teenagers.”










“Same.”










He handed me a pair of skates.










I stared at them. “Oh no. No no no. This body doesn’t do graceful ice ballet.”










“You’ll be fine.”










“Define fine.”










“You won’t die.”










“You say that like it’s a guarantee.”










He smirked. “I’ve got you.”










Those three little words did something dangerous to my spine.










I laced up my skates and waddled to the edge of the rink like a newborn giraffe trying to find its legs. Everly was already in the penalty box pretending to be the queen of ice dragons.










Nash stepped onto the ice like it was home.










And suddenly, I saw him.










Not Uncle Nash. Not Laundry Nash. Not Fake Boyfriend Nash.










This was

 

The Nash Callahan


 
—the one from old game clips and highlight reels. Smooth, confident, powerful. He skated with the kind of ease most people reserve for walking into their own kitchen.










He turned to me and held out a hand.










“Come on, sunshine.”










I hesitated. Then slid onto the ice like a woman walking the plank.










He caught me instantly.










His hand on my waist was strong and steady. My breath caught.










“You’re not letting go, right?” I asked.










“Not a chance.”










God help me.










He guided me slowly, one hand on my back, the other holding mine. I looked up at him—his focused expression, the faint smile threatening the corner of his mouth.










“You really love this, don’t you?” I said.










He nodded. “I miss it sometimes.”










“You were amazing.”










“Was,” he said quietly. “Now I’m just the guy who can’t even get his niece to eat broccoli without a meltdown.”










“Hey,” I said, pulling back just enough to see his face. “She ate it last night.”










“Because you told her it made her farts smell like glitter.”










“Which is true.”










He laughed again. The real kind.










And I felt it—right there in the center of my chest—that ache that whispered

 

you’re already in too deep.











We skated two slow laps before Everly shouted, “DO THE SPINS!”










“I don’t—” I started.










Too late.










Nash had both hands on my waist and was already turning.










We spun—slowly, carefully—and I shrieked in laughter the entire time.










He was laughing too.










And when we stopped, breathless, facing each other on the ice, something shifted again.










Our faces were too close. His hands were still on me. My heart was doing drum solos against my ribs.










He looked down at me like he wanted to say something he hadn’t said in a long time.










“Thank you,” he said instead.










“For what?”










“For giving her this. And… for giving

 

me


 
this. A day where I didn’t feel like I was failing.”










I swallowed hard. “You’re not.”










He didn’t answer. Just leaned his forehead against mine, just barely, like he needed the contact but didn’t trust himself with more.










And I let him.










Because in that moment, under the hum of fluorescent lights and the chill of old ice, we weren’t faking anything.










We were just two broken people figuring out how to hold each other up.









Chapter Nine – The Almost Kiss










It started with popcorn.










That’s how all life-altering moments start, right? With burnt popcorn, a movie night, and an entirely avoidable emotional meltdown.










Everly had insisted on a family movie night. She picked

 

Frozen 2


 
, obviously. Nash groaned. I pretended to be neutral. Everly screamed “AGAIN!” when the credits rolled.










By the time we got her to bed—with three stories, one bonus lullaby, and Nash reciting Olaf quotes with surprising dramatic commitment—it was past ten. The house was quiet.










Too quiet.










I padded down to the kitchen in my pajamas—sweatpants and a tank top—intent on a snack. Nash was already there, shirtless as usual, standing over the microwave.










“Why are you like this?” I asked, pointing at his bare chest.










“It’s my house,” he replied, deadpan.










“That is not a real answer.”










He opened the microwave, pulled out the bowl, and frowned. “Burnt.”










“I could’ve told you that. The smoke smell is strong enough to summon ancient spirits.”










He turned, set the bowl down, and looked at me. “You want to fix it?”










“Are you asking me to rescue popcorn or rescue your masculinity?”










“Whichever needs it more.”










I took the bowl, dumped it, and started again. As the microwave hummed, he leaned against the counter, arms crossed, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.










“You’re good at this,” he said softly.










“At what? Popcorn science?”










“No.” His voice was lower now. Rougher. “This. All of this.”










My hands stilled on the bag.










“I’ve been doing it alone so long I forgot what it’s like to have someone here who isn’t just… passing through.”










I turned. “I’m not just passing through, Nash.”










He took a step closer.










I didn’t move.










“I know this started as a favor. A fake thing. But lately it doesn’t feel fake.”










Another step. His voice was barely above a whisper now.










“Lately it feels like I look forward to hearing you talk in the morning. Like I check the driveway to make sure your car’s still there. Like maybe… maybe this house doesn’t feel so cold when you’re in it.”










My heart pounded.










“Nash…”










He reached out. Touched my face.










Just one thumb against my cheek. Gentle. Reverent.










And then he leaned in.










Our lips were a breath apart. One. Half. Less.










I could feel it—the tension, the question, the answer waiting on the edge of a kiss.










And then—










Everly’s voice from upstairs:




“UNCLE NASH! SPARKLES IS STUCK IN THE TOILET!”










We jumped apart like teenagers caught making out behind the gym.










Nash cursed under his breath and straightened. “I’ll go.”










He didn’t look at me when he turned away.










And I didn’t stop him.










Because if he had kissed me—I didn’t know if I could’ve survived it.










Or if I ever would’ve stopped.










**










Later, I sat on the couch alone, the popcorn long forgotten.










I touched my lips. Still tingling from nothing. From almost.










That was the thing about almost kisses.










They didn’t make your heart beat less.










They made it beat

 

more.










Chapter Ten – The Ex Strikes Out










It was supposed to be a quiet Saturday morning.










Everly had her glitter markers. I had coffee. Nash had, for once, a glimmer of peace.










Until the doorbell rang.










Once.










Twice.










Then three sharp, demanding knocks that screamed

 

trouble


 
.










Nash looked up from the couch, his frown forming like it had a muscle memory all its own. “Expecting someone?”










“Unless the Girl Scouts have started doing hostile takeovers, no.”










He stood, stretched, and padded to the front door in his usual hoodie-and-sweatpants glory. I stayed put on the floor beside Everly, helping her draw a family portrait that mostly consisted of stick figures and a suspicious number of rainbows.










Then I heard it—

 

her


 
voice.










Smooth. Sharp. Just a little too loud.










“Nash. We need to talk.”










I looked up. Nash stood frozen in the doorway, shoulders stiff, mouth tight.










And behind him?










Tall. Blonde. Gorgeous in the intimidating, lip-glossed, fashion-magazine way that made my hoodie feel like a burlap sack. She wore sunglasses inside and held her purse like it contained state secrets.










“I let myself in,” she said breezily, stepping forward and scanning the room like she owned it. “You must be the nanny.”










I stood, keeping my tone light. “And you must be someone who missed the 'ring-and-wait' memo.”










Nash cleared his throat. “Tessa… this is her.”










Ah.

 

Tessa


 
. The ex. The absentee mother. The woman who left.










Her eyes flicked over me with polite disinterest before landing on Everly. “Look how big you’ve gotten,” she cooed, kneeling like it was a photo op.










Everly didn’t move. Didn’t smile. Just gripped Sparkles tighter.










“She’s shy,” I said, stepping subtly in front of her.










Tessa straightened. “Let’s talk.”










“In the dining room,” Nash said, voice tight.










As they walked away, I reached for Everly’s hand. Her little fingers were cold.










We sat in her room for the next thirty minutes, building towers and knocking them down without a word. She didn’t ask questions. I didn’t offer answers.










But I saw it—how she kept glancing at the hallway. Listening. Waiting.










When the front door finally closed, Nash reappeared. His face was pale, mouth a hard line, fists clenched at his sides.










“She’s not coming back,” he said simply.










Everly didn’t react.










Didn’t cry.










She just nodded once and handed him Sparkles.










And that broke me.










**










That night, after Everly was tucked in with extra hugs and her unicorn army standing guard, I found Nash out on the porch. He sat on the swing with a beer in one hand and his phone in the other, unread notifications lighting up the screen.










“You okay?” I asked softly.










He didn’t look up. “No.”










I sat beside him.










Silence stretched between us like a thread pulled tight.










Then he spoke.










“She said she wanted custody.”










My stomach dropped. “What?”










“She said she’s ready now. That she’s grown. Stable. Wants to ‘reconnect.’” He scoffed bitterly. “Said it like Everly’s a brunch date she forgot to follow up on.”










“What did you say?”










“I said no. She walked out. She doesn’t get to walk back in because she’s bored.”










I hesitated. “She’s not going to try anything… legal, is she?”










He looked at me then, eyes dark and clear. “Let her try.”










I swallowed hard. “You really love her.”










His voice cracked. “I didn’t think I could. Not like this. But every time she calls my name, or climbs into my lap, or draws a picture of me with a giant beard and a cape—yeah. I love her. She’s my kid now.”










Tears burned behind my eyes.










He ran a hand over his face. “I’m not good at this. Not the parenting. Not the feelings. Not… this.”










“I know,” I said. “But you’re trying. And that counts.”










He looked at me then.










Really looked.










Like he saw something in me that steadied him. Grounded him.










“Why are you here?” he asked.










It wasn’t defensive. It was honest. Raw.










“I needed a job,” I said. “Then I needed a home. Now… I just need you.”










His breath caught.










“Shit,” he whispered.










And then he kissed me.










No build-up this time. No hesitation.










Just a crash of lips and years of loneliness dissolving in one perfect, soul-wrenching second.










His hand cupped my cheek, his mouth soft but sure, and everything inside me screamed

 

finally.











When we pulled back, I was breathless.










“I thought we weren’t doing that,” I murmured.










“Screw the rules,” he said.










We sat together in the quiet, my head on his shoulder, the stars above us.










It wasn’t perfect.










But it was real.










And sometimes, that’s enough.









Chapter Eleven – Sick Days & Soft Hearts










The morning after the kiss, Nash was gone.










Not physically—he was in the kitchen making eggs and glaring at the frying pan like it had personally insulted him. But emotionally? Spiritually? Mentally?










Gone.










He didn’t greet me when I walked in. Didn’t look up. Didn’t ask about my night or mention the fact that he’d kissed me like he meant it. He just muttered something about “more coffee” and poured himself a cup like it was a peace treaty he didn’t want to sign.










Everly, bless her chaos-filled heart, didn’t notice. She was too busy building a cereal tower and demanding Nash “make it snow with marshmallows.”










He obliged. Quietly. Automatically. Like he’d folded himself right back into the man he’d been

 

before.











And it hurt.










It hurt more than I wanted it to.










“Morning,” I said, trying for light and normal.










He nodded. “Morning.”










That was it.










No lingering glances. No soft smiles. No teasing over my bedhead or asking if I remembered what he’d said the night before.










He was retreating.










Fast.










And I didn’t know if I should chase or wait for him to circle back.










Spoiler: I didn’t get the chance to decide.










Because that afternoon, I got sick.










Not just

 

sniffles and soup


 
sick. Full-blown, flu-level, body-aching, can’t-lift-my-head-off-the-pillow sick.










It hit me like a freight train halfway through storytime. One second I was reading about a llama with too many pajamas, and the next I was slurring words and sweating through my shirt.










Nash caught me before I hit the floor.










“You okay?” he asked, voice low and alarmed.










“I feel like a noodle someone dropped behind the stove in 2015.”










He frowned. “That bad?”










“Worse.”










He scooped me up. Just… lifted me. Like I weighed nothing. Like it wasn’t a big deal that I was half-conscious and definitely wearing mismatched socks.










“You don’t have to—” I started.










“Shut up,” he muttered. “You take care of us every day. Let me return the favor.”










He carried me upstairs.










Tucked me into bed.










Brought me water, Tylenol, and a cool washcloth for my forehead.










He checked on me every hour.










And by the third time he whispered, “You need anything?” while smoothing my hair back, I knew.










He wasn’t gone.










He was scared.










**










That night, in a fever haze, I woke to the sound of voices.










Nash and Everly. Downstairs.










“She’s sick?” Everly asked.










“Yeah, kiddo. But she’ll be okay.”










“Will she die?”










My heart twisted.










“No,” Nash said firmly. “She’s tough. You know that.”










“I like her.”










“I do too.”










Silence.










Then, softly—so soft I almost thought I imagined it:










“I think I love her.”










I buried my face in the pillow.










Not because I was scared of hearing it.










But because I was scared he’d take it back.










**










By the next morning, I was still a mess, but slightly more human.










I came downstairs wrapped in a blanket, pale and puffy, looking like a ghost with a messy bun.










Nash looked up from the couch. He stood.










“You shouldn’t be up.”










“You kissed me,” I blurted.










He froze.










Then nodded. “Yeah.”










“And then you ignored me for a full twenty-four hours.”










He exhaled. “I know.”










“Do you regret it?”










“No.”










“Then why the ice age?”










He ran a hand through his hair. “Because I don’t know what I’m doing. Because I’m scared I’m going to screw this up. Because I’ve lost a lot of people I cared about, and if I lose you—”










He stopped. Swallowed.










“That’s not something I come back from.”










I stepped forward. Slowly. Like I was approaching a wounded animal.










“You’re not going to lose me.”










He looked up. “How can you be so sure?”










“Because I’m still here. Even after you retreated into your own emotional cave and acted like last night didn’t happen.”










“I was trying to protect you.”










“Maybe let

 

me


 
decide what I need protecting from.”










He hesitated.










Then nodded.










And for the first time, I saw it.










Not just the man trying to be a dad. Not the ex-hockey player. Not the guy who folded laundry like it personally offended him.










I saw Nash Callahan—the whole, messy, complicated man underneath all the armor.










And I loved him.










God help me, I did.










So I walked over.










Put my arms around him.










And said, “Next time you’re scared, just say it. I’ll be scared with you.”










He held me tighter than he ever had before.










And this time, he didn’t let go.









Chapter Twelve – Storm Warning










The next few days passed in a kind of fragile, uneasy calm.










Nash was trying. I could feel it in the way he made coffee for me in the mornings, in the way he let Everly help him cook dinner even though it took twice as long, in the way he touched my back in passing—quick and subtle, but never accidental.










And still, something sat heavy between us.










Unspoken.










Waiting.










It finally broke on Thursday night.










It was raining.










Everly was upstairs, passed out from an epic meltdown over why clouds don’t have names. Nash and I were in the living room, half-watching a movie and pretending not to be thinking about everything we hadn’t said since that night on the porch.










He cleared his throat. “I got a call today.”










I muted the TV. “From who?”










“Coach Sullivan. My old assistant. He’s moving to Boston to take over a youth league program. Wants me to come help.”










My heart skipped. “Like… move with him?”










“Just for a few months. Maybe six.”










Six months.










Gone.










Somewhere far away. Somewhere that wasn’t here, wasn’t us.










“Oh,” I said.










He glanced over, reading my face like he already knew what I wasn’t saying. “It’s a good opportunity. Pays well. Gets me back on the ice.”










“With Everly?”










He hesitated. “She’d stay here. With my mom. Just until things are settled.”










My chest tightened. “So you’d leave her. And me.”










“I wouldn’t

 

leave


 
you.”










“Then what would you call it?”










His jaw clenched. “I haven’t said yes. I’m just considering it.”










“Because being with us isn’t enough?”










“Don’t do that,” he snapped. “Don’t twist this like I’m running away.”










“You

 

are


 
running. You’re scared, Nash. You think if you keep moving, you won’t feel things too deeply. But guess what? We’re already in it. Me. You. Her.”










His eyes flashed. “I

 

know


 
that. Don’t you think I feel that every damn day?”










“Then why are you even thinking about going?”










“Because I’m terrified!” he shouted.










The room went still.










The only sound was the rain pounding the windows.










He exhaled hard, hands on his hips, eyes shut. “I’m terrified I’m going to mess this up. That I’ll hurt you. That Everly’s going to grow up and realize I’m just a guy who got stuck raising someone else’s kid and had no idea what the hell he was doing.”










“You’re not stuck, Nash.”










He looked at me. “Sometimes it feels like I am.”










The words hit like a punch.










I turned away.










Silence again.










This time colder.










Finally, I said, “You want to go? Go. But don’t come back expecting us to be waiting like nothing happened.”










His voice was rough. “You’d really walk away?”










“I’m not the one who’s walking.”










I left the room before he could see the tears.










And I didn’t look back.










**










The next morning, the house was silent.










No coffee waiting on the counter.










No sarcastic grumbling from the hallway.










Just Everly, sleepy-eyed, crawling into my lap at breakfast and whispering, “Uncle Nash is sad.”










I didn’t know how to explain that sadness wasn’t always about tears.










Sometimes it looked like shutting people out before they could leave first.










Sometimes it looked like self-sabotage.










Sometimes it looked like the man you were falling in love with choosing fear over you.










And it sucked.










**










That afternoon, I packed a bag.










Just one.










I didn’t leave.










But I wanted him to see it.










To know that this time, if he shut the door, I might not wait around for it to open again.










He found me in the hallway, bag still half-zipped on the bench.










His face was pale.










“What are you doing?” he asked, voice low.










“I don’t know.”










He looked at the bag. Then at me. “You’re leaving?”










“Not yet.”










Silence.










Then he walked forward and knelt in front of me.










“I’m scared,” he said again. Softer this time. Raw.










“I know.”










“I don’t want to lose you.”










“You might. If you don’t stop pushing me away every time it gets hard.”










“I’m trying.”










“I need more than

 

trying


 
, Nash. I need

 

choosing.


 
I need to know that when things fall apart, you don’t run.”










He looked up, and this time—finally—I saw it.










Not the fear.










Not the guilt.










The fight.










The choice.










He reached for my hand and placed it over his heart.










“It’s you. It’s always you.”










I leaned down and kissed him, not because it would fix everything, but because we were finally done pretending it was broken beyond repair.










We still had work to do.










Still had healing.










But we had something real.










And for the first time… he was choosing to stay.









Chapter Thirteen – The Apology Plan










I expected him to leave.










After the fight, the tears, the half-zipped bag—I thought he’d disappear behind silence and guilt the way he always did. I thought I’d wake up and find the truck gone, the coffee cold, the swing on the porch still swaying from the echo of another almost-goodbye.










But he didn’t leave.










He stayed.










And for once, he showed up

 

first


 
.










I came down the next morning to find Everly wearing my scarf like a superhero cape, holding a spatula, and announcing, “We’re making PANCAKES FOR LOVE.”










Nash stood behind her at the stove, flipping uneven circles and looking like he’d aged five years overnight.










He looked at me. “We have strawberries.”










I blinked.










“We never have strawberries.”










“I went to the store at six. Also got that oat milk you like.”










Everly dropped a blueberry on the floor. “DADDY SAYS YOU’RE HIS FAVORITE GIRL.”










Nash froze.










I turned to him slowly. “Did she just say—”










“I may have said it,” he muttered. “Once.”










I bit back a smile. “I see we’re in apology mode.”










He handed me a plate. “More like groveling. Step one: carbs.”










“Step two?”










He reached into his hoodie pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “This.”










I opened it. It was a hand-drawn list, scribbled in messy capital letters.











NASH’S PLAN TO FIX EVERYTHING:










	



Don’t leave.



 




	



Say sorry without messing it up.




 






	



Stop being a dumbass.




 






	



Tell her she’s not just the nanny.




 






	



Ask her to stay. For real.




 






	



Maybe kiss her if she still wants me.




 






	



Also bring home more strawberries.




 














I looked up.










His eyes were on me, steady for once. “You’re not just the nanny.”










I folded the list. “Good to know.”










He took a step closer. “You’re the glue. The calm in the chaos. The reason Everly sleeps through the night now. The reason I breathe easier. You’re not just someone who walked into our lives—you’re the one who

 

held it together


 
when we were falling apart.”










I said nothing. Couldn’t. My throat felt too full.










“I don’t want to keep doing this scared,” he added. “I want to do it together. All of it. You, me, Everly. The laundry, the glitter, the tantrums. The mess. All of it.”










I stared at him.










And then Everly piped up with, “DO THE KISS PART NOW.”










We both laughed.










But Nash looked at me again, this time quieter. “Do I get to kiss you?”










I stepped forward. “You get to kiss me

 

every


 
day.”










And he did.










Soft. Warm. Real.










No storm. No tension.










Just us.










And this time, it wasn’t almost.










**










Later that afternoon, he showed up at my old preschool job.










I didn’t know he was going—didn’t even remember I’d told him the principal’s name—but there he was, standing in the office in his flannel jacket, asking if they needed volunteers.










When they said yes, he signed up.










Because I’d told him once how much I missed that place.










Because he remembered.










And because he was done running.










That night, he made dinner. Burnt it, slightly, but still.










We danced in the kitchen anyway.










Everly sang from the couch, still wearing the scarf cape, still holding Sparkles like she was royalty.










Nash twirled me in mismatched socks and kissed me in front of the sink.










“I’m in this,” he whispered.










“I know.”










And for the first time, I believed it completely.









Chapter Fourteen – One Big, Messy, Beautiful Family










It didn’t happen all at once.










There was no grand declaration, no white horse, no Hollywood climax with a perfect sunset and a string quartet.










It was slower. Softer. Built from the kind of things you don’t notice until you wake up one morning and realize your life has changed.










Like Nash letting me sleep in while he made breakfast—with real pancakes this time, not burnt hockey puck lookalikes. Like Everly crawling into bed between us on rainy mornings and declaring us a “snuggle sandwich.” Like Nash remembering how I take my tea, how I hate cilantro, how I like my books dog-eared even though it drives him crazy.










There was a morning I caught him humming one of Everly’s cartoon theme songs while brushing his teeth, and I thought—

 

this is it.











This is home.










We’d stopped pretending. The “fake dating” label was long gone, replaced by something neither of us had dared to name for weeks but both of us felt down to our bones.










And then came the offer.










Not from Boston this time. From right here.










The local league was expanding their youth program. They wanted Nash to coach. Full time. Flexible hours. Family-friendly.










He didn’t even blink.










“I’m staying,” he told me that night, casually, like it wasn’t the biggest decision of his life. “They offered me the job. I told them yes.”










I blinked. “Just like that?”










“Just like that.”










I kissed him so hard we missed dinner and ended up eating cereal in bed at midnight.










Everly called it “snack picnic time” and demanded we do it every Friday.










And honestly? We did.










Because if there’s anything life with a three-year-old teaches you, it’s that the good stuff is never the plan. It’s the magic that happens in the middle of chaos.














One month later, I moved into the spare bedroom.










Not because we needed space, but because Nash insisted on doing this right.










“One step at a time,” he said. “I want to make this last.”










So I waited.










And he showed up. Every damn day.










He kissed me good morning, made bad coffee just to see if I’d notice, read bedtime stories with ridiculous voices, and told me he loved me for the first time while we were brushing our teeth.










“Romantic,” I said through a mouthful of toothpaste.










“Authentic,” he replied.










We didn’t need fireworks.










We had something better.










We had real.














It happened on a Tuesday.










Everly came running into the kitchen with a crayon drawing of our family—three stick figures holding hands beneath a rainbow. The smallest figure had wild curls and a sparkly crown. The tallest wore a hockey helmet. And the one in the middle? That one wore glasses and had a big red heart drawn right on her chest.










“That’s you,” she said, pointing.










I blinked.










“You put a heart on me?”










She nodded. “’Cause you’re the mommy now.”










Nash looked up from his coffee. Froze. Looked at me.










My throat tightened. “Everly, sweetie…”










“You don’t have to be

 

born


 
a mommy,” she said very seriously. “You can just be one if your heart is soft and you love us.”










Nash’s chair scraped back.










He came over, knelt down beside her, and looked up at me.










“I was going to wait,” he said.










“For what?”










“For a moment that made sense. For the right time. But she beat me to it.”










I didn’t move.










He reached into the pocket of his hoodie.










Pulled out a small, simple box.










Opened it.










Inside was a ring.










Nothing flashy. Just a single diamond set in gold. Elegant. Steady. Like Nash.










“Marry me,” he said. “Not just for her. Not because it’s expected. But because I want to wake up with you every morning for the rest of my life.”










Tears hit fast. Stupid, uncontrollable ones.










I knelt beside him. Took the ring. Slid it on. “You didn’t even ask if I’d say yes.”










He smiled. “You already did. With every morning you stayed. Every tantrum you soothed. Every time you kissed me and didn’t run.”










I kissed him then.










Slow.










Certain.










Real.














We got married in the backyard.










Everly wore a tutu and tossed glitter instead of petals.










Nash wore a navy suit and forgot his vows until he blurted out, “You’re my safe place. My light. My impossible luck.”










Everyone cried.










Even his mom.










I wore a simple white dress and a crooked flower crown Everly made that morning.










We danced barefoot under string lights.










And when the night ended, we fell asleep in our bed—our

 

home


 
—with Everly snoring between us, Sparkles tucked under her arm.














We still fight sometimes.










About laundry, bedtimes, whose turn it is to clean the mystery stain on the rug.










We still mess up.










We still get tired.










But every single morning, I wake up to Nash’s arm around my waist and Everly’s feet in my ribs, and I think—this is the life I didn’t know I was waiting for.










It’s not perfect.










But it’s ours.










And I wouldn’t trade one glitter bomb, burnt pancake, or almost kiss for anything in the world.










Because now?










There’s no almost.










There’s just

 

us.











Forever.
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