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Jilted. Living in a glorified closet. The world’s worst bar waitress. I just need to keep a roof over
my head and make tuition payments until I can finish graduate school. Then my real life will start.
But right now, long nights at the Speakeasy have me burning the candle at both ends and the
wax melting all over my fingers.When a bar manager offers me a job taking care of his adorable
five-year-old daughter, it seems like the perfect solution. I get a quiet place to study. Matteo gets
a reliable sitter. There should be no complications. Except that I like my new boss a little too
much. His gorgeous dark eyes humble me, and the long talks we share fill me up inside. I can’t
possibly fall for him.But the undeniable pull between us leads to a scorching kiss I can’t ignore or
forget, and suddenly I’ve fallen for them both, father and daughter. And now three hearts are at
stake. 

About the AuthorStephanie Rose grew up loving words and making up stories. Being able to
share them with readers is her dream come true. This lifelong Bronx girl loves Starbucks, wine,
and 80's rock. Her voice often gets mistaken for a Mob Wives trailer. She married her prom date
and has a seven-year-old LEGO obsessed son. She believes there is nothing sexier than a good
guy who loves with all his heart, and has made it her mission to bring as many as she can to the
page.Being an audiobook narrator is literally Lessa Lamb's dream job. Seriously, she used to
have actual dreams about it. When she was a kid, her mom used to read to her. Then she
started listening to audiobooks. She never thought she could be one of those people, though,
because she didn't have a big, fancy acting degree. What she did have, however, was an
incredibly deep passion for listening to and analyzing the way people talk. Not just the way they
communicate (by which she is also fascinated, and has studied extensively), but the way they
actually speak. How do people's mouths form the words they say? Do they have an accent? If
so, from where, and how can you tell? What makes some people's words sound different from
others? What makes men's and women's voices different? In short, what makes people sound
like themselves? The investigation of this fascination has taken Lessa all over the world, and led
to countless hours of video reference study, discussions with linguists and speech pathologists,
conversations with native speakers . . . the list goes on. When Lessa's cousin's wife started
writing and self-publishing her books, she was let in on this whole world of self-made authors
and narrators . . . and she started thinking that she might actually be able to do this thing she had
dreamt of for so long. She started narrating and producing her audiobooks, and slowly built a
small portfolio. But the big turning point came when she got fired from her job at the time (the
nicest thing they could have done for her, honestly), and decided to pursue audiobook narration
full-time. With the help of her stunningly supportive partner (and his master's degree in
mechanical engineering), she embarked on her full-time narration adventure, and she eventually



built a sound booth in their office. Lessa has now narrated more than thirty projects, and she
honestly plans to do this work until she literally can no longer speak . . . which, if she's good to
her vocal folds, she hopes to prolong until shortly before her ultimate demise. She imagines that
to be a good few decades hence, so she's hoping there are hundreds more audiobooks in her
future. Lessa's aim, always, is to read a story the way an author hears it in their own head. Her
ultimate goal as a narrator is to render the content in so enthralling a manner that even its
original creator becomes completely engrossed in listening to their own story. With that in mind,
she hopes to transport every listener who encounters her work as fully as possible into the
author's creative vision. It is Lessa's most sincere hope that her narration will transport you,
too.Tim Paige is an audiobook narrator and voice actor who has worked on numerous projects
ranging from bestselling books to video games and documentaries. Passionate about bringing
stories to life, he believes that they're an opportunity to escape from reality (or to find a new lens
with which to view it). Formerly a touring musician, he has played on some of the biggest stages
in the world, including MTV's TRL. A husband and father, he is a bit obsessed with all things
Disney and Marvel. --This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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my son, John,Thank you for your awesome idea for the ending and for proving over the past year
what a resilient and amazing kid you are. You’re my hero and best friend, and we’ll discuss your
LEGO compensation for your input in the story, which you aren’t allowed to read in full.
Ever.1MatteoJune“Vermont has a lot of trees, Daddy,” my five-year-old daughter, Lauren, said
from her car seat. A laugh escaped me as I spied her wide eyes in my rear-view mirror.“We had
trees in New York, too. Maybe not this many but—”“Does our yard have a lot of trees?”When I
rolled to a stop at the first traffic light I’d seen in hours, I craned my head and reached into the
back seat to squeeze her legging-covered knee. The giggle she let out made my chest deflate in
a little relief. I’d gone on for weeks about our new adventure in the country, and I must’ve done a
good enough job for her to buy into it. It killed me to take her away from her grandparents, but as
she jabbered with excitement from the backseat, I prayed it was a sign that the crazy decision I’d
made for us would work out.“Here we are, Cookie,” I told her as we pulled up in front of our new
home. Other than the upstairs balcony, the small white house with the teal roof seemed plain to
the naked eye, but the skylight windows on the roof plus the winding staircase made the inside
spectacular. We had a full basement, three bedrooms, and a dining room that was probably too
big for the both of us, but I was excited about it all. There was nothing like this back in the Bronx,
and when I came to Colebury a couple of months ago to scope out affordable housing options
close to work, I knew we had to have it the minute I stepped over the threshold.“That’s our
house, Daddy? All of it?”When her mouth fell open, I didn’t know whether to laugh or tear up.
Whoever said real men didn’t cry never knew what it was like to have a baby girl grab your heart
right out of your chest the moment she was born. My family called us twins because Lauren and
I had the same nose and mouth, but her eyes were all her mother. It was still confusing to love
someone more than my own life who reminded me so much of someone I hated.Maybe hate
was a strong word since I could never hate Callie, but I resented the hell out of her for what she
did, and as time passed it hadn’t stopped eating away at me. I doubted it ever would.I stepped
out of the driver’s seat and made my way to the back to open Lauren’s door.“It sure is our house.”
She squealed when I lifted her up and held her high over my head. “It has stairs and windows in



the roof so we can see the sky, and a big yard with a ton of trees!”When I brought her back to my
chest, she looped her arms around my neck and cuddled into my shoulder. My life was the little
lady in my arms, and I would do whatever I needed to in order to make this work.While I had help
from family back in New York, the job of both parents had always been mine. The only comfort I
had was that this was all my daughter had ever known. I was all my daughter knew. Most would
say a mother leaving her baby when she was an infant was tragic, but I’d found it a blessing.
Lauren was too young to remember how indifferent her mother had been toward her, and she’d
never worried when Callie left one day and didn’t return.All Lauren had was me. And although I
felt as if I was screwing up daily, I was all she wanted.It had always been my plan to move out of
the city when I had a family. But I’d thought when would be years from now, and family would
mean my little girl would have both a mother and a father, and I wouldn’t be doing this alone at
twenty-eight. My buddies back in the Bronx were mostly unattached and never really knew what
to make of what my life had become.There were times that I didn’t either.If I’d learned anything
since I became a single parent, it was that life only laughed in your face at any plans you were
foolish enough to make.Lauren was used to the lower-level apartment my cousin rented to me
out of his two family house. We shared the concrete backyard but it wasn’t safe for her to play in.
This yard had grass and trees, and I already had plans for a mini playground back there. The
whole point of coming out here was to give her a different and—I hoped—better life.I snatched
my phone from the cup holder. After I scrolled through and replied to all the good luck
messages, I shot my friend, Phoebe, a text. I worked with her at one of my first bar manager jobs
in a restaurant in Manhattan and we stayed in touch. When she’d gotten a job as the executive
chef at the new gastropub in Speakeasy, a trendy bar in Colebury, Vermont, she contacted me
about an open bar manager position since she’d remembered that I’d always talked about
moving my daughter out of the city and into the country. It didn’t get more country than
Vermont.When I interviewed with the owners, the salary they offered was good, insurance was
decent, and thanks to the savings I’d accumulated from free family childcare and cheap rent
since Lauren was born, I could afford to give us the simpler and better life I’d always wanted for
her.At least that was my plan—a plan I prayed would work.Matteo: We’re here. How are you
holding up?Before she’d come to Colebury, Phoebe had endured a social media nightmare after
an embarrassing breakup—photos and all—went viral on Twitter. She’d been looking to leave
New York too, although her reasons had been more urgent than mine. I knew she’d be stubborn
and insist she was fine, but it was a miserable way to start a new job in a new place.Phoebe:
Welcome to Vermont! Is Lauren in shock from all the trees?Phoebe: And fine. I’m acclimating
very nicely. Small town living takes some getting used to. You guys may be in a little bit of culture
shock at first.Matteo: Trees are the first thing Lauren noticed. And I’m very glad to hear that. I’m
around if you want to talk.Phoebe: I’m glad you’re around. I’m really okay. No one has called me
meat girl once, and without losing hours scrolling through social media, I’ve had time to come up
with some killer recipes. If anyone has recognized me, they haven’t mentioned it. At least to my
face.Matteo: Let me know if I need to go Bronx on anyone.Phoebe: Easy, tough guy. I appreciate



the offer, though.“Matteo!” I recognized the shrill voice of Adeline, the rep from the home rental
agency. After Phoebe convinced me to at least think about coming here, she connected me with
both housing and school contacts, knowing I wouldn’t make any kind of move unless I could
guarantee an upgrade in both. From the time I’d made the first trip up here, Adeline had been all
too accommodating.“So nice to see you again. Aw, this must be Lisa.” She shot Lauren a
patronizing glance before meeting my gaze, a saccharine smile curling her red lips.“Lauren,” I
corrected, my shoulders going rigid as I held my daughter closer to me. “Thanks for meeting us.”
The fact that I had a child in my arms didn’t stop her from doing a shameless perusal up and
down my body.I’d casually dated here and there since Lauren’s mother left, emphasis on
casually. I would never bring another person into our lives who could hurt us both again and
made it a point to never ever bring a woman I was seeing around Lauren. My daughter didn’t
remember her mother, but she’d been asking a ton of questions lately. The last thing I needed
was for her to get attached to someone she’d only know temporarily. On the rare occasion I’d go
on a date, it was a no strings attached and mostly one-time thing.My friends used to tease me
how my kid must be a chick magnet, but most of the women who thought single fathers were hot
turned out to have no interest in children. Even if I had no intentions of introducing my daughter
to anyone I’d dated, that was still a huge turn off.“Here are all the keys. The kitchen appliances
arrived, so all you need is some furniture to set onto those shiny wooden floors.”“That’s all
arriving tomorrow. We have an air mattress to sleep on tonight.”Adeline put the keys into my
palm, sliding her finger over my wrist before I closed my fist around them.“Sounds cozy. Well,
you have my number if you need anything. The mailbox already says Gallo. Enjoy your new
home.”She turned, an exaggerated sway to her hips as she made her way to her car.I respected
women who knew what they wanted and weren’t afraid to ask for it, and Adeline was sexy as
hell. In another time or place, maybe I would have asked to see her again. But barely giving my
daughter an inkling of acknowledgment didn’t make me want to take her up on anything she was
offering. Not that I would anyway. Right now, we needed to make this place a home before I even
remotely considered who I’d see in my spare time, which I didn’t anticipate to be much.Before I
unpacked the car, I let Lauren down and led her by the hand inside the house, my heart swelling
at all her gasps as we walked from room to room.“Daddy, look!” She pointed her little finger to
the ceiling and to the large skylight windows. “We don’t have to go outside to see the
stars.”“Nope.” I lifted her up again. “And up here you’ll see a ton of them without the city
smog.”“How many?” she asked, eyes wide again.“Thousands,” I leaned in to whisper. She was
still learning her numbers, but her hand flew to her mouth at the notion of all those stars right
above us.I could only hope that my attempt to reach for stars wouldn’t make me fall flat on my
face.2MelanieThree months later, September“Don’t be late,” my mother warned in my ear.
“Remember, Maria Rossi did you a favor.”I clenched my eyes shut, holding in a huff that would
start another argument. “Yes, Mom,” I said as evenly as I was able into the phone nestled into the
crook of my shoulder as I rushed to get ready for my first night as a waitress at Speakeasy. “I
very much appreciate Mrs. Rossi putting in a good word with her son, Alec, to get me this job



because she’s your friend. And on that note, I need to get out of here. I’ll call you tomorrow.”Alec
Rossi had done me a huge and undeserved favor by hiring me as I had no waitressing
experience whatsoever—anywhere. As I zipped up my jeans and caught a glimpse of myself in
my tiny bathroom mirror, I almost didn’t recognize the frazzled and exhausted woman staring
back at me.I was only twenty-three, but this past year seemed to age me by a decade.Six
months ago, I was engaged and living with my fiancé. My friends all told me I was nuts to move
in with Chase so quickly, but what did they know? We were in love.Or I was in love.I hadn’t
realized when everything between us became one-sided, but looking back I could pinpoint clues
that it probably always was. I’d put graduate school on hold to get a receptionist job until Chase’s
construction business got off the ground, because that’s what you did when you were making a
life with someone—or were naive enough to put what you wanted on the back burner without a
second thought.As I packed my purse for the night, the conversation that upended my life played
on a reel in my head. I’d come home from work and asked Chase if he wanted to get takeout,
and he told me he wanted to break up. He asked for his ring back and told me I could take as
much time as I needed to pack. He admitted that he fell for his own receptionist, and it made him
realize that what we had was nothing special—meaning that I was nothing special, at least not to
him.I flew out of there in a rush, not taking that much time to pack in my rage, and realizing with a
bone-crushing shame that other than my boxes of books, there wasn’t much in the apartment I
could call mine anyway.After crashing in my parents’ spare room for a few months, I started
applying to graduate schools like crazy. When I was accepted into Burlington University, or Moo
U to the locals, with a partial scholarship, I accepted although it meant moving back to the town
I’d grown up in. I thought if I ever came back to Colebury, I’d be a success at something. I’d be
happily married with kids, or have that great teaching job I’d always wanted, maybe even both.I
wasn’t bullied when I was a kid, but that was because I was invisible. I was one of the tallest girls
in school with mousy brown hair and had managed to fly under the radar until I left. I wasn’t even
sure if most of my classmates realized I was missing during senior year after we’d moved.
Granted, my loneliness was mostly my own doing since I’d hidden for most of my teenage years.
I’d managed to cultivate a complex of crippling insecurity that had stayed with me for most of my
life. Chase had been the first man I’d dated who’d made me feel wanted and loved or had fooled
me into believing I was more than only a pastime.I took in a sharp breath through my nostrils in
an effort to straighten my spine. I was here to turn things around, and I’d be an awesome
waitress if I put my mind to it. I’d set tables before, carried stuff from kitchens to dining rooms,
how different could it be at a bar? The basics were the same. I’d manage. Somehow.I groaned
as I trudged out the tiny side door of my closet of an apartment. An old neighbor of ours was kind
enough to rent me the space over her garage that was really too small to actually be considered
an apartment, but it was in my minuscule price range. School was forty-five minutes away, but I’d
only have a twenty-minute ride to work.I may not have returned to Colebury as a teacher with a
masters, but I’d leave as one—and that’s when my real life would begin.When I opened the door
to Speakeasy, my eyes scanned over the bustling crowd. The din added to my frayed nerves as I



searched for Ty, one of the managers Alec had put me in contact with after he’d hired me. My
inexperience as a waitress would be obvious to anyone I came in contact with tonight, but I
prayed it wouldn’t make me a staff liability. I may have been given a chance because of my
mother’s friendship with Mrs. Rossi, but it would be a short-lived favor if I couldn’t prove that I
could handle it.“Melanie!” My head whipped around toward a man’s voice. I scanned the bar and
noticed someone waving me over.“I love it when new staff is early.”I cut through the crowd,
forcing a smile as a large tray of beer glasses caught my eye. Visions of me dropping one in the
middle of the busy crowd, shards of glass and craft beer splattered all over, made my heart leap
into my throat.“How did you know it was me?” I asked as I stepped up to the counter.His head
cocked from side to side. “Alec told me what you looked like, and you had that ‘what the hell did I
get myself into’ look.” I’m Ty. Nice to meet you.”My cheeks heated at how spot on he was as I
took his extended hand.“It looks like you can use another waitress tonight.” A nervous laugh
bubbled out as I took another glimpse around the busy floor. He needed another waitress who
knew how to handle a night like this which although I’d try my very best to fake it, was not
me.“We sure could.” Ty nodded, and I couldn’t help returning his easy smile.Ty was good looking
in that scruffy, floppy haired way most of the guys around here had been when I was growing up,
but it was easy to see how his friendly personality drew people in. Alec said Ty would be great to
work for, fair but patient. I hoped that Alec meant that Ty was very patient.“You can put your stuff
into one of the lockers in the back. I’ll tell Anne to come find you since you’ll be shadowing her
tonight. Don’t get spooked by the crowd. It’s five-dollar beer night so you won’t have to worry
about remembering any kooky cocktails on your first night. There are three beers on tap that
ninety percent of the customers here will ask for, and they’re all clearly labeled.”I squared my
shoulders and nodded. I could handle that. This wasn’t my first time around a tap. Well, it was a
keg at a frat party, but I would force myself to believe it counted.When I made my way to the
locker room, it was empty. I found one vacant locker I assumed I could take, stuffing my jacket
and purse inside before slamming the door a little harder than I’d wanted to.l rested my hand on
the cool metal as I clenched my eyes shut. This may not have been where I planned to be right
now, but it was a means to a very important end. I wouldn’t have made it through the past couple
of months without a little resolve and persistence. A smile curled my lips as I mustered up the
rest of my courage. I’d show Chase. I’d show everyone.Mousy Melanie would make things
happen.“Hey,” a female voice interrupted my internal pep talk. “I’m Anne, you must be Melanie.”I
shook the tall brunette’s extended hand. “Nice to meet you. I heard I’ll be shadowing you,
tonight.”She grinned while giving me a slow nod. “You’ll be great. Here’s an apron and pad and
pencil. You can tuck that into the pocket. Nothing warms a Vermont heart like inexpensive craft
beer. We have Goldenpour, Barclay Stout, and Read Rover. They actually have different colors if
you can believe that. We have two Shipley ciders on tap, too, but I’d guess most our night will be
running back and forth from the bar with Goldenpour. Give your orders to one of the bartenders,
and they’ll get whatever you need.”“Sounds good to me,” I told her as I tied the apron around my
waist and shoved the pad and pencil into the pocket, blowing out a breath of relief that I wouldn’t



have to work the tap tonight.“I’ll introduce you to as many of us as I can,” Anne said over her
shoulder as she made her way back inside. “You’ve met Ty, who’s a pretty cool boss. There are a
couple of other managers around if you need any help. This is Lily.” Anne said when she arrived
at the bar counter. “She’s our awesome bartender slash artist who likes to force good energy on
us.” She nodded to the blackboard behind the petite woman with short blonde hair who looked
oddly familiar. You don’t get what you wish for, you get what you work for was written on a white
dry erase board in perfect cursive with pink marker. Affirmations are always purposely generic,
but this one hit me a little differently tonight.I wished to be happy with my life and be proud of
who I was and what I did, and I wasn’t afraid of a little hard work to get there.“That’s what I get for
being positive around here.” She huffed with the hint of a smile pulling at her lips. “Nice to meet
you, Melanie. This is Matteo, the bar manager. He loves it when you call him Matty.”“No, he
doesn’t.”My nerves were so shot, I hadn’t noticed the man standing next to her with his back
turned. When Matteo turned around, rolling his dark eyes at Lily, I had to hold in a gasp.There
was good looking, and there was really good looking. Matteo was two levels above that. He had
gorgeous dark eyes, full lips, and a shadow of stubble covering his chiseled jaw. His black hair
was thick and cropped short, falling a little below his ears, giving off a professional but boyish
type of vibe.As out of it as I was tonight, I’d have to be unconscious not to notice this man. Alec
mentioned that I would be reporting to Ty and the bar manager, so although it was impossible to
not notice how attractive Matteo was, I had to learn to ignore it. Besides, I had no time for
anything but work and school.“Hi Melanie, nice to meet you.” Matteo extended his hand, the
sleeves of his polo shirt shifting to reveal the bulge of his bicep and the tease of a black lined
tattoo. I was almost five foot ten in height and wasn’t used to a man towering over me. I wasn’t
used to the broad shoulders and megawatt smile, either.Oh, holy Jesus, Melanie, get it
together.I took his hand and returned his strong grip. When our eyes met, I noticed his long
lashes, another ridiculous addition to his overall masculine beauty. A jolt ran up my arm when my
palm grazed his, and I pulled my clammy hand away as quickly as I could without being
rude.“You too,” I squeaked out, forcing a smile before I turned to follow Anne.By the third hour
into my shift, it almost felt like I was getting the hang of it. I had some introductions in passing,
but we were all too busy to chat. I loaded beer glasses onto a couple of trays and, while I hadn’t
attempted to balance anything onto my shoulder, I managed to carry them back and forth
without incident. Anne and Ty had been one hundred percent right. As long as we kept the beer
flowing, the crowd was happy and blissfully satisfied.Lily smiled as I approached the bar. “How’s
the first night going?”“Not bad actually.” I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice. “I need three
Goldenpours, please.”“Of course you do.” She winked as she started lining up the glasses. “So,
what’s your story? I guess you’re new in town.”“Back in town,” I corrected. “New to some, I
guess.” Or most, but I was too busy to dwell. “My parents and I moved to New Hampshire in my
junior year. Manchester.”“Did you go to Colebury High School? Well, what else is around here,
right?”“Yes.” I nodded slowly as it finally dawned on me where I knew Lily from. “I remember you
—I was in the art club with you for a hot minute when I was a freshman.”“I loved that club! I



helped start it in junior year. How long were you there? We were a couple of grades apart, but I
knew everyone.”“I only went a couple of times. I realized I was out of my element among a bunch
of talented artists.” I coughed out a laugh, remembering how I tried to socialize by trying different
clubs and never attended more than once or twice.“I wish you’d have given it a chance.” She
frowned before shaking her head. “Art has always soothed me. So, what brings you back?”“I’m
taking graduate education classes at Burlington University.”Lily smiled. “So, you’ll burn the night
oil here and study the rest of the time?”“Basically.” I shrugged with a laugh, trying not to get
anxious with every glass Lily handed me to line up on the tray. I could do this, I’d hold it with both
hands and head over with a steady walk. I’d been helping load and unload trays all night and
carrying them to tables, granted not this far of a distance. Piece of cake, I hoped.“Melanie
Thomas, is that you?”My head whipped around at the sound of my name.“Angie?”I almost didn’t
recognize her without her waist-length long hair. Back in high school, she ran with most of the in
crowd but always invited me along when she met up with other friends. I still remembered the
ever-present hesitation that she’d spend hours trying to talk me out of.On the rare occasions I’d
agree to come along, she’d flutter through a crowd like the social butterfly she was while I was a
gasping fish, alone and out of the water. It wasn’t her fault I never felt like I fit in, but I always
appreciated her trying.College had been slightly different. I’d had a cluster of friends, and no one
had to put a gun to my head to get me to join them at the bar. But coming back to Colebury, I still
felt like that shy tall bookworm who’d never really belonged anywhere.Before I knew it, I was
tackled with a hug. “What are you doing here?” she asked when she pushed back, a big smile on
her still beautiful face.“Would you believe I live here now? I’m in graduate school at Burlington
and working nights here at Speakeasy. First night here, in fact.”Since I’d returned to Colebury,
even the familiar faces seemed strange after being gone for so long. Angie’s presence reminded
me of the good things about Colebury that I’d forgotten. While I was still talking myself down from
the anxiety of carrying beer through a crowd, my shoulders relaxed from the unexpected
comfort.“Well, we need to catch up.” She dug around her purse and pulled out her phone. “Give
me your number. I don’t want to hold you up on a busy night. Let’s catch up one night this
week!”She handed me her phone, and I quickly plugged in my number. “Let me get back to Milo
before he thinks I got lost.” She grinned before handing it back to me.“Still with Milo?” Like I’d
ever had any doubt. They’d been together since freshman year—one of those couples you knew
would never break up even if their bickering gave you a headache.“Yep. Married him, too. And
had his babies.”“Babies?” I fell against the counter as my jaw dropped.“Yup.” She said with a
slow nod. “Told you, lots to catch up on.” Angie shifted but turned back to squeeze my shoulder.
“Nice to see you back in town.”I smiled as she departed, still pleasantly surprised to have some
good feelings about being back in town.I held the tray with both hands as I crossed the bar floor
to the table in the corner. Even with the loud buzz of the crowd, a heated argument grew louder
behind me. I craned my head for a moment to see where it was coming from, but there were too
many bodies clustered around me.“I knew you’d be here!” an angry female voice yelled. “You’re
such a liar!”The smell of warm beer crawled up my nose before a splatter landed on my arm. The



glasses I was holding remained steady on the tray, and before I could figure out where the
splash had come from, I was knocked over from behind, the tray flinging into the air in almost
slow motion before I crashed onto the floor with the glasses.It was almost a relief to watch my
biggest worry for my first night at work play out. I cupped my forehead as I took internal stock of
my injuries. Other than a raw scrape on my arm, I was okay. Humiliated enough for hot tears to
burn my eyes, but I was able to pull myself to stand.“You two, out!” someone with a deep timbre
bellowed. “Ray, clean up the glass before anyone else gets hurt.” Matteo rushed over to me and
grabbed my shoulders. “Are you okay?”I nodded, afraid if I spoke my voice would crack.He
looked me over with a furrowed brow. “You’re bleeding. Let’s get that elbow bandaged. Come
with me.”Matteo pressed his hand to the small of my back and led me to the breakroom. The
warmth of his palm through my shirt sparked tingles, despite my humiliation. When I slid into one
of the chairs, he handed me a towel before rummaging through one of the cabinets.“No other
injuries?” he asked with his back still to me. When he turned around, he had a small case in his
hand that I assumed was a first aid kit.“Other than wounded pride.” I coughed out a laugh as I
wiped at the sticky beer on my forearms. “No, I’m fine.”He shook his head, and a warm smile
stretched his perfect lips. “You were knocked over from behind. Don’t be embarrassed for a
second.”I winced when he swiped an alcohol pad across my bloody elbow.“I’ve told Ty before
that we should ban those two. This isn’t their first fight here that ended with broken glass.” My
breath stilled when he quickly but carefully adhered the bandage onto my skin. The extra care
wasn’t necessary as he could have just pointed me in the direction of the first aid kit, but an odd
warmth spread through my chest. It was nice to have someone take care of me, regardless of the
reasons why.“Did you work in triage before Speakeasy? You’re good at taking care of injuries.”He
laughed with a shrug. “I have a little girl who loves to play and run—and fall. I can set a Band-Aid
in five seconds. I guess it’s a skill that comes in handy sometimes.”A rush of shame washed over
me. He had a daughter and probably a wife, and I could barely look at him without drool pooling
at the corner of my mouth.“She’s lucky to have you,” I whispered, a little breathless from this new
information.“I’m lucky to have her.” He popped off the chair and stuffed the kit back into the
cabinet. “Take a breather before going back out there.” He handed me a clean Speakeasy T-shirt.
“I’m sorry this happened on your first night.”“It’s okay. Thank you for your help.” My finger traced
the bandage on my arm, and a rush of heat rose up my neck. I wasn’t sure if it was still
embarrassment or a spark between us as his eyes lingered on me. I sucked in a deep breath
and let it out slowly.“My pleasure.” He smiled, stuffing his hands in his pockets before heading
out of the breakroom.I balled the shirt into my hands and leaned back on a long sigh. That’s what
I got for having good feelings about tonight. Between the embarrassment of taking a dive in front
of everyone I was trying to impress and the budding inappropriate attachment to Matteo for
coming to my rescue, I didn’t know how to muster the energy to get back up and out on the tap
room floor.One of my bosses was a nice guy, a father, and most likely a husband. A nice gesture
was just that—a nice gesture. And it would be wise to not twist it into something more.Loneliness
could do crazy things to someone’s brain, and right now it was doing a number on



mine.3Matteo“We need a bouncer here.” Will, one of the other waiters, noted from his seat at the
bar as I cleaned the counter for the night. “Or at least someone to keep watch for Ted Nealy.
Whenever that dude comes in, trouble always follows.” He snickered and shook his
head.“Trouble meaning Yvette, who tracks him here every time.” I sighed as I straightened up the
glasses behind the bar. I had no clue what their deal was, and I honestly couldn’t care less. I
wished they could just keep their angst out of Speakeasy.“I had a girlfriend like that,” Will mused
with a wistful smile. “The fights were exhausting but the makeup sex…” A whistling sound
shrilled through his teeth. “Made it worth it. For a little while, anyway.”Rolling my eyes, I filled
tonight’s purse and stuffed it into the safe. The nights I had to close always added about a half
hour to my shift, but having a reliable babysitter had made it a non-issue. My stomach twisted
every time I thought of that impending and dreaded change to my life.“Speaking of sex.” He lifted
a brow. “I haven’t seen Rochelle in here in a long time. Did you guys split up?”“We weren’t
together to begin with. We just faded out, is all,” I told Will without meeting his gaze.I’d met
Rochelle on one of my first nights at Speakeasy. She was beautiful and sweet, and I was
ashamed to admit loneliness and stress had gotten the best of me when she’d slipped me her
number one night. We hooked up a few times until she began to hint at making us more than a
casual fling.She was still young, a few years younger than me, and enjoying a life of bars and
clubs and freedom. Getting saddled with a five-year-old wasn’t in her plan, even if she’d never
came out and said it. She’d never once asked to meet my daughter, and I’d had no plan to
introduce them.My mother told me that when I met the one, the first thing I’d want is for Lauren to
meet her. It was the last thing I’d wanted with Rochelle, and I ended it as to not waste our time
with each other any longer. Empty, no strings attached relationships did nothing but scratch a
temporary itch. If anything, they reminded me just how lonely I was.“You seemed to be a little
friendly with the new girl.” Will smirked as he stood from the bar stool.“If by friendly you mean I
picked her up off the floor after she was knocked over to make sure she wasn’t injured—like any
decent person in close proximity would, I guess. Why?”The truth was, I’d tracked Melanie in my
peripheral from the moment we were introduced. She was gorgeous, tall and curvy with crystal
blue eyes and full lips, but that wasn’t why I was aware of her the entire night. Well, not the only
reason.She had this vulnerability about her that compelled me to look after her. I’d never seen
her before, and in a few months, I’d gotten to know most of the people in Colebury as they all
dropped into Speakeasy at some point. Who I hadn’t met yet, I’d heard about. I’d neither seen or
heard anything about Melanie. When I saw Ted plow into her after Yvette pushed him, I rushed
over to her before I knew what I was doing.I could’ve just told her where to find the first aid kit in
the breakroom, but something in me had to make sure she was okay. When she gazed at me
with those big, grateful eyes after I set the bandage onto her arm, there was a spark between us
that I spent the rest of the night forcing myself to pretend never happened.“You crack me up,
Gallo.” Will shook his head as he shrugged on his jacket. “You have the whole dark, Italian
brooding thing going on. With the crook of your finger, dating would be cake for you.”“Dark Italian
brooding thing?” I had to laugh. “If you’re asking me out, I’m flattered, but I’m sorry—you’re not



my type. Besides, I have a daughter. Dating will never be cake for me.”His smile faded. “I get it. I
mean, I have no kids so I don’t actually know how it is. But fathers can have a little fun, too. I
would think, anyway.” He slapped his hand on the counter. “And on that note, have a good
night.”After Will made his way out the door, I headed to the breakroom to tell any stragglers I was
closing up. I found Anne and Melanie chatting by the lockers. I forced my eyes away from the
graceful slope of Melanie’s neck. I was around attractive women all the time, why was this one
distracting me so much on her first night?“Hey, Matteo. Sorry for lingering. I was just telling
Melanie she did a great job, tonight. Even if she ended up a casualty in another Ted and Yvette
collision.” Anne winced, nodding at the bandage on her arm.“We all are at some point. It’s
become a Speakeasy rite of passage.”Melanie lifted her head, a shy smile pulling at her
mouth.“The arm is okay?” I asked, resisting the urge to move closer to inspect it.“It’s just a
scrape. I’ve had worse, trust me.” She smiled as she pulled on her coat and grabbed her
bag.“Follow me, ladies. I need to lock up.”“Seriously Matteo, can we ban them?” Anne asked
from behind me. I purposely walked in front of them in case I had the inappropriate urge to stare
at Melanie from behind.“I’m trying, Anne.” I sighed as I locked the door.“Goodnight, guys. And
great job, Melanie.” Anne said before she jogged over to her car.“Goodnight, ladies,” I told them
before making my way to my truck.“Hey, Matteo,” Melanie called from behind me. I stopped and
shifted back around.“I just wanted to say thank you. If you hadn’t come over, that fall would have
ruined my night. Thank you for making me feel better and for patching me up.” She laughed, her
smile wide and easy and breathtaking.I clenched my eyes shut as if to blink away a blinding ray
of light.“You’re very welcome. I’m sort of new here, too, as I’m assuming you are.”She cocked her
head from side to side. “Back, not new. Although, it’s been a while since I’ve lived in Colebury.
My family moved to New Hampshire years ago. We weren’t very memorable.” She barked out a
laugh. “I think I hear a New York accent.”“I’m trying to say my r’s the right way now that I’m a New
Englander.” We shared a chuckle. “It’s hard when it’s engrained into you.”“You shouldn’t try to
hide it. It suits you, and it’s part of who you are.”Our eyes locked again—and I needed to put a
stop to this.“I better go relieve my babysitter.”“Oh,” she said, more to herself than me. “Does your
wife work nights, too?”“I don’t have a wife,” I said, spying the slight widening of her eyes. “It’s just
Lauren and me.”“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” She draped her hand over her eyes.“Don’t be,
trust me everyone makes that assumption. Not too many single dads my age, I guess.” I smiled
and noticed her shoulders relax. “Even with the fall, pride yourself on a good first day.”“Thanks.”
She grinned, backing up a couple of steps before turning to make her way toward her car.I raked
my hand through my hair once I stepped inside my truck, blaming Will for jinxing me, tonight. I
was technically Melanie’s boss, and whatever misplaced attraction I might be feeling toward her
couldn’t continue past tonight.Dating was cake. Right. Maybe seven years ago…but now, that
felt like another lifetime.I pulled my truck into the driveway and let my head fall back after I cut the
engine. Before I committed to anything in Colebury, I made sure I had hired a babysitter I could
trust. The last thing I wanted to do was have to figure out childcare and after next week that was
exactly what I’d have to do.Josephine was perfect. In fact, when I’d met her, she’d seemed a little



too perfect. She reminded me of the Vermont version of my mother. She was in her mid-
seventies but was strong and healthy with no issues driving or working at night. Her husband
had passed away years ago and her own children had moved away. She’d told me babysitting for
children in the area gave her a sense of purpose. After I interviewed her, I quickly hired her as
Lauren’s regular babysitter.Childcare wasn’t an issue during the day when Lauren was in school.
I was able to get her off the bus, I only needed someone at night when my shifts started.
Josephine would come over before I had to leave for work and watched her until after eleven
when I came home. It was a sense of security I never expected to be ripped from me after only a
few months.Leaving my kid with someone I hardly knew, at night, brought on a roll of nausea
every time I thought about it. Josephine was moving in with her daughter in Montpelier next
weekend, which was too far for her to travel back and forth from each night. She was excited to
be close to her family again, and I was happy for her—just worried as hell for my family and the
delicate balance that was about to fly off kilter.I slipped the key into the lock and opened the
door. Josephine was wiping down the kitchen counter before she lifted her head.“I was getting
worried. Long night?”First of many.“Not too bad. I’m sorry I’m late. I forgot to mention I had to
close up tonight, and it took longer than I’d thought.”I was still shocked that Speakeasy closed
before midnight. In New York, the bar of the restaurant I’d worked at closed at three a.m. or later.
Lauren would sleep over my parent’s house, and I would pick her up after I’d gotten a couple of
hours of sleep. I couldn’t imagine doing that now, although she’d grown attached enough to
Josephine to not look for me during the night. I’d bet she was the reason Lauren hadn’t asked for
her grandparents as much as I’d thought she might, another potential problem created from
Josephine’s departure.“Don’t be sorry. I was chatting with some friends of mine earlier today,
and a few have daughters looking for a babysitting job. They go to school during the day, so
they’d be free at night. I can give you their numbers if you’d like. Nice girls from nice families.” Her
smile was sad but hopeful.I held in a groan. A young girl thinking she was going to get into my
pants by taking care of my daughter was not what I needed. It was a dick assumption to make
but after it had happened more than a few times back in the Bronx, I was hesitant to bring
another student around my daughter.But what choice did I have?“Sure, I’ll give them a call next
week.”Her lips pursed as she shook her head. “I’m so sorry to leave the both of you. Lauren is
such a wonderful little girl. And a lucky one, too.”I smiled, despite myself. The crushing guilt I’d
always felt when it came to my daughter was because she wasn’t lucky. She was abandoned by
her mother when she was only six-months-old and left with a father who loved her more than his
own life but struggled on a daily basis to fill the void.“I know you always think you fall short,”
Josephine said as if she’d just read my mind, “but you love that little girl with your whole heart
and soul. I haven’t known many fathers as dedicated or harder on themselves than you.” She
shook her head. “She may miss me, and I’m sure she misses your family back in New York, but
all she ever wants is you.” She stepped closer and dropped a hand to my shoulder. “It’s hard not
to dwell on what she doesn’t have, and I know you’re afraid of failing her, but you won’t. It’s not
possible.”Some days, no matter how hard I tried, failing Lauren seemed not only possible but



inevitable. I loved her as hard as I could, and prayed that in the end, that would somehow be
enough.“Thanks, Josephine. I’m off this Thursday night. How about a thank you dinner? You pick
the place. Our gift to you for putting up with us for the past few months.”“Thanks are unnecessary
as Lauren is impossible not to love. Both of you are. But sure. We can go to the diner. I know
Lauren loves it there.”“Lauren can probably recite the menu there.” I snickered. We had dinner
there every week when I had a night off, our date she liked to called it.She gathered her coat and
purse and wished me good night. I watched as she got into her car. Yes, Colebury was a safe
small town, but the New Yorker in me always had his eyes peeled.I fell onto the recliner, already
exhausted from the energy that it would take to find my daughter a new babysitter that we both
liked as much as Josephine. Rubbing my eyes, I smiled at the tiny hands squeezing my
shoulders.“You’re supposed to be sleeping, Cookie.” I turned to kiss Lauren’s cheek then nodded
toward the faded image of Belle from Beauty and The Beast across her chest. “I think if we wash
that nightshirt one more time, it’s going to fall apart.”“You look sleepy, Daddy,” she said as she
dug her palms into my back in an attempt to give me a massage. “You need a spa day.”I spied
the spa “basket” by her feet with the hair clips, fake nail polish, and Highlights magazine. I’d been
a client of hers at least three times a week and had memorized the magazine by now.“It’s a little
late for a spa day, Laur.” I cupped her cheek. “But I appreciate it.”I lifted her onto my lap and
pulled her against my chest. Her contented sigh stalled when she jerked her head up.“What’s
that yucky smell?”I burst out laughing at her cute little crinkled nose.“Someone spilled beer on
me.” I had been near Melanie when she’d been knocked over, and some of the spilled beer had
ricocheted onto me when it splattered on the floor. It was another reminder of how I’d been too
near Melanie tonight.“On purpose?” Her mouth fell open. “That’s mean.”I shrugged, holding in a
laugh. “It happens, Cookie.”“I don’t like beer.” She folded her arms and twisted her lips into an
angry pout.“Good. Remember that.” I picked her up and climbed the stairs to our bedrooms.All
I’d wanted was to make life good for my daughter but I’d never thought the good path we were on
here would get derailed this easily.As much as I tried, I always feared the gaping hole left by the
mother she didn’t even remember would swallow us both.4Melanie“Melanie! Over here!”I
scanned the crowded Colebury Diner, searching in the direction of Angie’s voice.I couldn’t get
over how much Colebury had changed. It still had that tiny New England town feel, but instead of
sleepy and traditional it was vibrant and exciting. Even the diner I’d remembered from when I
was a kid was somehow more upscale.“Sorry if you were waiting long.” I finally found Angie in a
booth in the far corner. “I was trying to finish a paper for class.”She smiled, shaking her head. “I
give you credit. I couldn’t imagine going back to school now. I’m lucky I made it through four
years of college.” Angie laughed before handing me a menu.
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MJLovestoRead, “Heartwarming romance from start to finish!. Safeguard is quintessential
Stephanie Rose! It's sweet and lovely. Light on angst but heavy on all matters of the heart. Giving
life to Matteo and Melanie as two lonely souls who are simply afraid to love again. Souls
damaged by betrayal, they simply seemed to fit right from the first time they met as Matteo had
to rescue his newest waitress from taking a bad spill in Speakeasy. And from there it's an
abundance of shared moments of true camaraderie as they fall for each other despite being
boss and employee in not one but two jobs! Oh yeah, when Matteo and Melanie decide to open
themselves up again and find their true mate, they don't make it easy. But it's great fun watching
as they can't resist the other anyway.What is forever wonderful about Rose's characters is the
fact that they act as adults should. No matter what issues they may face both alone and together,
sure they may stumble and fall a bit as they try and figure out how to make the other person
theirs, but they always remain respectful and solid in their thoughts and feelings. Matteo as the
protective single father never waivers in his adoration for the adorable Lauren. He'd move
heaven and earth to make sure she was well taken care of and happy. Allowing Melanie to be
Lauren's new nanny was a huge step, especially since it wasn't lost on him how attractive and
sexy his new hire was. Their interactions both at Speakeasy and now at his home are full of joy
and much-needed laughter as both are still nursing broken hearts. And yet it feels as if Melanie
was always meant to be a part of their lives and I just loved how easy she fits into their close-knit
world.There is a sweet ease in reading this well-written book as the ultimate HEA is there for the
taking. I enjoyed every minute of their love affair and how much they truly cared for each other
even after only knowing each other for a short time. The way Matteo and Melanie simply 'get'
each other is a delight to witness and as those last words were read, I couldn't help but smile
huge as they know they have found their forever.A great respite from heavier reads, Safeguard is
a wonderful addition to the Speakeasy Taproom series and is perfect for the last lazy days of
summer.4 huge stars!!!”

Malene_D, “All the feels! A fabulous friends to lovers romance.. When I found out that Safeguard
was about a single father I was giddy as hell. One because I’m crazy about this trope and
second because Stephanie Rose excels at writing about single parents . Just read Always You
and After You. I absolutely adored those two books.In Safeguard though it’s about a single father.
Matteo and what a wonderful man he is. Dreamy and most importantly a dedicated and loving
father. Exploding ovaries. Check! Man how I fell hard and fast for that man.Melanie is just the
woman for Matteo and it definitely works in her favor that they’re working side by side at the bar
Speakeasy and also helps babysitting his amazing and hilarious daughter Lauren.There’s no
question about the chemistry. It’s palpable and tantalizing. Every little look between the two of
them or them being around one another only made it go from a flicker to a strong burn.Melanie
and Matteo have to navigate through this new relationship with them both having experienced



pain and loss in the past.There’s a treat for the readers who have read the Ocean Cove series. In
particular No Reservations.After finishing Safeguard I can safely say that Stephanie Rose
delivered on the single parent trope.Not only a smoking hot dad who loves his little girl but also a
heroine who does too. Two mature characters who communicate when necessary and doesn’t
hold back.Safeguard is low on angst and drama but full of feels and romance which I have come
to expect from Rose. Then add some smoking sexy times. Yup. I couldn’t ask for more.Safeguard
is the perfect book if you need to escape for a couple of hours or more. I fell head over heels for
Matteo and Melanie.5 M&M stars”

Denise R., “Absolutely loved this book. Another great book by Stephanie Rose. She knows how
to capture your attention from the first paragraph. This book flows perfectly.Matteo is a single
Dad always doing what's best for his daughter. He decides to move them from the Bronx to
Vermont to make a new start. He meets Melanie when she starts working as a waitress at the
bar that he manages. There was instant attraction, but because he was hurt by his baby
momma, he had no interest in giving his heart to anyone.Melanie moves back to her hometown
after her fiance decided that he didn't love her. She also wants to start new, and decides to go
back to school.They started as friends. They both opened up to each other more than they did
with anyone else. I love the way their relationship grew. I love her role in Lauren's life.Lauren
was the cutest, most hilarious 7 year old. She has a lot of spunk and she makes this book so
much better. She loves her Dad as much as he loves her, and you see it in their interactions.
When Melanie comes into the picture, just as her babysitter at first, they have an instant bond
that just grows throughout the book.I can't say enough about this book. If you like hot, swoony,
single Dads, this is the book for you.”

Leanne J., “A sweet sweet single dad story. I. Loved. This. Book!Stephanie Rose writes about
single parents better than anyone. These characters have a depth that you don't always find in
books. By the end of the story, I felt like I knew them well. Like they were friends.Matteo is a
single dad with a sweet, strong, amazing 5 year old daughter. He is a bar manager at
Speakeasy. Melanie is a recently single, recently relocated grad student who also ends up at
Speakeasy. When Matteo needs a reliable babysitter for Lauren, and Melanie needs to find
some balance in her schedule, the perfect solution for both of them is for her to babysit! Add in
the fact that Lauren and Melanie instantly fall for each other and you have the beginning of a
beautiful love story.I also loved seeing how a couple of characters from Ocean Cove are doing
today....Highly recommend!”

Debra McDonald, “Slow burn. Matteo is the perfect single dad to the precocious Lauren. Melanie
is just back in the area to finish off her study's to become a teacher. Both of them work at
Speakeasy. From the get go it's obvious that these two belong together even if they take their
time getting there. This only makes their story more special and the three of them are truly the



perfect family. I absolutely love this book and it's perfect slow burn romance at its finest.”

Debbie, “A beautiful book experience. I just loved the storyline of two cautious people looking for
a happy ever after. Matteo and Melanie were so hot from the beginning and it was so nice that
Dom and Thea and the twins made an appearance. Just a beautiful read.”
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