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THE LAST NANNY
CAN SHE BE TRUSTED?

A Hope Ridge Thriller

ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

“You’re not even trying to hide your infidelity,” I mumbled to myself with disgust.

Did my husband, Trey, no longer care what I found on his cell? He still had the same four-digit passcode from years ago. Was he hoping to get caught?

From the outside Piper Young appears to have everything, a handsome husband, a huge house in a coveted neighborhood in Hope Ridge, Pennsylvania, and a healthy baby girl. This should be the happiest time in her life, but it’s the opposite. 

Her husband’s wandering eye and pressures of motherhood make her feel like she’s drowning in the deep end. She needs help, but she can’t find a proper nanny who isn’t a thief, a drunk, or coming on to her husband. 

When she meets Lily Stevens it’s like the answer to a prayer. Lily is a natural caregiver, and Piper’s baby, Avery, responds to her gentle touch and calm nature.

Piper thinks she’s turned the page on her dark thoughts of failure and depression until her husband, Trey, and her new nanny come face to face. 

Something is off, but Piper can’t put her finger on it. There’s a shift in the energy when the two of them are in the same room. Strange things begin to happen in their household that cannot be explained. 

Despite Lily being an amazing nanny, Piper wonders: Can she be trusted? 

PUBLISHER NOTE: A Small-Town Thriller containing adult language, violence, and sexual themes. 58,300 words. All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to typos. I know, I know. It’s weird but hang with me for a second. There’s a special kind of determination one has to have in order to survive rounds and rounds of edits and proof reading. There are over a dozen different sets of eyes on my books before they are released out into the world, and every single time, a few of those stubborn buggers slip through. I wish I had the tenacity, the sheer will and strength of a typo. Cheers to you my persistent, courageous, sturdy little pains in my arse… yes… I meant arse.


CHAPTER ONE

Piper Young

“You’re not even trying to hide your infidelity,” I mumbled to myself with disgust.

Did my husband, Trey, no longer care what I found on his cell? He still had the same four-digit passcode from years ago. Was he hoping to get caught?

He promised me his philandering was in the past. Was it all a ruse so I’d get pregnant?

His devotion to me, the second we saw the test was positive was everything I desired. I believed the vows he made to me about wanting a family and starting fresh.

Our darling girl, Avery Charlotte Young, was only nine weeks old. Was fatherhood already boring him? How did he even have the energy for an affair?

A queasy sensation filled my gut as I scrolled through the bevy of half-naked photos from Madison, which concealed her face. Who the hell was Madison?

And then it hit me, like a sharp crack across the face. Madison was her last name. Her first name was Harper, and she was our nanny.


CHAPTER TWO

My blood boiled with rage as I marched into my large closet to check more texts from Harper. How far back did this flirtation go? She’d only been working here for a week.

“Piper!” my husband, Trey called from the hallway. “Sweetheart, have you seen my phone?”

“Yeah, I’ve seen it, asshole,” I muttered and scrolled.

Two days! It only took him two days to initiate contact with her.

His first message said:

“Welcome aboard! I can’t tell you how excited I am that you’re working for me. PS I loved the sweater you wore. Blue is a beautiful color on you.”

Good Lord! He texted me the exact same thing after our first date. Get a new line, jerk.

The young, blonde Harper wasted no time responding. Wow! She really laid it on thick, complimenting everything from his voice to his hair, to the way he held our baby.

Tears pricked my eyes as I realized our marriage was a sham. I’d made a mistake, just like my mother. I had a child with a liar, a cheater, someone who never had any intention of changing.

“Piper, there you are,” Trey said in the entryway of my closet. “Didn’t you hear me? I can’t seem to find my phone.”

I tapped the screen and showed him a photo of Harper with that blue sweater, hugging her perky breasts. “I have your phone. You left it on the bathroom sink.”

His eyes grew twice their size. “Hey, that’s not what it looks like. Harper came on to me.”

My voice remained steady, while my insides trembled in anguish. “That’s bullshit and we both know it.”

“Well… it… I…” he stammered. “What are you doing going through my phone?”

“Don’t do that. Don’t turn this around on me. I think you wanted to get caught. You left the phone on the sink, and you’ve never changed your passcode. When I was brushing my teeth, a text came in, I glanced down and it said it was from Madison. Did you really think, considering your history, I wasn’t going to look?”

“You’re right. It was stupid of me.”

“What was stupid? You leaving your cell unattended or texting with our nanny?”

He pressed his lips together, before blowing out a breath. “Texting with our nanny. I swear to you, nothing happened between us. It was harmless. In my defense, it’s been a while since we’ve… been intimate. I sometimes wonder if maybe you aren’t interested in me anymore.”

I closed the gap between us. “You know that’s not true. I’m still trying to shake these baby blues. I’m struggling, Trey, I need you more than ever.”

With hesitation, he grazed my cheek with the back of his hand. “I need you too… in every way.”

“But I haven’t lost the baby weight yet and I just can’t.”

“The doctor gave you the go-ahead three weeks ago.”

I handed him his damn phone. “You’re not hearing me. Look, I’ve got to go. I’m supposed to be at the gallery in an hour.”

“The gallery… that’s your one true love, sweetheart. It isn’t me.”

As I pushed past him, I said, “It’s the only thing keeping me sane.”

“Piper, wait. Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“What?”

“Uh… I’m going to our quarterly meeting in New York. I have to leave for the airport in a few minutes.”

“So,” I replied with a shrug.

“What are you going to do about the baby?”

“I can take Avery with me. It’s no problem.”

“And… Harper?” he asked.

“Oh, she’s out.”

“Do you want me to tell her?”

“No. I told the first nanny she was being let go for stealing and the second one for drinking on the job. I’m getting pretty good at it. When it comes to Harper, kicking her out of my house will be the best part of my day. She is so fired.”

It’s over. Done!


CHAPTER THREE

“Please don’t fire me,” Harper pleaded. “I swear to you, Mrs. Young, I only sent your husband those pictures because he asked me to. It was him, not me.”

I glanced at my mother-in-law, enjoying her tea while Harper begged for mercy. Miranda pursed her lips and shot me a sideways glance. Of course, she would side with her son, but part of me knew Harper wasn’t totally lying.

“I’m afraid this arrangement isn’t going to work, Harper,” I said. “Please pack your things and go. Your services in our home are no longer required.”

“But… but what am I going to tell my mom?” she asked in a high squeaky tone.

Harper’s mother, Joan, was one of my best customers at the art gallery. When the first two nannies from reputable agencies turned out to be a bust, I took a chance on a referral from her.

“Would you like me to call your mom and explain why this happened?” I replied.

She bit her bottom lip. “Um… I don’t think so. She’d be disappointed in me. It’s just… I’m not sure she’ll be too thrilled I’m moving back in with her. If I don’t find another job right away, she might not let me stay at her house. Hope Ridge isn’t the same as it used to be. There were tons of jobs on Main Street and now some of those businesses have closed.”

Harper wasn’t wrong. Project Main Street lost its funding, and things had taken a turn for the worse. Our gallery wasn’t exactly overflowing with customers.

Miranda cleared her throat. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you tried to lure my son into bed… Oh, I’m sorry. Did I say that out loud?”

I fought back a grin. Miranda had a way of delivering a line like an old school, soap opera diva that tickled my funny bone.

I gestured for Harper to exit the kitchen. “I think it’s best you left. I’m not going to change my mind.”

With reluctance, she nodded. “Yeah, okay. I’ll go get my things.”

Once she was out of earshot, Miranda said, “And another one bites the dust.”

“You don’t sound disappointed or surprised,” I replied.

“Honestly, Piper, I don’t know why you bother with a nanny when you have me.”

While I dearly loved Miranda, and she was a wonderful grandmother, she’d become quite frail this last year. Every time she held Avery, I winced on the inside, worried she didn’t have the upper body strength to support her.

“Oh, Trey and I couldn’t impose on you,” I said.

“Well, I’m imposing on the two of you. I live in your beautiful guest quarters out back and get to see sweet Avery every day. Did I ever tell you I wanted a daughter?”

Only five thousand times!

“You may have mentioned it once or twice,” I teased. “Anyway, I have to get to the gallery. I promised Colin I’d make it in before noon.”

“What about Avery?”

“I’ll take her with me. Relax and enjoy this beautiful Indian summer day.”

Our neighborhood, The Heights in Hope Ridge, Pennsylvania, was always picture-perfect, but in late October with the sun shining… it didn’t get any better than this.

“Piper, can you sit for a second?” she asked with a concerned tone.

“Of course,” I replied and sat across from her. “What is it?”

“I just want to make sure you’re okay. You’re not thinking of, you know, splitting with Trey, are you?”

What a loaded question with no easy answers.

I let out a sigh. “Miranda… I… I don’t want to leave Trey. We’re a family now, but I can’t keep looking the other way either. Does that make sense?”

“Sadly, it does. God bless my late husband, Harry, I was mad for him, but he strayed after Trey was born.”

“You never told me that before.”

She wiped away a single tear. “I was afraid to tell you. Trey inherited Harry’s heart problems and perhaps his wandering eye as well. I guess, I worried if I shared that with you, you wouldn’t have agreed to try for a baby. I can’t imagine our lives without our precious Charlotte, I mean Avery. I’m sorry.”

Miranda always said if she had a daughter, she would have named her Charlotte, so naturally it made sense as a middle name for Avery.

In some ways, I fell for Miranda first and Trey second. She had an elegance with a wicked sense of humor, much like my Aunt Celeste in the UK. Most women wouldn’t want their mother-in-law so involved, but most women weren’t Miranda.

Our eyes met, and I reached over and grabbed her hand. “You don’t need to apologize. I can’t imagine our lives without Avery either. Did you and Harry have any good years after Trey was born or were you constantly looking over your shoulder?”

She smiled. “Many good years. No marriage is perfect. You have to take the good with the bad. Um…Trey doesn’t know about his father’s dalliances. He idolized Harry and we lost him when Trey was only ten. I could never bring myself to tell him.”

“I understand. Your secret is safe with me. I should get going. I’m not only late for the gallery, but I also have to find another nanny.”

“I wish you’d reconsider. Maybe Barbara could pull double duty until her surgery.”

“Oh, goodness. I couldn’t ask Barbara to do that.”

“Couldn’t ask Barbara what?” our live-in housekeeper inquired as she limped into the kitchen.

Barbara Morrison had been with our family since we moved into our grand home in The Heights. We all adored her down-to-earth, wisecracking ways and she was a loyal employee. However, due to a bicycle accident and the torn cartilage in her knee, she wasn’t able to keep up with the house. Piling on more work was out of the question.

“Nothing,” I replied. “We were just talking about… well… you might as well know, I fired Harper this morning.”

Barbara didn’t flinch. “Good. I saw the way she looked at your husband.”

I shifted in my seat. “You did?”

“You bet your britches I did. Do you mind if I grab a cup of coffee before I start today? I’m sure my painkiller will kick in soon and I’ll be able to clean for a couple of hours.”

“Of course,” I replied. “When’s your surgery again?”

“Not soon enough, Mrs. Young. I’m kind of sorry Harper didn’t work out. She mentioned she was going to help with the laundry. The stairs have been giving me trouble, but once I get this bum knee fixed, I’ll be running up to the laundry room. This menopausal mama will be as fit as a fiddle very soon.”

Poor Barbara. When I mentioned I hired Harper and she would take on some of her duties, I could tell she was relieved.

Was I ever going to find the perfect nanny? I knew she had to be out there, somewhere.


CHAPTER FOUR

“I knew it. You let Trey off the hook,” Colin stated with irritation in his voice.

Colin Hastings was my oldest and dearest friend. We met in the UK in my early twenties. My Aunt Celeste and his Aunt Phoebe were best mates. Colin and I had found ourselves in the same situation, children of divorce and mothers who had passed away far too soon.

“I don’t think anything happened between Trey and Harper,” I explained.

“What if you hadn’t found those text messages?”

I conceded with a sigh. “Then something might have happened. In the moment, I just felt it was for the best to let it go. He was on his way to New York. I didn’t have the energy for a knockdown drag-out fight.”

“And Harper?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I fired her. I can’t have someone in my house if I don’t trust them.”

With a gleam in his dark eyes, he fired back, “So, does that mean Trey is moving out too?”

“Oh, sick burn,” I uttered with sarcasm.

A wide grin spread across his face as he pantomimed letting something fall on the floor. “Mic drop.”

I laughed. “Okay, you’re right, but for now, it’s over. Done.”

As Avery slept in her Bugaboo stroller, I took in the sights and smells of my art gallery, Fields, named after my mom’s side of the family.

The subtle hues of crimson and cerulean from a new indie artist lined the back wall. We acquired her Burst of Color collection last month but only sold one piece.

Our impressive selection of sculptures seemed to be more popular. The flowing shapes combined with some sharper lines were exquisite, yet simple. They spoke to me.

Of course, we also featured local artists. An array of colored pencil and ink drawings and some landscape photography adorned a prime spot in the front of the store, but lately, extras like this weren’t a priority to the good folks of Hope Ridge.

“Earth to Piper… where did you go?”

I spun in a slow circle, brainstorming with myself. “I’m just thinking. Trey said this morning the gallery was my one true love, not him. I know this space isn’t making a ton of money, but I want to hang onto it.”

“Sure you do. Are you thinking of closing?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s practical. Main Street has changed. Connie’s Crafts closed and so did that gym, CJ’s Fitness. No one really knows what happened to the couple who ran it. No facts, only rumors.”

“It’s quite the mystery,” Colin agreed. “Also, the bakery you loved is closing too. Vanessa, the woman from the book shop stopped in this morning and told me.”

“That makes me so sad. Main Street was thriving with all the events and now nothing. I can’t believe they pulled the funding. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, you know I’m not one for the town gossip, but I heard the director, Jake Murphy, had to resign or face charges for some creative accounting. That’s the real reason he moved to Florida. It wasn’t to take care of his mother, it was to save himself. But of course that’s hearsay. As I mentioned, I don’t like gossip.”

“Oh, please,” I exclaimed. “If gossip has one fan, it’s you. If gossip has no fans, you’re dead. There’s your mic drop. Boom!”

“You’re wicked, and I adore you.”

I adored Colin too. I had since the second we met. Our history with our families, and our aunts being besties bonded us.

Now we were in our mid-thirties and adulting our butts off. Well, I was. Colin had so many wonderful qualities, but he was also a free spirit. Tomorrow he could get an itch to fly to Paris and be gone for a month. Settling down with one woman and no spontaneity would be like castrating him.

At least he wanted the gallery to succeed as much as I did. Was that the only reason he remained in Hope Ridge? I wondered if there was something else.

The second Avery stirred, the door opened, and a young, blonde woman waltzed in mesmerized by the sculptures.

Colin wasted no time turning on his charm. “Hello, welcome to Fields. What brings you in on this fine day?”

“Oh, uh… I just moved here,” she replied. “I mean, I just moved back to Hope Ridge. My friend mentioned your place and the bookstore. So, I guess a little retail therapy brought me in.”

Colin gestured to the back wall with a grin. “Excellent. Be sure to check out the Burst of Color collection by Savannah Parks. She’s an up-and-coming artist.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “Um… I also sort of wanted to know if maybe you might be hiring or know someone who is? Even a part-time job would help me out. I graduated with an early elementary education degree last spring and have done some other training like first-aid, CPR, and basic childcare. I’m kind of in between things right now.”

“Did you say childcare?” I asked with interest while comforting a cranky Avery.

When she zeroed in on my girl, her eyes lit up. “Oh, my goodness. Who is this?”

“This is Avery,” I replied.

She lightly tapped her index finger on Avery’s hand. “Hi, beautiful Avery, I’m Lily Stevens.”

When Avery reached for Lily’s finger and squeezed it, she calmed down.

“Wow. How did you do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Get her to stop fussing. I was sure she was about to go into full meltdown mode.”

With a gentle touch, Lily tickled her tummy. “No. Not this angel.”

“Did I hear you say you were looking for a job?”

Lily’s eyes locked on mine. “Yeah, are you hiring here at the gallery?”

“No, but you might be perfect for another position.”


CHAPTER FIVE

“Whoa! It’s like you live in a modern-day palace,” Lily said with excitement as we made our way to the dining room, two days later.

“Thanks, I do love it here. I’ve redone the entire house. It had good bones and lots of space but was a little old-fashioned for my tastes and what we needed.”

“You truly are an artist. You have such an eye.”

As we settled into our seats in the formal dining room, I was loaded with questions for our potential nanny. Could the fourth time be the charm?

Lily slid her resume and copies of recent certifications across the table to me. As I gave them a once-over, I asked, “So, how come no one else has snatched you up yet? You have a lot of experience and training.”

“Oh, uh… thanks. Most of my positions have been temporary summer placements. With college and everything it was hard to be full-time.”

I’d done a background check on Lily, and she didn’t even have a parking ticket. Naturally, my heart sank when I spotted a potential red flag. “So, these summertime assignments were with three different families. Did they not ask you back? Was there a problem?”

“I chose not to return,” she replied in a soft voice. “Um… not every situation was ideal.”

“Rather than call them and ask, why don’t you just tell me what happened? I don’t want to waste my time with someone who’s going to bail. You’d be the fourth nanny I’ve hired and so far, none of them have been honest with me. One stole something from my mother-in-law’s guest quarters and the second one was caught with alcohol on her breath.”

“That’s awful. Where did you find them?”

“From one of those fancy agencies.”

Lily squirmed in her seat. “I’m shocked to hear that. I’ve been applying with one in Harrisburg, called The League of Nannies. They make you jump through a lot of hoops, which is understandable. I’ve been waiting for weeks for a final interview and was told I’m at the bottom of the list. That’s why I was looking for part-time work. It could be months.”

“That’s who we went through. What a disappointment. Whoever we hire, I need to trust. You’d be living in my home and taking care of the most precious thing in the world to me.”

“I understand, Mrs. Young. Look… I’ll tell you what happened. The Truman family wasn’t a good fit because of Mister Truman. He liked me a little too much. They asked me back for another summer in the Hamptons, but I declined. I honestly don’t care if I ever go to the Hamptons again.”

“We’ve spent several summers there when we lived in the city. But I get it, if you were uncomfortable around Mister Truman, the Hamptons wouldn’t be a great memory.”

“Right… anyway, the Shank’s had twin boys who were terrors. I honestly counted the days until I could go back to college. They were only five, and I swear their own parents were afraid of them. I tried to stop one of them from hurting their cat and he slapped me.”

“Oh, dear God,” I gasped. “That’s horrible.”

“Yeah, it was. But the Conklin’s were wonderful. They had a newborn and a three-year-old, both girls. They also asked me back for this past summer, but my dad had shoulder surgery. It’s been kind of a long road of recovery for him, but now that he doesn’t need me anymore, I think he’d like me to move out.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Um… we have some different opinions on things. He’s very black and white and I tend to live in the gray.”

I nodded, understanding what Lily meant. While she was around the same age as Harper, their energies were completely different. Lily possessed a certain calmness and maturity that none of the other nannies had. She was attractive without trying. Her makeup was minimal and no fuss. Just talking to her was a different vibe but in a good way.

“So, uh… Lily, do you have any questions for me?”

Her hazel eyes sparkled. “Only a few hundred,” she joked. “I’m sort of kidding, but I’d like to know what kind of duties you’d expect so I don’t overstep or under perform.”

“Well, like I mentioned when we touched base on the phone, this is a live-in position. Some people probably think it’s pretty silly for me to have a nanny and a housekeeper, but the truth is, I haven’t slept well since Avery was born. So you being in the nursery with her at night is the main reason I need someone. On those rare occasions I do manage to fall asleep, I’m pretty dead to the world. It helps knowing she is taken care of so I can get rest. I also need time at my gallery. It’s kind of my happy place. When I was younger, I painted and managed to sell a collection.”

“That’s so amazing,” Lily replied. “You’re like a real artist.”

I shrugged. “It was probably beginner’s luck. Everyone loves to discover a rising star. It’s what you do next that sets you apart. I was inspired by Monet’s The Poppy Field near Argenteuil. I did a contemporary twist on it with a little girl in a yellow rain slicker letting go of a red balloon. Shortly after that, my Aunt Celeste in the UK passed away and I couldn’t pick up a paint brush for a long time. And you know what they say, life happens. Maybe I’m being stubborn or selfish, but I can’t quite give up the dream that one day I could do it again.”

“I don’t think it’s stubborn or selfish. I mean, I’ve been around my fair share of moms. The ones who carve out something for themselves seem happier and give more to their families. Does that make sense?”

I smiled in relief. Lily got me. “Yes, it makes perfect sense. So, any other questions?”

“Yes. How is your house so quiet? It’s like you live alone.”

I chuckled. “It won’t be in about twenty minutes. Avery and my mother-in-law, Miranda, are having their afternoon naps, and Barbara, our housekeeper, is probably in her room catching up on Bravo TV. My husband, Trey, won’t be home until tomorrow, and there’s usually a landscaping crew or a handyman here to repair something. With a house this large, there’s lots of things to fix and none of us possess that skill set.”

“I’m pretty handy. My dad taught me a lot about home repairs. I can even change the oil in your car if you need me to.”

“Is there anything you can’t do?”

“I’m hopeless in the kitchen,” she admitted.

“That’s why God created DoorDash,” I quipped.

She leaned forward in her seat with anticipation. “Does this mean? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be assuming anything. This is a big decision. You probably want to think about it.”

There was no thinking. Despite my instincts being a bit murky lately, I had to snap Lily up before someone else did. I’d seen her with Avery. She had the training, the skills, and most of all, I trusted her.

As I offered her the job, a tiny voice in the back of my head whispered, Please don’t let me be wrong about Lily.


CHAPTER SIX

Bright and early the next morning, Lily reported for work with two suitcases.

“Morning,” I said. “Come on in.”

“Thanks, I’m thrilled to be here,” she replied with a wide grin.

“Let me help you take your things upstairs and show you your room.”

“Oh, I got them. Please lead the way.”

With impressive strength, she followed me up our grand staircase.

When we got to the top, I gestured to the right. “The nursery and your room are down this way. Are you sure I can’t lend a hand?”

“Nope. I got it. I only slowed down to take this all in. It’s so Beverly Hills up here. I love it.”

I smiled. “Thanks. My mother-in-law thinks it’s a little over the top, but hey, you only live once.”

Avery’s murmured cries sounded over the baby monitor in my hand as we made our way inside. 

“Someone is up from her morning nap,” Lily said and put down her suitcases.

“Yes,” I replied as we checked on her. “Unfortunately, the sleep schedule is a little off. With my husband out of town, it’s been kind of rough. A bit of a vicious cycle. Up most of the night and sleeping too much during the day.”

Lily beamed as she reached down and smoothed Avery’s wisps of dark hair. “I can help you with that. We’ll get back on schedule, won’t we, sweet girl?”

Avery settled down.

“You have the magic touch. I mostly get frustrated and feel like a failure.”

“Oh, Mrs. Young, you’re not a failure.”

“Please call me Piper. Mrs. Young makes me feel ancient. And thank you. I’m working through some things in therapy. I might as well be honest, so you aren’t caught off guard. Since Avery was born, I haven’t been myself. I’m prone to mood swings and get down about not being able to lose the baby weight. I was only able to breastfeed for about five weeks and then my milk dried up. I’m not going to lie, I’m struggling.”

“Do you want to know a little secret?” Lily asked. “All first-time mothers struggle. It’s an overwhelming experience to bring a little human into the world.”

“I didn’t think about it like that,” I replied. “Are you sure you’re only twenty-two?”

“Well, actually I’ll be twenty-three next month.”

“You poor old grandma,” I teased.

We shared a chuckle as Avery drifted back to sleep.

With a gleam in her eyes, Lily had a long look around the nursery. “I love what you’ve done in here.”

“You don’t think it’s too pink?”

“I think it’s perfect.”

“Oh, your room is over here.”

She plopped down on the daybed. “My room? I can sleep here. It’s awesome. I love all the pillows.”

“When Avery is fussy, you might have to, but we want you to have your own space too. Come on, it’s right in here.”

As I opened the door to her room, I turned and Lily was frozen, staring at our family photo sitting on top of the dresser.
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