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	Chapter One

	Fletcher

	Ah, what a lovely, sunny morning this is---until I woke up to the dulcet tones of my daughter Amelia shrieking. It's not the "someone's dying" sort. No, it's the "don't you dare change the TV channel" variety. Normally, I rise an hour earlier than the children so I can enjoy a shower and a quiet cup of coffee before I command them to get out of bed. But I had a long night fixing work problems. My job as general manager of the hotel often requires round-the-clock attention.

	Unfortunately, I spent three hours fixing the hotel's Wi-Fi network since our tech expert is away on vacation. I didn't get home until midnight.

	I'd been about to jump into the shower when the fracas began. So, I hastily pull on a robe and jog into the living room. "What's the problem, Amelia?"

	My fifteen-year-old daughter is sitting on the sofa with her arms crossed, chin lifted. "I was watching my favorite show, but Josh stole the remote from me. I had it first."

	My oldest son rolls his eyes disdainfully. "You're such a girl." 

	I'm about to issue an edict when Henry, my eight-year-old son, shuffles into the room. He folds his arms over his chest, much like Amelia had done, and frowns at me. I waste no time on trying to guess what Henry wants. I've learned that in this house, mornings belong to the swift and the shamelessly loud. Henry wanders over to sofa, wearing a t-shirt and no socks, then flops down on the sofa.

	I try my best to glower at him. "Henry, shoes and socks, please."

	"Ugh, Dad, socks make me itchy."

	Before I can argue with him about that, my eleven-year-old daughter, Charlotte, emerges from the bedroom she shares with Amelia and ambles past me. Her hair flounces about in wild brown loops, and her shorts barely reach below her hips.

	I grasp Charlotte's elbow, halting her. "We've talked about this before, pet. Shorts must cover your thigh down to at least halfway to the knee."

	"Come on, Dad," she whines. "I'm not super old like Grandma."

	"That's the rule. No exceptions."

	My daughter sighs, her shoulders sagging. Then she jogs back to her room, emerging moments later wearing appropriate attire---and holding a soccer ball under one arm.

	I kiss her cheek. "Thank you, pet."

	She rolls her eyes, then wanders over to the table, balancing that soccer ball on her hip while she pours herself a glass of orange juice. Most of it makes it into the cup. Some, by design, spills onto Henry's bare foot.

	"Charlie, you jerk!" he says with all the petulance of an eight-year-old. "I'm telling Dad!"

	His sister makes a farting noise with her lips.

	"Enough. I am Dad, and I'm right here," I declare, setting a hot frying pan on the stove and pretending I didn't just step on a Lego. Henry loves those blasted things.

	"Oh no, you're not Dad yet," Amelia declares, not looking up from her juice. "You haven't had your coffee yet. You're super grumpy until then."

	She's not wrong. I'm hovering somewhere in the pre-coffee hour, running on muscle memory and adrenaline as I shuffle through the kitchen in mismatched slippers, cracking eggs into the bowl as Henry and Charlotte escalate their dispute into a full-court press.

	Charlotte bounces the soccer ball once. "Boys. They're such annoying little babies."

	I'm about to intervene when a family mechanical noise starts up. "Henry! Turn off the electric scooter and put it in the closet."

	"Where's the food? I'm starving to death."

	"You'll get breakfast if you put your arse in a chair."

	Josh's eyes bulge, and his jaw drops in fake shock. "Dad just used a bad word."

	Charlotte apes her brother's expression. "Ooh, what word?"

	He leans forward to stage whisper, "A-R-S-E."

	Oh, bollocks. I never use rude language in front of my children, but I just can't seem to get my head on straight this morning.

	I slop eggs into a pan. "Socks, Henry. Now. You're eight years old, for pity's sake. By your age, I was mending sheep fences in the Outback."

	None of my children have seen the Outback, and neither have I. Most of my brood hasn't been past Wisconsin. Doesn't matter. I need them to believe I am invincible and all-knowing.

	In the living room, cheerful voices emerge from the telly. Ah, yes, my favorite children's programs are on. Amelia is already there on the sofa. She's rarely anywhere else before noon. Wrapped in a blanket, she doomscrolls through her phone with one hand while the other is wrapped around a mug she's definitely not supposed to have.

	"Amelia!" I holler. "Is that coffee you're drinking?"

	She pulls the mug tighter. "It's milk with a splash of coffee. I'm hydrating."

	"Hydrating is water, love, not caffeine."

	She snorts. "Hydrating is a state of mind."

	"No coffee, Amelia. And please put on your school clothes."

	Joshua slouches in the armchair, all elbows and attitude, a hoodie pulled over half of his face. He grabs the milk, chugs from the carton, and ignores the glass two inches from his hand.

	"Josh, c'mon, mate," I groan. "Let's not behave like barbarians."

	He shrugs, with no apologies, and sets the carton down with a thunk. "Grandma says you're supposed to use a glass, but she's not here."

	"Grandma" is Florence Murgatroyd, my mother, the one-woman Queen's Guard of domestic order. She and Dad are on vacation---their first in years---leaving me alone to parent my brood for a full week. It's been a test I did not sign up for, but one I intend to survive. Fortunately, my mother-in-law, Patricia, checks in every day. Never know, I might have legged it back to England in the middle of the night.

	The eggs are ready at last. I scoop them onto plates, tossing two slices of toast onto each, and herd the kids into chairs at the bar. Amelia doesn't move, but the others stampede. Henry still has no socks, but I'll deal with that once everyone has eaten.

	I slide plates across the table. "Eat. Fast. The bus comes in fifteen minutes."

	Charlotte takes her plate and resumes dribbling the soccer ball under the table. Josh, for a second, looks like he might say the dreaded words "thank you," then decides against it. He devours half his breakfast in a single bite.

	Henry pokes his eggs. "Are these free-range?"

	"They're free." I lean toward my son. "Eat them, or you'll be foraging for acorns at recess."

	He snickers, then shovels in a forkful. "Did you ever have to eat acorns, Dad?"

	"Don't speak while eating."

	My son gives me his favorite expression---eye roll plus long-suffering sigh. "Well, did you eat acorns?"

	"Once. I was lost in the Tasmanian bush for a week. Survived on possum jerky and eucalyptus bark."

	Charlotte's eyes get big. "You're making that up."

	"Does it matter if I am?" Tall tales keep me grounded, oddly, and the children love them.

	The morning rolls on. After breakfast, I order Henry to find a pair of shoes---and put them on. He drops to his knees behind the bar and emerges again with a pair of well-worn sneakers. They're semi-flattened and apparently were wedged under the radiator. Oh yes, they're also crusted with a mystery substance. I wipe it off it off the best I can. Then I return to the kitchen to find Charlotte and Joshua arguing over who gets the last clean fork, while Amelia barely notices the mayhem.

	By the time everyone's fed, dressed, and mostly tooth-brushed, the kitchen looks like a scene from a natural disaster documentary. I step over backpacks, check the clock, and realize the bus is early.

	I freeze for a split second. Then: "Shoes! Backpacks! Let's go, let's go, people!"

	As I move the herd toward the front door, Henry trips over his own feet but recovers. Charlotte tries to sneak her soccer ball into her backpack. I intercept it, and my daughter seems slightly impressed. "It's not regulation size, pet. Leave it here."

	She glares at me for two to three seconds, by my count, then abandons the ball on the stairs as she sprints for the door.

	Amelia drags behind. "The bus isn't even here yet."

	"Yeah, it is," Josh says, peeking through the curtains. "It's right outside. And the driver looks angry."

	The four of them tumble out, colliding into the early morning mist like a time-lapse video of child chaos. I step onto the stoop, mug in hand, and watch as they clamber aboard. Backpacks bounce, and hair flounces. Voices are already raised in a new argument about whose backpack is the most embarrassing.

	Finally, the bus drives away.

	After seventy-two minutes of chatter and clacking silverware, I have peace and quiet at last.

	I blow out a breath, close my eyes, and let the breeze carry the faint, sweet aroma of burnt toast and jam. When I open my eyes, the bus is a shrinking speck at the end of the street. I savor this moment, halfway between emptiness and relief.

	Then, I trudge back inside. The kitchen is still a mess, but for a glorious six minutes I simply slouch on the sofa. After that, I pour another coffee---a proper cuppa this time---and enjoy the delicious aroma, not to mention the sweet silence. The chair on my left is empty. It always is these days. There's still a groove in the seat beside mine. I swear the faint trace of citrus shampoo wafts around me, as if Claudia might walk in any second and start lecturing me about cholesterol. I stare into space, remembering mornings when we'd sat here together, negotiating breakfast treaties and trading knowing looks over the kids' heads. Back when it was us against the world.

	Now it's just me. Fletcher and the Four Children of the Apocalypse.

	At least Claudia sends cards and small gifts to the children for birthdays and holidays. She always chooses Australian-style gifts. The kids like what she sends them, but my ex-wife has become more of a distant relative to the four beautiful youngsters she left behind.

	The coffee tastes like heaven, though it's average at best. I drink slowly, watching the light creep across the kitchen tiles, turning the mess into something almost beautiful.

	At precisely 8:12 a.m., I gather my coat and keys. Then I take a last look at the kitchen---the sock on the table, the puddle of juice by the fridge, the soccer ball waiting on the stairs---and I lock the door behind me. Outside, the world is cold and quiet. I pull my coat tighter and wonder if Claudia ever misses this mess, or if she's grateful to have gotten away from all of us.

	She didn't just run away from me. She left the kids too---for an Australian yoga instructor.

	On Millbrook Valley Road, the sun is just starting to carve the frost from the lawns. The school bus is a memory, but the exhaust remains visible. I shuffle down the path in my wrinkled shirt and tie, dodging the puddle under the mailbox.

	The street is too quiet after the blast radius of my kitchen. The weight of responsibility bears down on me like a heavy blanket. I like it and hate it in equal measure. But I would never give up my children for any reason. They are my North Star, the glittering white light in my sky.

	The car starts up on the second try. A minor victory.

	I'm backing down the drive when my phone buzzes. It's a text message from the desk clerk on duty at the hotel this morning.

	Emergency. Need you here ASAP. New guest. High priority.

	And so, my day begins.

	 


Chapter Two

	Jennifer

	I'm five minutes early. In my experience, that's four minutes too late for a job interview. The nanny agency's waiting room smells like microwaved coffee and shoe polish, which is about right for a Tuesday morning in Millbrook Valley. I had never heard of this town until eight days ago. The lady from the nanny agency had assured me this is a beautiful small town, and I'll love it.

	I pick at the edge of my manila folder, tap-tap-tapping the corner against my knee. My heels drum out what sounds like Morse code against the linoleum. If it spells SOS, I'm not sure anyone would notice.

	My former family---the Johnsons---pulled up stakes two months ago and moved to Manhattan for a "can't-miss opportunity." I don't blame them. Their oldest daughter, Mallory, wrote me two postcards from the Upper West Side before she completely forgot who I am. Even her cursive looked more sophisticated after a week. Mrs. Johnson offered to pay for my relocation if I wanted to stay with them. I politely told them I'm not interested in a world with more rats than trees.

	Small towns fit me better. Here, I'm sure people say good morning and genuinely mean it. In the city, I'd probably wind up as a cautionary tale, one of those nannies who snaps and locks herself in the wine closet with a spiral-bound planner and a box of Wheat Thins.

	The chair beneath me is vinyl and navy blue without a single crack. Every time I shift my weight, it sounds like a balloon deflating. I stare at the coffee table, which is crowded with parenting pamphlets that look like they've been thumbed through by a hundred anxious hands. Some promote "nurturing emotional intelligence"; others offer dire warnings about screen time and gluten. I try to guess how long each pamphlet has sat here by the depth of its coffee ring. The record-holder, "Your First Baby: A Survival Guide," is practically laminated with stains.

	As I glance around at the other applicants, I count three of us. There's a woman with steel-gray hair and orthopedic shoes, and a college student in a sequined headband who's spent the last seven minutes uploading selfies with her tongue sticking out. The agency receptionist, a woman who looks like she could have been a sitcom mom in the '80s, sits at her post, flipping through paperwork like she's shuffling a deck of tarot cards.

	I wonder how she'd read my future. Is today the day I meet my "forever family?" Or will I be making PB&Js for an emotionally stunted software developer with joint custody? The odds are fifty-fifty. My folder holds all the usual stuff: CPR certification, background check, a few limp reference letters from families that have moved on to bigger, better nannies.

	The clock on the wall clicks over to 9:00 exactly. Right on cue, the receptionist stands and clears her throat. "Jennifer Cordell?"

	I rise and smooth my skirt, trying not to look like I've just spent ten minutes studying the merits of a gluten-free childhood. My shoes squeak on the floor---a last little protest from the linoleum. The other two applicants glance up, their expressions a mix of envy and relief. Finding a nanny can be a competitive business. No one wants to be here any longer than necessary.

	"Right this way," the receptionist says, already turning her back.

	I follow, passing a row of posters that are mostly stock images of babies wearing silly outfits. As I walk into the boxy space of the interview room, I'm bathed in fluorescent lighting. A faint whiff of disinfectant wafts around me. I have my choice of two chairs as well as a faux-wood desk and a computer that still holds a floppy disk. The wall calendar is stuck on February, but the dry-erase board beckons me with "Welcome, New Families!" in green bubble letters.

	The woman behind the desk is not what I expected. She's younger than I expected---late thirties, maybe, with sharp features and a chic haircut that must've cost at least a hundred dollars. Her suit is almost dayglow pink, which seems inappropriate for the Midwest. Or anywhere except a gaudy big city.

	"Jennifer!" the woman practically shouts, rising to shake my hand with almost manic fervor. "I'm Dana Wells. Thanks for coming in."

	I take the seat she gestures toward. "Thanks for the opportunity. Honestly, I never imagined I might wind up in Nebraska. But I love what I've seen of Millbrook Valley so far.

	Dana opens a folder---the agency copy of my application, no doubt---and runs a finger down the page. "You're an Arkansas girl?"

	"Born and raised."

	"Most of our candidates are transplants, or...well, passing through." She tilts her head. "What brought you here?"

	That's the question I always dread. My mind jumps to the usual answers: a change of pace, a desire for a simpler life. Instead, I go with the line I'd practiced in the car. "I like knowing my neighbors, the way I did back in Hot Springs. Plus, I enjoy walking to the bakery and having them remember my order."

	Dana grins and laughs. "A woman after my own heart."

	She spends the next ten minutes running through the basics---experience, certifications, whether I'm allergic to cats or gluten, and do I enjoy watching sports. I give all the right answers because I've done this dance before.

	Then she hits me with The Question. "I have to ask, because it's not in your file. Why didn't you go to New York with your last family?"

	I shrug. "Too much noise, and people rarely look you in the eye. I don't think I'm at my best when I'm somewhere I'd rather not be."

	She sits there without moving or speaking for a moment, and I can see her respect for honesty warring with her suspicion that I might be too attached to small-town life.

	"Fair enough," she finally says. "Would you be willing to consider positions outside Millbrook Valley?"

	I shrug. "Depends on how far away it might be."

	Dana grins. "Don't worry, no one's sending you to Seattle. Most of our placements remain right here in the Valley." She closes the folder. "You're a strong candidate, Jennifer. I have a few families in mind that might be a good fit."

	I rise from my chair, still holding my neutral expression. But inside, a flicker of hope ignites. Or maybe it's the caffeine kicking in.

	"One more thing," Dana says. "Are you open to...unusual arrangements?"

	I pause, my hand clutching my folder. "Define unusual."

	She leans in, almost whispering. "There's a family looking for a nanny who's...a bit more involved. Not just for the kids, but to help the whole household run. It's a bigger commitment than most nannies would want."

	Something about her description of the situation makes me think of cults or reality shows. Or maybe just families who have lost their last three nannies to nervous breakdowns.

	"I'm open to hearing more," I confirm, because I need a job and can't afford to be picky.

	Dana smiles again. "I thought you might be."

	"Um, do I have the job?"

	"Not quite. First, a few explanations are in order." She sets her fingertips on the desk, leaning forward slightly. "This is a single-father situation. My ex-wife abandoned the family several years ago, which left Dad with four kids between the ages of eight and fifteen. They're a wonderful family...with issues."

	I swallow hard, my throat suddenly tight. "Um, I see."

	Dana comes around to my side of the desk and squeezes my shoulder lightly. "Think about it, Jennifer. Then let me know by Wednesday."

	"I'll do that."

	When I move to leave, Dana stops me again. "I think you could be the perfect nanny for this family. But don't let me talk you into it. Decide for yourself."

	"Got it."

	On my way out, I stop at the coffee table, pick up "Your First Baby," and flip to the back cover. The text offers an outdated 800 number and a quote from Dr. Spock. I leave the book face-down, like a playing card I'm hoping won't come up again.

	As I push open the glass door to the parking lot, the receptionist gives me a little wave. The air outside is temperate and clean, and for a second, I imagine I can hear the sound of a tire swing creaking somewhere in the distance. While I walk back to my rental car, I do what Dana suggested. I think hard about whether I want to join a troubled family. She wouldn't send me to a nightmare house, of that I'm. But I'm not so naïve that I think any family with four kids and no mother is going to be a walk in the park.

	The Honda Civic I'm renting smells like vanilla air freshener. I sit behind the wheel for a moment, watching a woman in yoga pants chase a toddler across the parking lot. The kid's shrieking with laughter, arms pumping like he's training for the Olympics.

	Four kids. Ages eight to fifteen.

	Maybe this time I'll find my forever family. Or else I'll merely survive another season.

	Either way, it beats Manhattan.

	 


Chapter Three

	Fletcher

	I'm supposed to be working, but instead I find myself staring at the front door, hoping the next stranger I let into my home isn't going to tie-dye my children or burn sage in the crawlspace. The last one left a salt circle around my mailbox and tried to convince my youngest that gnomes were real. Henry's still afraid of pointy hats.

	All right, that's my latest tall tale.

	If the agency brings me another hippy, I'm going to start interviewing ex-military women. There must be a middle ground between Shamanic Mary Poppins and General Patton, but apparently nobody at "Millbrook Valley Nanny Solutions" got the memo.

	I pace the hallway, phone in hand, waiting for the inevitable text. On the kitchen counter is a printed schedule from the agency, with a yellow sticky note that says, "She's a real go-getter!" The words are underlined three times. All that tells me is that she's either chronically optimistic or she once ran a triathlon in the rain.

	My phone vibrates. I glance down, bracing myself. "Ms. Jennifer Cordell will arrive at your home within ten minutes. Please provide her with the usual orientation packet. Thank you and have a delightful day!"

	Delightful? That must be the agency's little joke.

	I allow myself precisely five seconds to prepare for what might await me.  Then I approach the coat closet and yank the door open. A shoe avalanche greets me---Henry's sneakers, Charlotte's muddy soccer cleats, one of Amelia's sparkly sandals, and Joshua's slippers. I shove everything back in there and slam the door shut. Then, I check the hallway mirror and try to smooth my hair. I look like a man who hasn't slept since 2018.

	Sighing again, I lean against the wall and try to remember the last time I engaged in something resembling adult life. I'm thirty-seven years old. My ex-wife abandoned me and our four children twelve years ago. That's not the sort of CV a nanny might look for in a client. Our house constantly smells of either bleach or cheese for some strange reason. I've taken the morning off from my general-manager position at the hotel strictly to ensure this nanny won't flee at cheetah speed.

	Does a single father in need of childcare CV? No, you imbecile. She needs to impress you, not the other way around.

	The doorbell rings, two sharp chimes. It's precisely 9:00. I blink, surprised by the punctuality, then march to the entryway. I take a breath, square my shoulders. Then I open the door.

	And freeze. This charming woman is no crone. She's not a hippie either. She is...Well, not what I expected. She stands about six inches below my eye line, wearing a tidy skirt and a navy blue sweater that I imagine has survived at least two previous families. Her auburn hair is pulled into a ponytail, but a few strands have gone rogue, framing her face. She gazes up at me with the sort of polite determination usually reserved for flight attendants or social workers.

	I freeze. She looks young. Might she have lied about her age to get this job? Or perhaps I'm simply old in comparison. Her green eyes draw me in, and I suddenly realize I'm blocking the doorway.

	The beautiful woman gazes at me with confusion in her yes. "Mr. Fletcher?"

	"Uh...yes?" I clear my throat and attempt a casual smile. "Hello, I---I'm Fletcher Murgatroyd."

	She smiles, extending her hand, and for some reason I shake it. She has a solid, businesslike grip. "I'm Jennifer Cordell. The agency sent me to you. I hope it's all right that I'm a few minutes early."

	I blink several times. "That's fine. The children are at school."

	"Yes, I figured they would be." She peers past me, craning her neck. "Maybe we should sit on the sofa to discuss things."

	"All right."

	I step aside to let her in, and she moves past me with a confident stride that suggests she's used to dealing with panicky parents. Jennifer swings her gaze to the hallway and the scuff marks on the walls, the backpacks hanging from hooks, the faint aroma of this morning's burnt toast still lingering in the air.

	"You have a lovely home," she says.

	I can't tell whether she's being polite or if she genuinely means it. I lead Jennifer into the living room, gesturing to the sofa. She sits on the edge, back straight, hands folded on her lap the picture of professionalism. I take the armchair across from her and immediately regret it when I realize how far apart we are. Am l conducting a job interview? I suppose I am.

	"So," I begin, but then stop. How can I explain my lifestyle to her? Welcome to my circus? Please don't run away screaming?

	"I read through your file," Jennifer announces, breaking the silence. "Four children, ages eight to fifteen. That's quite a handful."

	"That's one way to put it." I smile weakly. "The agency probably told you I'm desperate."

	She tilts her head a touch. "They said you've had some turnover."

	I can't stop the bitter laugh that spills out of me. "Six nannies in eighteen months. Not my proudest statistic. It's been seven weeks since the last nanny ran away while screaming about demons and satanic rites."

	Jennifer doesn't seem shocked by my miniature tall tale. Instead, she lifts her brows and asks, "Was that story a joke?"

	"Sort of. I like to tell my children tall tales about things like rabbits as tall as skyscrapers as a way of directing their thoughts away from the fact their mother abandoned them. But it's true that all the other nannies resigned within two days of meeting my children."

	Instead, she nods thoughtfully. 

	"Children can sense when adults aren't committed for the long haul, and they'll act out in anxiety. They need stability."

	"Is that your professional assessment?" I ask, not meaning to sound sarcastic, but I'm tired and my mental filter has worn thin. "I don't want to put my children through another round of disappointment when you give up on us."

	"What I said was just an observation, not a condemnation." She opens a small notebook and wields a shiny black ballpoint pen. "Tell me about your children."

	I lean back in my chair. "Where to start? Joshua's thirteen, going on thirty. He thinks he's the man of the house now. Actually, he's quite helpful. But he carries a weight on his shoulders that no child should have to bear." I pause, watching her scribble notes. "Charlotte's eleven and brilliant---too brilliant for her own good sometimes. She reads everything, questions everything, and has strong opinions about Brussels sprouts."

	Jennifer's pen stops moving. "The patriarchy?"

	"Last week she informed me that doing her own laundry was perpetuating gender stereotypes." I run a hand through my hair. "I told her she could test her theory by washing Joshua's clothes for him. She huffed and announced she would wear the same jeans every day until I gave in to her demands. It's a cleanliness strike, apparently. But it only lasted for two days, then she needed to change into her soccer uniform."

	"Kids go through phases of all kinds." A smile tugs at the corner of Jennifer's mouth. "And the other two kids?"

	"Amelia's fifteen and has an obsession with mermaids and other mythical creatures. She's also been taking baths for two hours at a time."

	Jennifer's lips twitch with amusement, and her eyes sparkle in the loveliest way. Her pink lips are full and seem to beg for a kiss.

	Bloody hell, man, stop fantasizing about the potential nanny. 

	I fuss with my shirt collar, which probably makes me seem dodgy. "The last one is Henry, who's the baby of the family at eight years old. Henry has a huge imagination, believes anything his siblings tell him, and he's obsessed with building forts out of every clean sheet in the house. I found him sleeping under the dining room table last week. Oh, and he loves his electric scooter."

	Jennifer bows her head as her pen scratches across her notebook. I can't tell whether she's recording my parental failures or simply taking notes.

	"That sounds like a normal eight-year-old to me," she says. Oddly, her voice has a gentle lilt that makes me think of warm apple pie. "Children seek security in different ways."

	I rub my face, abruptly aware that I haven't shaved properly in two days. "Look, Ms. Cordell---"

	"Jennifer, please."

	"All right, Jennifer," I correct myself. "I'm not sure what the agency told you, but I need someone who's not going to leg it after three weeks. The kids deserve consistency." I lean forward, elbows on my knees. "Please be honest with me. Can you handle this family's chaos? Because that's what we are. Pure, unfiltered chaos with occasional moments of joy."

	Jennifer closes her notebook and looks me straight in the eye. "Mr. Murgat---um, Murdatiroy?"

	"MUR-guh-TROYD. I know it's a mouthful. Sorry."

	"Never mind, I get it now." She lifts her chin, staring straight into my eyes. "Mr. Murgatroyd, I've handled everything from triplets with colic to a five-year-old who thought she was possessed by her grandmother's spirit. I don't scare easily."

	"That's what all the nannies tell me." I can't hide the skepticism that creeps into my voice. "Then Charlotte conducts her science experiments in the bathtub, or Joshua builds a catapult in the garage, and suddenly they're updating their résumés." I manage a tight smile. "By the way, I'm impressed with how well you managed my surname."

	She smiles, and something warm unfurls in my chest. Probably heartburn.

	"You can just call me Fletcher," I say, finding myself oddly charmed by her attempt to wrap her tongue around my surname. "And I appreciate your confidence, but I don't think you understand what you're getting into with my brood. I have two sets of grandparents in the mix too---my parents and my former in-laws."

	I study her expression, searching for signs of weakness or hesitation. She meets my gaze steadily, and I'm briefly distracted by the flecks of gold in her green eyes.

	"The agency says you're looking for a live-in position," I say, forcing myself back to business. "Our last nanny lived in the attic room that my ex-wife had done up years ago. It's small but private."

	"That sounds perfect."

	"Before you agree to anything, I should warn you about our schedule. It's...unpredictable. I work at the Millbrook Grand, which is a boutique hotel. I'm the general manager and sometimes need to rush back to the hotel after hours due to minor emergencies---or a not-so-minor ones."

	"I can handle all of it, Fletcher, believe me. But you'll need to trust me one hundred percent if this arrangement is going to work." She lifts her brows, staring directly into my eyes again. "The question is, should I walk out the door? Or do you intend to hire me?"

	It's do-or-die time. So, I rise and bend over slightly to offer my hand. "We have a deal, Jennifer. Welcome to the Murgatroyd household."

	And I pray I've made the right decision.

	 


Chapter Four

	Jennifer

	I follow Fletcher up the narrow staircase, my hand trailing along the banister as we climb up to the attic. The steps creak slightly beneath our weight, announcing our presence to the empty house. I count seventeen steps before we reach a small landing with a white door. Fletcher pauses, fumbling with a set of keys, and I hold my breath without really knowing why. Something about being here alone with a man who has four kids feels almost immoral.
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