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The Hot Mess Express

Jackie Monroe smoothed the lapels of her navy blazer, her reflection wavering in the polished chrome of the elevator as it hurtled toward the penthouse of Thornton Enterprises’ Manhattan headquarters. Her auburn curls, wrestled into a low bun, fought for freedom, a few strands curling defiantly around her ears. Her glasses, sleek, cat-eye frames, sat firmly on her nose, projecting the kind of no-nonsense competence she’d spent years perfecting. She wasn’t here to play nanny or therapist; she was here to save a billionaire’s crumbling empire. Still, as the elevator hummed past the 50th floor, a knot tightened in her stomach. This wasn’t her usual gig, spinning a small business’s bad Yelp reviews into gold. This was Ryan Thornton, tabloid trainwreck, and the paycheck was her ticket out of student loan purgatory. No pressure.

The doors slid open with a soft ping, revealing a penthouse that looked like a warzone dressed in designer clothes. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a dazzling New York skyline, skyscrapers twinkling like a billionaire’s daydream, but the interior was a different story. A Lego fortress teetered on a marble coffee table, surrounded by a moat of scattered Cheerios. A juice-stained sippy cup rolled lazily across a Persian rug worth more than Jackie’s apartment. A flatscreen blared “Paw Patrol” at ear-splitting volume, competing with a faint, rhythmic chirp from a smoke alarm somewhere in the distance. A tiny boy, maybe five, with floppy brown hair and yogurt smeared across his cheeks, was gleefully painting a leather couch with a spoon. Nearby, an older girl, eight or so, with a messy braid and a scowl, stood on a chair, shouting, “Max, stop it! You’re gonna make Uncle Ryan so mad!”

Jackie clutched her tablet like a shield, her sensible heels clicking on the hardwood as she stepped into the chaos. She’d handled crises before, vegan bakeries accused of sneaking butter, influencers caught in Instagram storms, but this was a category-five hurricane. Her boss at Pinnacle PR, Marissa, had been blunt: “Ryan Thornton’s a PR nightmare. His board’s ready to oust him, his stock’s in freefall, and you’re our last shot. Fix him, Jackie, or we lose the contract. Your rent’s on the line.” Jackie wasn’t thrilled about babysitting a rich jerk with a rap sheet of bad decisions, but the bonus could clear her loans and bankroll her dream: a nonprofit PR agency for small businesses struggling to survive. So here she was, armed with a spreadsheet and a prayer, ready to wrangle a man who made headlines for all the wrong reasons.

A crash from the kitchen jolted her from her thoughts. “Max, I said no throwing spoons!” the girl yelled, her voice carrying the exasperation of a middle-aged mom. Jackie navigated a minefield of toys, a plastic dinosaur, a glittery tiara, and rounded the corner into a kitchen that looked like it had hosted a food fight and lost. The island was a battlefield of spilled milk, half-eaten toast, and a blender leaking something green and suspiciously kale-like. The girl, Lily, stood on a barstool, hands on hips, glaring at the boy, Max, who grinned like a tiny anarchist, waving a yogurt-coated spoon like a scepter. A faint burnt smell lingered, and the smoke alarm’s chirp grew more insistent.

Jackie cleared her throat. “Uh, hello?” Two pairs of wide eyes swiveled to her. Max’s face lit up, yogurt dripping onto his Spider-Man pajamas. “Are you the new nanny?” he asked, bouncing on his toes, Jackie bit back a laugh, adjusting her glasses. “Nope, not a nanny. I’m Jackie, here to help your uncle.” She crouched to their level, offering a warm smile. “You must be Lily and Max, right?”

Lily’s eyes narrowed, her braid swinging as she tilted her head. “Uncle Ryan said the last lady quit ‘cause Max put a frog in her purse.” Her tone was skeptical, like she was sizing up whether Jackie could handle their particular brand of chaos.“It was a fake frog!” Max protested, flinging the spoon for emphasis. It sailed across the kitchen, landing in the sink with a metallic clank. Yogurt splattered the counter, and Jackie raised an eyebrow, impressed by the kid’s aim.“Please, promise me. no frogs in my purse,” Jackie said, standing and brushing off her skirt. “But I might need your help keeping your uncle out of trouble. Deal?” She extended a hand, and Max slapped it with a sticky high-five. Lily hesitated, then nodded, a tiny smirk breaking through her wariness.

Before Jackie could press her luck, a deep voice cut through the noise. “If you’re the nanny, you’re late. And the kids need breakfast, not... whatever this is.” Ryan Thornton strode into the kitchen, all six-foot-two of him, looking like a cologne ad that had taken a wrong turn into a dive bar. His dark hair was mussed, as if he’d raked his hands through it a dozen times. His white dress shirt, rolled up at the sleeves, sported a suspicious stain, ketchup? Merlot? His tie hung loose, like it had given up on professionalism, and his blue eyes, bloodshot and shadowed, scanned Jackie with a mix of irritation and confusion. He held a coffee mug that read “World’s Okayest Boss,” which she doubted was ironic.

Jackie straightened, folding her arms. “Not the nanny. Jackie Monroe, Pinnacle PR. I’m here to fix your mess, not mop up Cheerios.” She gestured at the kitchen, where a stray “O” crunched under her heel. Ryan blinked, then smirked, leaning against the counter with a lazy confidence that screamed I own this building. “PR, huh? So you’re the one who’s gonna make me look like a saint?” His voice was smooth, with a hint of gravel, probably from last night’s whiskey, if the tabloids were any guide. “More like a semi-decent human,” Jackie shot back, unfazed. “Your board’s about to stage a coup, your stock’s in the toilet, and the internet thinks you’re one bender away from a reality show called ‘Billionaires Behaving Badly’. My job is to keep your company from imploding.”

Lily snorted, covering her mouth, and Max clapped, chanting, “Toilet! Toilet!” Ryan’s smirk faltered, and he ran a hand through his hair, glancing at the kids with a mix of exhaustion and something softer< guilt maybe. “Great,” he muttered. “Another lecture. Look, Jackie, I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” she said, eyeing the chaos. “You’re running a daycare and a circus in here, and you’re the ringmaster with a hangover.” She pointed at his mug. “Decaf, I hope?”

His eyes narrowed, but a flicker of amusement danced in them. “You’re mouthy for a suit.”

“And you’re a mess for a billionaire,” she countered, holding his gaze. Lily giggled again, and Max, emboldened, lobbed a piece of toast at Ryan. It missed, smacking the fridge and leaving a buttered smear. Ryan groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Uncle Ryan burned the pancakes again,” Lily said, hopping off the barstool. “Can you cook, Jackie?”

Jackie hesitated. She wasn’t here to play house, her contract was clear: rebrand Ryan Thornton, not whip up waffles. But those big, sad eyes, Lily’s sharp and guarded, Max’s wide and hopeful, tugged at something deep. Jackie’s own childhood had been a carousel of foster homes, each one promising stability and delivering disappointment. She knew what it was like to crave a grown-up who showed up. “I make a mean PB&J,” she said finally, softening. “Want one?”

“Yes!” Max shouted, fist-pumping. “With jelly! Lots of jelly!”

Lily nodded, less enthusiastically but curious. “No crusts, please,” she added, like she was testing Jackie’s credentials.

Jackie rolled up her sleeves, stepping over a rogue Lego to rummage through the pantry. Miraculously, she found unexpired bread, peanut butter, and a jar of strawberry jelly that hadn’t been weaponized yet. As she set to work, Ryan watched, arms crossed, his coffee mug dangling from one hand. “You’re not getting paid to make sandwiches,” he said, but his tone lacked bite, more curious than critical.

“Consider it a freebie,” Jackie replied, spreading peanut butter with the precision of a surgeon. “Kids eat, I work. Multitasking’s my thing.” She sliced the crusts off Lily’s sandwich, earning a nod of approval, and handed Max his, piled high with jelly. He took a bite, grinning so wide she could see the gap where a baby tooth used to be. Her heart twinged, damn, these kids were cute, even if their uncle was a walking PR disaster.

Ryan sank onto a barstool, rubbing his temples. “Fine. What’s your big plan, PR genius?” His voice carried a challenge, but his eyes lingered on her, taking in the way she moved, confident, unfazed by his gruffness or the kids’ chaos.

Jackie slid her tablet across the counter, pulling up a spreadsheet titled “Operation: Save Ryan’s Sorry Butt.” She caught his raised eyebrow and shrugged. “Working title.” Tapping the screen, she launched into her pitch. “Step one: stop being a walking headline. No more bar fights, no more yacht parties, and definitely no more rants about ‘crypto unicorns’ or whatever you were slurring in Vegas.”

“That was one time,” Ryan muttered, but his ears turned pink, betraying him.

“One time too many,” Jackie said, scrolling to her next point. “Step two: show the world you’re not a total disaster. We’re talking family-friendly events, charity galas, park outings, maybe a puppy adoption drive. People love puppies. It’s science.”

“Puppies?” Ryan’s eyebrow arched higher, and he leaned forward, elbows on the counter. “You think I’m gonna parade around with a dog to look good? What’s next, a bake sale?”

“If it saves your company, yeah,” Jackie said, unfazed. “Your stock’s down 15% in three months. Your board’s whispering about a new CEO. You want to keep your corner office? You listen to me.” She tapped the tablet again, pulling up a mock-up of a press release: Ryan Thornton Donates to Children’s Hospital, Wins Hearts. “Step three: you do what I say. I’m good at this, Ryan. Really good. But I need you to meet me halfway.”

He studied her, his smirk fading into something else—curiosity, maybe respect. “You don’t mess around, do you?” he said, almost to himself. His gaze flicked to Lily and Max, who were munching happily, jelly smearing Max’s chin. “You’re better at this than me,” he added, quieter, nodding toward the kids.

Jackie’s chest tightened. Her briefing had mentioned Ryan’s sister, Emily, who died in a car accident six months ago, leaving him as Lily and Max’s guardian. He was out of his depth, drowning in grief and responsibility, and the tabloids didn’t care. For a moment, she saw past the arrogance to the man trying to hold it together. Then the smoke alarm chirped again, shattering the moment.

“Oh, for the love of...” Ryan started, but Jackie was already moving. She grabbed a dish towel, climbed onto a chair, and yanked the battery out of the alarm with a satisfying pop. The silence was blissful. She hopped down, brushing her hands. “There. One crisis down, a million to go.”

Lily clapped, and Max cheered, “You’re like a superhero!” Jackie grinned, but Ryan’s expression was unreadable, part impressed, part wary.

“Okay, Thornton,” she said, crossing her arms. “Let’s talk about that yacht party. What exactly did you say about mermaids and Bitcoin? Because the internet’s got theories, and none of them are flattering.”

Ryan’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “You really don’t let up, do you?”

“Not when I’m saving your empire,” she said, matching his almost-smile with a smirk of
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