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  The Unlikely Offer
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Nikki Henderson needed a night out. 
Especially after today.
The neighborhood nannies had a favorite gathering spot, the Chameleon's Pub & Grub, nestled in the heart of historic downtown Mount Vernon, Iowa. Though Chameleon's offered both indoor and outdoor dining, the chill of a late spring evening led Nikki inside the pub.
 "Over here, Nikki," Sandi called out. 
Nikki edged her way past the bar and a small group of yuppies in business suits to the table alongside the far wall, where Sandi, Megan, Tiff, and Amber were already sharing onion rings, fried Wisconsin cheese curds, and a pitcher of beer.

"Didn't think you were going to make it." Sandi waved to the bartender, thumbed her right thumb towards Nikki, and called out, "Long Island Iced Tea."
"You look beat," Tiff stated. "Rough day?"
"Rough week," Nikki said, reaching for the glass from the waitress's hand and then taking a gulp. "Especially evil day," she added.
"Spill," Amber said.
Nikki shook her head 'no', but the girls wouldn't hear of it. "For the record," she announced to her fellow nannies, lifting her glass in a mock toast, "getting fired because you self-published a children's book about your charge's stuffed penguin is ridiculous."
"I thought you had an agent?" Amber said. 
"Nope; not anymore."
"Sounds like it was a terrible two-fer of a day," Amber said.
Nikki graciously accepted her four friends' condolences. 
Student loans from four years of college and endless professional development courses in childhood psychology would not pay themselves, and nanny positions in high-end neighborhoods were scarce. Waddles the Penguin—a stuffed toy that, in her newest manuscript, was autistic—and was her third children's book on developmental challenges. She'd had an agent for her first two young readers books, who had wrangled a 3-book deal with Nosy Crow Publishing once her third book was complete, but that had all fallen through, today. So she'd spent the better part of last night self-publishing the first two, and would just hope for the best.
Her employer, Mrs. Sturges, had been livid, not understanding how Nikki could have the audacity to write a book featuring her daughter's stuffed toy as having a 'disability.' 
Nikki shook her head; heaven forbid she turned 'Waddles' into a literary hero!
"Not to mention her unreasonable jealousy of you," Sandi had to mention. "As if you'd ever look twice at that scraggly excuse for a man she calls her husband!"
"There is that, too," Nikki agreed.
"You should write about the kids I take care of," Megan offered, signaling the waitress for another round. "The twins tried to mail themselves to their grandma yesterday."

      [image: ]"Slow it down, Tom."
The bartender at Chameleon's Pub & Grub knew tonight was a bad one for Tom Bentner. It was Parent's Weekend at the junior high and high school, and he was emotionally out of his league when it came to his teenager, Lizzie.
"Can't, Jake," Tom said. "Today was brutal; Charlotte would've handled it so much better."
"Yeah, well, you can't go down that road, for Lizzie's sake. Where are Lizzie and Em this evening?"
"With their grandparents, thank God." Tom Bentner tapped his empty shot glass on the bar. "Give me another."
Jake poured Tom a thimbleful of straight whiskey, the corporate lawyer's go-to whenever he spiraled about his wife, Charlotte's, death. "Should've been me, you know. Girls need a mother," he muttered.
"Heard from your work wife that you messed up in court this week," Jake commented.
"Howard is not my 'work wife;' but he is the best paralegal in town… and I know what you're doing, Jake; guess I should thank you for that. Way to change the subject," Tom said, lifting his shot glass in a salute.
"Comes with the job," Jake grinned.
"In my defense," Tom said in a loud voice, turning to salute the entire bar with his raised glass, "my daughter's hamster really did eat my client's prenup."
Nikki glanced over at the man who'd obviously been working his way through Chameleon's top-shelf whiskey. He must be a corporate somebody, she thought, noticing the designer suit that screamed 'success.' But the way he wobbled as he gestured to the bartender for another drink was anything but professional.
"That's Tom Bentner," Megan whispered. "His daughters go through nannies faster than the boys I look after go through socks."
Just then the pub's door swung open, letting in a burst of late evening April air, and a tall man in a cream-colored cable-knit sweater walked in. He stopped short, his gaze settling on the inebriated man at the bar, and Nikki noticed his shoulders drop with the resignation of someone spotting their least favorite person.
"Wonderful," he muttered loud enough for the nannies to overhear. "Parents' Weekend is off to a stellar start."
"Shit, if it isn't Captain Bill Buzzkill," the man at the bar shouted with a wave of his hand. "Billy-boy! Come come over here and remind me why I hate you."
The nannies watched as the man in the sweater pinched the bridge of his nose, then made his way to the bar. 
"Evening, Tom." The man seated himself on a bar stool. "And it's Bill. For twenty-five years I've been telling you that. It's just 'Bill.'"
"Thirty years," Tom corrected as he attempted to poke at Bill's chest, but missed by several inches. "Junior high. Science fair. You and your stupid solar-powered water filtration system."
"Which you sabotaged."
"Alle-geddely… alle-deggedely sabotaged," Tom slurred.
From Nikki’s corner table near the bar, the noise dipped—had everyone collectively decided this feud was better than a live band?
Nikki popped a fried cheese curd into her mouth, her writer's brain kicking into gear as she listened to the layers of history in their exchange. She noticed how the man named Bill kept his distance, as Tom's unsteady hand kept sloshing whiskey everywhere.
"That's Bill Anderson," Megan continued in a whisper. "Brilliant architect. He works from home because his son is on the spectrum, and he can't seem to find a school that will keep him longer than a couple of months at a time. Folks say the only thing those two men ever agreed upon was marrying the Andrews sisters."
"The literature professors?" Nikki's interest peaked. Everyone in town knew about the tragic accident that had taken Charlotte and Jane Andrews four years ago. She'd never known they were married; those women had changed lives with their classes. She'd even taken a couple of courses from each of them.
"Hey!" Tom suddenly turned to look towards the table of nannies. "You! Blue sweater! The one looking all..." He waved his glass in the air towards Nikki, "super uptight."
Nikki glanced down at her blue cashmere sweater-—a splurge from her last little win on Chumba—and realized he meant her.
"He means you look stiff," Bill clarified, immediately looking like he regretted saying anything.
"Thank you for the translation," Nikki replied. "I don't speak drunk-foolish well."
She saw a flash of amusement cross Bill's face.
"Seventy-two dollars!" Tom announced.
The pub went quiet. The nannies stared in disbelief.
"I beg your pardon?" Nikki asked, setting down her drink.
"An hour. For nanny-ING. That's double what all of you nannies make an hour, right?" Tom set his whiskey glass on the bar. "We'll do the interview thing tomorrow, and you'll start Monday."
Nikki watched as Bill tried to dissuade Tom with a "Tom, don't… "
"Deal!" Nikki replied, surprising herself. Her rent was due, both her employer and agent had let her go, and her checking account was two cans of ravioli away from zero. "I can start Monday."
"Perfect!" 
Tom tried to walk towards their table, stumbled, then grabbed onto Bill's arm for balance. "Text me. Or call me. Or..." He patted his pockets and then squinted at Bill. "Do you have my business cards?"
"No, pal; they're probably in your wallet."
Nikki watched Bill grab Tom's wallet out of his back pocket, take out a card, and walk over to where she and the other nannies were seated.
"I should warn you," Bill whispered, glancing back at the bar and noticing Tom weaving his way towards the men's room, "he's gone through six nannies in the past four months."
"And I should warn you," Nikki replied, tucking the business card into her sweater pocket. "I wrote a children's book about a monkey with anxiety. I think I can handle a drunk lawyer and his kids."
The man named Bill smiled… almost. "Okay, then; good luck."
Nikki turned and saw four mouths hanging open, expressions of shock on each of the other nannies' faces.
"What?" she asked her friends. "It'll at least make a story someday."
"If you survive," Sandi stated.

      [image: ]Nikki's 2015 Honda Civic chugged its way up the steep hill on 1st Street West, the engine whining all the way to her apartment, a cozy second-floor walk-up above Fuel Art & Expresso, her favorite coffee haunt since moving to Mount Vernon. 
The bookstore/coffee shop made her early morning coffee runs super convenient. Its owner, a woman named Marie, often let her use the shop's back room for writing when she needed a change of scenery from her apartment's window seat nook.
As she pulled alongside the curb to park, Nikki noticed Marie had once again left the vintage string of lights that wrapped around Fuel's front windows on and glowing—her way of making sure Nikki could see clearly when coming home late. 
She killed the engine, pulled out Tom Bentner's business card, and sat staring at the gold embossed lettering that showed his name and 'Corporate Law Offices—Serving Cedar Rapids & Mount Vernon.' Both his office and home addresses were on the card in small print.
Her interview and new place of employment were a mere three blocks away in one of the poshest neighborhoods in Mount Vernon. That was convenient.
Her phone buzzed. A text from Megan: 'You know Tom Bentner's Victorian is supposedly haunted, right? His wife's ghost reorganizes his law books at night.'
Nikki snorted. Everyone was a comedian.
She unlocked her trunk and gathered her purse and the final draft of her children's manuscript about Waddles the Penguin. As she climbed the narrow steps up to her apartment, she couldn't help but think that in a small town the size of Mount Vernon, there must be lots of stories floating around. 
And Nikki loved fresh story ideas.
Tonight she had one about single dads floating around in her brain.
Inside her apartment, which was home to three overflowing bookshelves and a mix of gently used furniture- mostly from the Facebook Marketplace- Nikki tossed her manuscript onto the window seat where her laptop and a stack of rejection letters lay. Those rejection letters were ones she'd received pre-agent, although the agent who finally agreed to represent her work hadn't accomplished more than she herself had done by self-publishing on Amazon. 
She pulled out the voided intent to publish she'd been emailed from her agent earlier that day, and tossed it onto the rejection letter pile to be filed away later, then kicked off her shoes, grabbed the laptop, and dropped onto her secondhand couch. 
Time to research her new employer.
An hour later, she had pages of details on the twin Andrews sisters, each a literature professor extraordinaire, notes on the long-standing Bentner-Anderson feud, which had begun at a junior high school science fair almost thirty years ago, and had read enough local gossip columns to write three novels.
But it was the last article from the Mount Vernon-Lisbon Sun's coverage of the sisters' memorial service that made her pause. There'd been a picture of Tom and Bill, each standing on opposite sides of the church steps, each holding a child's hand. The caption read: 'Local families united in grief as Cornell College mourns loss of beloved professors.'
So they were both single dads who'd been raising children alone for the past four-plus years. Their lives were intertwined, whether or not they liked it.
Nikki sighed. Working for Tom Bentner would certainly be challenging, but the pay would be good.
Assuming the lawyer remembered offering her $72 an hour for her services.

      [image: ]The Sunday edition of the Mount Vernon-Lisbon Sun sat unopened beside Nikki's coffee mug. 
It was 7 AM sharp… an hour before Fuel normally opened. She'd used her key for the back door and had chosen a corner table that offered a clear view of both Main Street and 1st Street West, so she could watch the town wake up.
"Your usual morning goodies," Marie said, placing a fresh and still-warm cinnamon roll on the table. 
Nikki knew Marie had been working on those rolls since 6AM, and had heard her come in through the back door. 
"Sure you don't want something stronger than a vanilla latte this morning?" Marie asked. "Gary saw you talking to Tom Bentner at Chameleon's last night."
"Your cook should work for the paper," Nikki groaned.  
"News travels fast," Marie said. "Did he really offer you seventy-two dollars an hour to work for him?"
"You heard about that, too?"
"Like you said, Gary should do a gossip column for the paper. Though to be truthful, Gary heard it from Tammy, who works at Chameleon's, who'd called her sister Lisa, who works at the bank, who told her husband Mark before he left to go on his two-mile run this morning. Mark comes here first thing, around 6:15 every Sunday morning, because Gary has a to-go coffee ready for him." Marie grinned. "It was a grapevine kind of thing."
"Wow." Nikki took a bite of her cinnamon roll. "Any other intel I should know before my interview?"
She noticed Marie's saddened expression as she walked over to unlock Fuel's front door.
"What is it?"
"Well, Lizzy—that's Tom's oldest — she used to come in here with Charlotte every Sunday morning right before church. They'd sit right where you're sitting now, sharing a cinnamon roll, reading the Bible study for that day." Marie paused. "She hasn't been here since the accident. I think Tom tries, bless his heart, but that girl's got her mama's soul and her daddy's stubborn streak."
The bell above Fuel's door chimed.
Bill Anderson walked in with a young boy. Nikki watched as the boy, who must have been about age nine or ten, walked towards the front counter with precise steps, counting under his breath.
"Fourteen steps from the door to the counter," Marie whispered to her. "He likes everything in even numbers, so Gary always makes sure his hot chocolate has exactly fourteen mini marshmallows in it."
Nikki noticed how Bill Anderson stood protectively between the boy and anyone else who might be in the cafe as he placed their order.
The boy suddenly turned and locked eyes with her.
"Blue cashmere sweater lady," the boy announced. "Sitting at table four. Approximately twenty-eight years old." He raised his head and sniffed the air. "Drinking a vanilla latte with exactly two shots of espresso."
"Fitz," Bill's gentle tone carried across the cafe. "Remember what we said about observations and privacy?"
"Sorry," Fitz said, continuing to stare at Nikki. "You're going to work for Uncle Tom. He offered you seventy-two dollars an hour, which is almost three times what the average nanny makes in Mount Vernon according to the current market rates."
Nikki, Marie, Bill and Gary were silent.
"About that," Marie finally whispered to Nikki. "We call him the human calculator." She raised her voice. "Bill Anderson, you bring that boy over here this instant so he can have a seat."
Bill hesitated, glancing between Marie and Nikki.
"It's exactly twelve steps from the counter to table four," Fitz provided, looking hopefully up at his father.
Nikki saw a ghost of a smile flicker over Bill Anderson's face.
"Well, when you put it that way…"
He gathered the two styrofoam containers of cinnamon rolls and walked over to Nikki's table, his son beside him, taking exactly twelve steps before stopping at the table. "The probability of this encounter being coincidental is zero point zero zero two percent… approximately," Fitz said.
Nikki had to grin at watching Bill try not to smile at his son's calculated likelihood of their meeting.
"Did you know," Fitz continued, sliding into the chair opposite Nikki, "that my mother and Aunt Charlotte used to grade papers at this table every Sunday after church for approximately eight point four years?"
Marie set two hot chocolates, one for Bill and one for Fitz, on the table. 
Nikki noticed the one she set in front of Fitz had exactly fourteen mini marshmallows in it.
Bill sighed and took the remaining chair at the table. "Fitz, remember… "
"Personal space and social boundaries," Fitz nodded. "I know. But this is different. She's wearing the same blue sweater you said she had on last night, which means it's her favorite, which means she's nervous about the interview with Uncle Tom, which means she wants to make a good impression, which means-"
"Which means I should probably stop wearing this sweater if it makes me that easy to read," Nikki grinned.
Fitz blinked. Then laughed. "That's exactly what Aunt Charlotte would have said!"
Nikki heard Bill's sharp intake of breath.
"Fourteen marshmallows," Fitz stated, counting. "Gary remembered." He looked up at Nikki. "Do you like patterns?"
"I do," she replied. "Especially in stories."
"Stories have patterns?" Fitz's eyes widened.
"Oh, yes. Would you like to know a secret about patterns in Jane Austen's books?"
Nikki glanced at Bill, whose eyebrows rose slightly at her mention of Jane Austen, then smiled at Fitz, who nodded enthusiastically.
"In Pride and Prejudice," Nikki continued, "there are exactly five sisters, and each one's story creates a mathematical progression of outcomes. If you assign numerical values to their marriage choices—"
"Based on social status and economic factors of Regency era England!" Fitz's eyes lit up. "And then you can graph the progression to show the statistical probability of each sister's marriage success rate!"
"I... never thought of graphing it," Nikki admitted.
"We should! I have graph paper at home; and colored pencils. And—" He paused, turning to his father. "Can she come see my graphing supplies?"
Nikki stole a glance at Bill, whose expression was unreadable. He glanced back, winked, then cleared his throat. "Fitz, we need to remember that Miss Henderson has an interview with Uncle Tom this morning."
"Yes, I know; in exactly forty-eight minutes," Fitz confirmed. "Uncle Tom's Victorian is approximately zero point four miles from here, requiring an eight-minute walk, which leaves us thirty-two minutes for our graphing if she leaves our house exactly eight minutes before the interview time."
Nikki bit back a smile. The man had not only 'almost smiled' but he'd winked at her!
"Your calculations are impressive, Fitz," she said, "but I'm going to drive to the Victorian, and I should probably arrive early."
"Walking would be healthier," Fitz stated, "but early is good. Uncle Tom is always seven point five minutes late to everything except court appearances. Did you know he's been late to exactly seventy-eight point four percent of family dinners since—"
"Fitz," Bill's gentle interruption carried a weight of meaning. "Perhaps we should let Miss Henderson prepare for her interview."
"But the Jane Austen graphs—"
"Could perhaps be discussed another time," Bill suggested, quickly adding, "if Miss Henderson is hired and if Uncle Tom agrees."
"Well, that's depressing; Uncle Tom only agrees to approximately twelve point three percent of your suggestions," Fitz reported to his dad.
The coffee shop, now filled with several customers, grew quiet.
Nikki noticed the tips of Bill Anderson's ears were red.
"On that statistical note," Bill stood, "we should go. Fitz, what do we say to Miss Henderson?"
"The probability of Uncle Tom remembering his salary offer is approximately twenty-eight point seven percent, so you should get it in writing." Fitz stood, then added as an afterthought, "Oh, and thank you for the Jane Austen pattern idea."
Bill's "That's not exactly—" overlapped with Nikki's laugh.
"You're very welcome, Fitz" she said. "And thank you for the statistical advice."
After they left—Fitz counting steps, Bill nodding goodbye—Marie materialized with a fresh latte.
"On the house," she announced. "Because anyone who can get Fitz Anderson talking about Jane Austen instead of just numbers deserves free coffee for life."
Nikki watched through the window as Bill and Fitz walked toward A Avenue, noticing how the boy's hands moved as he walked, and wondered what he was calculating.
"Come to think of it," Marie added, "that's the first time I've seen Bill Anderson almost smile in about four years."
"Really?" Nikki sipped her latte. "I've seen that 'almost smile' twice now. Plus, he winked at me!"
"Well, isn't that interesting?" Marie's knowing look made Nikki wish she'd kept that last observation to herself.
Nikki's mind was already cataloging Fitz's remarkable abilities, comparing them to research she'd done for her books. His statistical calculations weren't just impressive—they were extraordinary. 
In all her studies of autism spectrum behaviors, she'd only read about a handful of cases where mathematical intuition manifested so precisely. The writer in her itched to jot down some notes, while the psychology student in her wanted to understand more about how Fitz's mind processed these complex calculations.
The Presbyterian church bells jolted her from her musings. 
Ten-thirty. 
Today was the first time in… well, since moving to Mount Vernon… that Nikki wouldn't be sliding into her usual pew at First Presbyterian… greeting Mrs. Miller, who always saved her a seat next to her… or joining the single adults' group for post-service lunch at the Palisades Café.
"Missing church?" Marie asked softly, noting Nikki's glance toward the church.
Nikki gathered her purse, trying to ignore the guilt of doing an interview on the Lord's Day. 
"Yes; and this week's lesson is on the dangers of being judgmental—especially towards yourself."

























  
  Family Meet-Cute
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The Civic's engine sputtered the three blocks southeast to 4th Street, where sat the pristine lawns and lavish homes of the wealthy. 
The Presbyterian bells rang through the spring morning air in their last calls—the familiar pattern that usually found her settling into the pew alongside Mrs. Miller, bulletin in hand. 
Instead, she was heading to an interview while her church family gathered without her.
Nikki hummed the opening notes of "Be Thou My Vision"—today's scheduled first hymn, according to the church's Facebook page. 
She drove past the church.
Through her rear-view mirror, Nikki saw late arrivals hurrying up the church steps, including four-year-old Tailor Sturges with his stuffed penguin clutched in-hand, his mother fussing over his untucked-in shirt. 
She'd miss caring for that child… and all because of her writing addiction.
The blue Victorian—her destination for her interview—loomed ahead, its steep roof peaks reaching skyward like the church spires she'd passed by.
Nikki fingered the small cross necklace her grandmother had given her—a nervous habit she'd developed during her first Mount Vernon Sunday service, when she'd known no one. 
"Lord," she whispered, pulling into Tom's circular driveway, "if this job's meant to be part of Your plan..." She paused. "Well, I guess we'll find out."
Nikki stepped out of her car, straightened her blue sweater, and headed toward the Victorian's imposing front door.
Don't be judgmental, she reminded herself.

      [image: ]The Victorian's doorbell chimed with unexpected musicality, followed by the sound of running footsteps thundering down some stairs.
"I'm answering it!" Nikki heard a young voice declare.
"Emma Grace Bentner, you most certainly are not!" an older voice countered. "Dad said I'm in charge until he finishes his phone call."
"But Lizzy, I want to be in charge of something!"
"You can be in charge of not being in charge."
"That's… that's…" There was a pause. "That's conta-dic-try! Ha! I used your word!"
Nikki bit back a grin as she listened to the sisters squabble behind the closed door.
"Emma, you don't know what contradictory means."
"Do, too! It means opposite. Like when you told Dad his tie didn't go with his suit, but then you wore two different socks to school."
"That's… that's not…"
The front door opened to reveal a pre-teen girl who could only be Elizabeth Bentner, wearing a Jane Austen t-shirt over pajama pants.
Behind her, a tiny carbon copy bounced on her toes, sporting a curly, crooked side ponytail and a t-shirt with backward letters that read "IM JUSt LIKE LIZZY."
"You must be Miss Henderson," Lizzy said with practiced politeness. "I'm Elizabeth Bentner, and this is—"
"I'm Emma!" The little girl popped out from behind her sister. "I'm this many!" She thrust out five fingers and a second thumb. "And Lizzy is my bestest sister ever, and I'm gonna be just like her when I get big and read big books and use big words and—"
"Emma!" Lizzy's cheeks flamed. "We don't just tell strangers everything."
"You're not 'posed to interrupt, Lizzy. It's not...um... what's that word you always say? The pretty one about being nice?"
"Polite?"
"No, the fancy one!"
"Courteous?"
"Yeah! It's not curtsy-ous!" 
A startled laugh escaped Lizzy before she could catch it behind her hand. Emma immediately giggled too, trying to match her older sister's laugh, but hiccuped instead.
"Dad's on a call," Lizzy said, stepping back to let Nikki in. "He's always on calls. It's very vexing."
"Very... very vessing," little Emma echoed.
The foyer was exactly as grand as the exterior suggested it might be, with a sweeping oak staircase and stained glass windows that cast colored light across hardwood floors which, Nikki noted, had a littering of stuffed animals wearing makeshift ball gowns, and a half-completed 'Pride and Prejudice' puzzle.
"That's mine," both girls said simultaneously, pointing to the puzzle.
"Nuh-uh!" young Emma protested. "It's mine 'cause you said puzzles were for babies!"
"Did you seriously just quote me to myself?"
"Did you... um... did you... what did you just say?" Emma's face scrunched in concentration as she tried to copy her sister's retort.
"Girls." Tom Bentner called out, the sound of his voice carrying from his office, along with the distinct kerplunk of a phone being set down firmly. "What have we said about indoor voices?"
"That they're a societal construct designed to suppress the natural expression of feminine energy in domestic spaces?" Lizzy called back.
"I do not think that's what I said." Tom appeared in his office doorway
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