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Chapter 1: The Interview

[image: ]


The knock came promptly at nine. Beckett Hayes didn't need to look at his watch to know she was exactly on time. Punctuality was the first thing he’d asked for in the job posting, and somehow, that small detail already irked him. It meant she'd read it. It meant she’d taken it seriously. It meant she might actually be good.

And good was dangerous.

He stood at the far end of the foyer, hands in his pockets, jaw tight as he listened to the soft, polite tap echo again through the oversized house. He didn’t move. He didn’t need to. His assistant, Daphne, crossed the marble-tiled entryway in crisp heels and opened the door with a smile that was all teeth and careful charm.

“You must be Miss Harper,” Daphne said, stepping aside to allow the young woman inside.

Quinn Harper. Twenty-seven. Bachelor’s in childhood development. Five years as a nanny for two separate families. No romantic entanglements. No messy online presence. No criminal record. She had come scrubbed clean, polished, vetted—and yet Beckett still hated this. The idea of letting someone new into his home, into his son’s routine, into their already fragile bubble—it felt like a betrayal.

But he needed help.

The kid needed more than help. Jackson was six years old and already starting to look at the world with that blankness Beckett saw in the mirror every morning. Something had to give. And that something was going to start with Quinn Harper, whether Beckett liked it or not.

She was shorter than he expected. Slender, yes, but not fragile. There was something in the way she stood—arms relaxed at her sides, spine straight, chin up—that told him she didn’t scare easy. She wore a pale blue blouse and dark jeans, with her chestnut hair swept into a ponytail. Sensible, pretty, appropriate. She looked around the entryway with calm interest but didn’t gawk. Another point in her favor. Still, Beckett’s stomach clenched.

He waited until she turned her eyes on him.

“Mr. Hayes,” she said softly, offering her hand.

He took it. Her grip was firm, but not aggressive.

“Miss Harper,” he said. “Follow me.”

They crossed the expansive foyer and walked into the sitting room, the kind that hadn’t been used since his wife’s funeral. He gestured to a high-backed armchair across from the couch where he sat, and she lowered herself into it without hesitation, knees together, hands folded in her lap.

Daphne stood off to the side, tablet in hand, but Beckett didn’t need her to run this. He knew what he wanted to ask. He just wasn’t sure he’d like the answers.

“You’ve worked with children before,” he began.

“Yes,” she said. “Since I was nineteen. My most recent position was with a family in Boston. Three kids under eight.”

He nodded once. “Why did you leave?”

“They moved to London. Offered to bring me with them, but I wanted to stay in the States. Closer to my family.”

Family. The word echoed too loud in the room.

“Are you close to them?” Beckett asked, already regretting the question.

“My parents, yes. My brother, not so much.”

She smiled slightly, like it was a joke she’d told before, and maybe it was. But there was no bitterness in it. Just distance. Familiar. Manageable.

He leaned back against the couch, studying her face. She met his gaze without flinching, and he could almost feel her measuring him, too. Not in a rude way. Just... aware.

“You understand that this isn’t a standard position,” he said. “You’ll be living here. Jackson—my son—has a strict routine, and I expect it to be followed. I work late hours. I travel when necessary. He needs someone stable.”

“I understand,” Quinn replied. “I’m comfortable with structure. Kids thrive with consistency. I’d like to meet him—if that’s alright.”

That surprised him. Most applicants waited for the offer first. But she wasn’t here to impress him. She was here to see if she belonged. That irritated him more than it should have.

“He’s in the garden with his tutor. I’ll call him in shortly.”

Daphne cleared her throat. “Shall I bring him in, sir?”

Beckett nodded once, and Daphne disappeared through the hall.

There was a long silence. Quinn didn’t fidget. She didn’t fill the air with meaningless chatter. She just waited. Like she trusted the silence. Like she knew it could tell her things words couldn’t. That was dangerous, too.

He stared at the fireplace behind her. “This house is too big.”

She tilted her head, just a fraction. “It’s beautiful. But I can see that.”

“You can see what?”

“That it was built for more.”

He said nothing. A few minutes later, small footsteps echoed down the hall.

Jackson entered the room, half-hiding behind Daphne’s skirt, his curly brown hair falling over his forehead. His eyes flicked to Beckett first, then to Quinn.

Beckett watched carefully. His son didn’t like new people. Never had. Since the funeral, he’d clammed up almost completely. Tutors, therapists, babysitters—none of them got more than a word or two out of him. Beckett had started to believe this was permanent.

“Jackson,” he said softly. “This is Quinn. She’s here to meet you.”

The boy said nothing.

Quinn leaned forward slightly. Not too much. Not invasive.

“Hi, Jackson,” she said. “I’m really glad to meet you.”

Still nothing. His little fingers gripped Daphne’s skirt tighter.

Quinn didn’t push. She just smiled and pulled something from her bag. A small, hand-carved wooden bird.

“I brought this for you. It’s okay if you don’t want it right now, but I thought maybe you’d like it. It’s a robin.”

She held it out, palm up, and waited.

After a long beat, Jackson stepped forward and took it. Then he sat on the floor near the chair, back to them, legs crossed, bird in his lap.

Quinn’s smile didn’t change. She didn’t look triumphant or smug. She looked... relieved.

Beckett’s throat tightened.

“Thank you, Daphne,” he said.

His assistant nodded and left quietly.

Beckett stood and crossed the room, kneeling in front of Jackson.

“What do you think?” he asked gently. “Do you want her to stay for lunch?”

Jackson didn’t look up, but he nodded once. Small. Certain.

Beckett exhaled. It felt like the first real breath in weeks.

He rose and turned back to Quinn. She met his eyes again, and he hated how much he wanted to believe in her. How much he wanted this to work. For his son. For the small, quiet space inside him that still remembered what it was like to hope.

“You can start Monday,” he said.

Quinn blinked. “Are you sure?”

“Jackson’s sure. That’s enough for me.”

She stood, extending her hand again. “Thank you, Mr. Hayes.”

“Beckett,” he corrected.

Her hand was warm. “Alright, Beckett. I’ll see you Monday.”

As she left, Jackson looked up at his father.

“Is she gonna live here?” he asked softly.

Beckett nodded.

The boy looked down at the robin and smiled.

Beckett didn’t. He couldn’t. Because in the quiet part of his mind, a warning bell had already started to ring. Letting someone in—someone like her—meant change. And change meant risk. And Beckett had already lost too much.

But then he looked at Jackson, and he knew the decision was made. The door was already open.

And Quinn Harper had just stepped through.
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Chapter 2: Rules of the House
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The sound of her suitcase wheels echoed softly against the polished floors as Quinn Harper was led through the house by Daphne early Monday morning. The mansion, tucked behind high wrought-iron gates and framed by rolling gardens, was the kind of place Quinn had only ever seen in magazines. It was beautiful, yes, but intimidating—grand in that cold, echoing way that made you feel like your voice didn’t belong in the space. She kept her expression neutral, absorbing the angles of the architecture, the deep wood paneling, the long curtains, and the heavy silence that seemed to hang in every corridor.

Daphne walked briskly, her posture perfect, as if she'd practiced it. “Your room is on the east wing, just past Jackson’s. There’s a private bath, of course. You’ll find the household schedule on the desk, and Mr. Hayes has requested you review it before breakfast. He doesn’t like surprises.”

That last sentence was delivered with a note of dry warning, and Quinn nodded, not missing the subtext. Beckett Hayes was not a man who tolerated the unexpected. She had sensed it from the first time she laid eyes on him—imposing, severe, like the air around him had its own gravitational force. Everything about him said control, silence, precision. And maybe grief too, hidden just beneath the surface.

They turned a corner, and Daphne opened a tall door, gesturing inside. “This will be yours.”

The room was surprisingly warm. Sunlight poured through tall windows, and the furniture was elegant but not overwhelming. A soft cream comforter was tucked over the bed, and a bookshelf stood half-full near the writing desk. Quinn stepped inside, letting her bag rest by the door. She turned slowly, taking in the view of the trees swaying gently outside the window.

“Jackson’s room is just across the hall,” Daphne added. “He wakes at seven. Breakfast at seven-thirty. You’ll find the rest of the expectations in the binder.”

Quinn glanced at the desk and spotted it immediately: a navy blue binder, thick with papers, labeled in silver ink with her name. She approached it and opened the cover, scanning the neatly typed list of rules and routines. Bedtime at 8:00 PM sharp. Screen time limited to 30 minutes per day. No sugar after six. Weekly reading logs. Behavioral tracking sheets. The level of structure was intense—but also strangely comforting. She’d worked with chaos before. This, at least, was ordered.

“I’ll let you get settled,” Daphne said. “Mr. Hayes will meet you in the sunroom for your formal orientation at eight. Don’t be late.”

The door clicked shut behind her, and Quinn exhaled for the first time that morning.

She spent the next hour unpacking, carefully placing her few belongings into drawers and shelves. There was something surreal about being here, in this house, on this estate. The walls were thick with silence and old pain, and yet she felt drawn to it. There was a quiet hum beneath the surface of everything—as though the house itself was waiting to exhale.

By the time she stepped into the sunroom, the clock read exactly eight. Beckett was already seated at a table with a cup of coffee and an untouched croissant on a porcelain plate. He looked up as she entered, his expression unreadable.

“Good morning,” she said, smoothing her blouse and folding her hands in front of her.

He nodded toward the chair opposite him. “Sit.”

She did.

He waited a beat, studying her. “You read the binder?”

“Yes. It’s very thorough.”

“Thoroughness is important in this house,” he said. “Jackson thrives on routine. Any deviation tends to trigger regressions. I don’t want that. Neither should you.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?”

He leaned back in his chair slightly, one brow raised. “This isn’t a nine-to-five job. You’ll be here twenty-four-seven. That means his needs come before your sleep, your phone, your personal life. If you have any hesitation, I’d prefer you be honest now.”

Quinn met his gaze, steady. “I understand. And I don’t have hesitation. I chose this.”

“Why?” The question came quickly, a challenge.

“Because Jackson deserves someone who’s fully present. And I’ve done this before. I know what it takes.”

He watched her for a long moment. Finally, he nodded.

“Fine. Let’s go over the rules.”

He listed them one by one, many of which were already in the binder. No unapproved guests. No social media posting. Jackson’s therapy sessions were private and should not be discussed. All medications were locked in the cabinet and administered by Daphne. Emergency protocols were reviewed weekly. Quinn listened carefully, memorizing every detail.

“His mother died three years ago,” Beckett said at last, and though his tone was clinical, the air around him thickened with tension. “He doesn’t talk about it. Don’t push him to. If he opens up, listen. If he doesn’t, don’t try to fix it.”

“I understand,” she said again.

Beckett glanced out the window, where Jackson’s tutor was walking with the boy along the garden path. “He doesn’t trust easily. But he liked you. That’s rare.”

Quinn didn’t smile. “I won’t let him down.”

Beckett’s eyes returned to hers. “Don’t let me down, either.”

The conversation ended there. Beckett rose and left the sunroom, his presence disappearing as swiftly as it had arrived. Quinn sat alone for a moment, watching Jackson through the glass. The boy was pointing at something in the flowerbeds—a bug, maybe—and his tutor knelt to look with him. It was a small moment, but it felt enormous.

That morning, Quinn began her duties. She greeted Jackson with a soft hello and a smile. He didn’t answer, but he looked at her, and that was enough for now. She helped prepare his snack, read him a story, and stayed nearby as he played quietly with blocks in the den.

At lunch, he sat across from her at the small kitchen table while Daphne prepped a salad for Beckett upstairs. Jackson pushed peas around his plate for a while before finally glancing up.

“Do you like birds?”

The question startled her, not because it was odd, but because it was the first full sentence he’d said to her.

“I do,” she answered gently. “I especially like robins. They remind me of spring.”

He nodded like this made sense. “That one you gave me is on my nightstand.”

She smiled then, just a little. “I’m glad.”

He was quiet for a moment, then added, “Sometimes I don’t sleep good. My tummy feels heavy.”

“I can stay with you a little longer at bedtime if it helps,” she offered.

Jackson looked down at his plate and mumbled, “Okay.”

And just like that, something shifted.

That afternoon, Beckett returned from a meeting and found them on the back patio. Jackson was showing Quinn how the pond frogs made different noises depending on the time of day. Beckett watched them through the window for a long time, his expression unreadable. Eventually, he stepped outside.

“Jackson,” he said. The boy turned. “Time for your piano.”

Jackson gave a quiet sigh but obeyed, standing and brushing off his pants. “Bye,” he said to Quinn, then trotted off.

Beckett watched him go, then turned to Quinn. “You got him to talk.”

She shrugged, modest. “He wanted to.”

Beckett didn’t respond. He looked toward the garden instead. “He’s not always that easy. Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t,” she said.

He glanced at her again, eyes narrowing slightly, like he couldn’t quite figure her out. “Dinner’s at six. He eats before us. Daphne will show you where everything is.”

She nodded. “Understood.”

He lingered a moment longer, then walked back into the house without another word.

That evening, Quinn prepared Jackson’s dinner and sat nearby while he ate. He asked her if she knew any magic tricks. She showed him how to fold a napkin into a rabbit’s ears. He laughed, just once, and she stored the sound like a treasure.

After dinner, she gave him a bath and helped him into pajamas. He asked her to sit in the chair beside his bed while he fell asleep. She did. It took thirty-five minutes, but eventually his breathing slowed and his fingers unclenched.

Quinn didn’t leave immediately. She sat a little longer, staring at the ceiling in the dark.

The house felt different at night. Quieter. More alive somehow.

When she finally stepped into the hallway, she nearly collided with Beckett.

He stood there, arms crossed, as though he’d been waiting.

“How did bedtime go?” he asked.

“He wanted company. So I stayed.”

He nodded. “He’s had a hard time with nights since...”

His voice trailed off.

“I understand,” Quinn said.

He studied her again, long and hard, then nodded. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

He turned and walked down the hall, his footsteps fading into the silence.

Quinn exhaled and returned to her room.

Her first day was done.

But something told her the hardest parts hadn’t even begun.
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Chapter 3: The First Bedtime
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The dusk poured golden light through the tall windows as Quinn moved quietly through the hallway with a towel slung over one arm and a small bottle of bubble bath cradled in the other. Her shoes made almost no sound on the dark hardwood floors as she neared Jackson’s bedroom door. He was already inside, standing beside the bed with a book in his hands, flipping through the pages with a kind of practiced familiarity. Quinn paused for a moment, watching him through the open doorway. He looked so small in the large room, framed by heavy curtains and a carved oak bed that seemed too big for his frame. His curly hair fell over his forehead, a little damp from where he’d washed his face earlier, and his little shoulders looked even more delicate in his dinosaur pajamas.

She knocked softly on the doorframe. Jackson looked up, his expression neutral but alert.

“Bath time,” she said gently. “You ready?”

He hesitated, glancing at the book in his hand before slowly closing it. He didn’t say anything, but he walked over to her, rubbing his eye with the back of his hand. Quinn knelt to his level and offered a warm smile.

“Want to pick your own bubbles tonight?” she asked, holding out the bottle. “This one smells like lavender.”

He considered her quietly for a few seconds, then took the bottle with two small hands and nodded once. A little nod, but it was something.

The bathroom was already warm, steam curling at the edges of the mirror from where she’d started the tap. She helped him undress, folding his clothes neatly on the counter, then guided him into the water. He settled in slowly, his hands hovering just beneath the surface, watching the way the foam collected around his elbows.

“You want toys?” she asked.

He pointed to the corner basket, and Quinn fetched the little rubber turtle and boat, setting them in the water with care. She sat on the floor beside the tub, legs crossed, leaning back against the wall as she watched him play. The silence between them was comfortable. Jackson didn’t talk, but he didn’t seem closed off either. He was focused, humming softly to himself as he maneuvered the boat along the edge of the tub, murmuring a few words she couldn’t quite catch.

After ten minutes, she reached for a washcloth.

“Okay if I wash your hair?”

He nodded again, leaning forward slightly to give her access. She worked gently, pouring water from a small cup to rinse the shampoo, careful not to let it run down his face. He didn’t flinch. That, too, was progress. After another few minutes, she let him know it was time to get out. He obeyed, shivering slightly as she wrapped him in a big, warm towel and rubbed him dry.

Back in his room, she helped him into a clean pair of pajamas. He padded barefoot across the carpet, heading toward the bookshelf beside his bed. She followed, watching as he selected a book and handed it to her silently. The cover was worn and soft from use—“Goodnight Moon.”

“A classic,” she said softly, taking the book and sitting down on the edge of the bed. Jackson climbed in beside her, pulling the blanket up to his chin. His eyes were heavy now, the day clearly catching up to him, but he stayed quiet, eyes locked on the pages as she began to read.

“In the great green room, there was a telephone, and a red balloon, and a picture of—”

She paused, letting the rhythm settle over them like a lullaby. Jackson blinked slowly, then shifted closer, until his shoulder pressed lightly against hers. She didn’t move. She simply kept reading, her voice low and even, careful not to disturb the fragile trust forming between them.

By the time she reached the final page, his breathing had slowed. He wasn’t quite asleep, but he was close. She closed the book gently, setting it on the nightstand beside the little wooden robin, which still sat precisely where he’d placed it the night before. She adjusted the blanket over him and ran a hand lightly over his hair.

“I’ll be right outside if you need me,” she whispered.

He blinked slowly, his gaze following her as she stood and moved toward the door. Just before she crossed the threshold, his voice stopped her.

“Will you come back tomorrow?”

She turned slowly, surprised by the softness in his voice. It wasn’t fear, or sadness—it was something else. Something more fragile. Hope.

“Of course I will,” she said gently.

He didn’t respond, just turned his face toward the pillow and let his eyes drift shut.

Quinn stepped into the hallway and pulled the door closed behind her, leaving it open a crack like she’d promised. She stood there for a long moment, heart beating slower now, listening to the quiet.

She didn’t realize Beckett was standing at the end of the hall until she turned.

He was watching her. Still in the same navy slacks and white dress shirt he’d left the house in that morning, though the sleeves were rolled now, and the top button undone. His tie hung loose around his neck, and he looked tired—more than tired. Hollow. Like he was carrying too many things and had long since stopped hoping for help.

“How’d it go?” he asked, voice low.

“He was great,” she said. “Quiet. But present. He let me help.”

Beckett’s gaze flicked toward the cracked door. “He used to fight bedtime. It was a war just to get him into pajamas. You didn’t hear the screaming.”

“Maybe he just needed something different.”

“Maybe,” he said, but there was something reluctant in the way he said it, like he didn’t trust good things anymore.

Quinn didn’t move. She could feel the distance between them like a living thing, but there was something else too. A thread. Not connection, exactly. But awareness.

“I think he wants someone to stay,” she said. “Not just be here. But stay.”

Beckett’s expression didn’t change, but his shoulders seemed to sag just slightly.

“That’s harder than it sounds,” he said.

She nodded. “I know.”

They stood in silence again. Then he gestured toward the stairwell.

“I’m heading to the office. There’s food in the fridge if you’re hungry. Daphne already left for the night.”

She nodded once. “Thanks.”

He turned and descended the stairs without another word.

Quinn waited until she heard the faint click of the door before she turned back toward her own room.

Later, she sat at her desk with the binder open again, going over the schedule. There were so many notes. So many tiny instructions, all trying to build a fortress around a little boy’s grief. But grief didn’t listen to routines. It came and went like fog, creeping into corners and clinging to skin.

She thought of the way Jackson had pressed against her during the story. The weight of his small body leaning in, trusting, even for a moment. And then his voice—quiet and unsure—asking if she’d come back.

She closed the binder.

The house was utterly still, save for the faint creaks of settling wood and the distant hum of air through the vents. She crossed to the window and looked out at the garden, the moonlight painting soft silver lines across the trimmed hedges and flowerbeds.

She didn’t belong here—not really. This house wasn’t hers. This family wasn’t hers. But for now, she had a place. A purpose. And that mattered.

She turned back toward the bed and slipped under the covers, the quiet wrapping around her like a second blanket.

Down the hall, Jackson slept soundly for the first time in weeks.

And two doors away, Beckett sat in his study with the door closed, staring at an untouched glass of whiskey and a picture on the wall he still couldn’t bring himself to take down.

Outside, the stars blinked against the velvet sky, indifferent but present.

And somewhere in the stillness, something began to shift.
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