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 Chapter
1

 


Macy Beckman stared through the open
door, dismayed at the chaos. Nick Morrison, her potential new
employer, ushered her into the house and Macy swallowed hard as she
complied. Okay, so the house looked like several bombs had gone off
before the entire disarray was sprayed with water and feathers. So
she knew four kids and various wildlife lived here. So the man who
might employ her had good looks like she’d never been excited by
before.

Gorgeous
only began to describe the man. With his dark
hair, dark blue eyes, and square jaw, she wanted to stare to her
heart’s content. She didn’t give in to the temptation because her
mother had taught her that wasn’t polite, but oh, the man was fine.

After viewing the house,
Macy concluded the sleepy bedroom eyes were likely a product of the
fact that the man didn’t
sleep. She knew he was a busy architect and had
run through no less than fourteen nannies. Most had all ranged in
duration from a week to two hours. When she answered his internet
ad, she’d done so with the assurance that she could handle most
anything. After viewing this mess and her potential employer her
confidence waned. She’d end up overflowing the washing machine
because of daydreams about her gorgeous, sleep-deprived
boss.

“You’re familiar with
kids?” He shoved various unidentified items from the sofas and Macy
gingerly perched on the edge of hers. Nick flopped into the other
and traced a weary hand over his face. Yes, he looked about ready
to nod off. And she didn’t think it was because he found her
boring. Then again she was far from
scintillating... Macy yanked her thoughts
back to the interview.

“I am. I’m the oldest of
five kids.”

“How about
animals?”

“I’ve applied to veterinary
school every year for the last five years.”

He stared at her through his hand.
“Veterinary school?”

Macy nodded. Not that any of the
schools she applied to took her seriously. She’d never even been
granted an interview yet, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t
determined. Vet school was harder to get into than medical school.
At least the schools she wanted to attend were.

She noticed he didn’t write anything
on the tablet in his hand. Was that a good sign? Or was this going
to prove as fruitless as her numerous veterinary
applications?

A little boy raced into the room,
bounded on to the back of the couch where Nick sat then conducted
an all out sword fight with an imaginary foe before he bounced off
the back. Nick didn’t so much as blink. “My son, Brandt. He’s
eight.”

“Hello, Brandt.”

The boy waved before he took up
another battle. He made all the appropriate sounds of battle,
complete with growls and bangings.

Macy couldn’t contain her
question. Darn her
curiosity. “Who are you
fighting?”

Brandt stared at her for a moment. “My
orc army and I are going to defeat the Riders.” He said it so
matter-of-factly Macy almost missed what he said. This kid liked
orcs and even led an army of them? Weren’t orcs the bad guys?
Confusion reigned before her eyes trailed back to his hottie of a
father.

Nick sighed at the same time Brandt
resumed his battle. “Brandt likes things with big teeth.” He
glanced down at the pad in his hand. “And claws. So you can patch
up animals if it comes down to that?”

She blinked before abruptly shifting
gears with him. “Yes.”

“Maybe I should introduce
you to our livestock.” He pursed his lips and let out a shrill
whistle. She wanted to purse her own in appreciation. But she was a
mature, responsible adult on a job interview. She knew how to
behave. It was the doing
that tended to get her. A wolverine burst through
the door and skidded to a halt beside him. Nick patted him. “This
is Riley.”

Macy noted Riley’s butt half sat on
the floor, half sat on Nick’s foot. Interesting. Riley had all the
markings of a wolf, including the golden eyes. He had to weigh in
at somewhere over a hundred pounds. Like as much as her.

“Riley is a Malamute,” she
guessed. Malamutes had long been mistaken for their wild cousins,
wolves.

Nick nodded.

A girl, nearing her teens if she
wasn’t already there, strolled into the room next. She looked like
any normal blonde kid, except for the small boa constrictor wrapped
around her waist like a living belt. “Ah, this is my oldest,
Savannah. The snake is a gentle, aging soul called
Philippe.”

“Who’s this?” The girl’s
voice wasn’t sullen, just bordered there.

“This is Macy Beckman.
She’s applied for the position of live-in nanny.” Nick was a bit
clueless, obviously, but that’s probably why he’d gone through so
many nannies. And he was unbelievably handsome – she could overlook
the oblivious-to-his-daughter’s-needs for now. Plus he did seem
beyond weary.

“I’m Macy. Will I have to
take my turn at wearing the snake?”

Savannah shrugged.
“Probably.”

“I can handle
that.”

“You don’t mind snakes and
stuff?”

“No,” Macy said, and
although she could elaborate with the girl about her failed
attempts at veterinary school, she decided she didn’t want to.
Maybe someday she’d get her chance.

“So, do you, like, clean up
puke and stuff?” Savannah sounded interested now, and Macy
suppressed a sigh. Poor girl. No wonder Savannah was probably hard
on the nannies. Obviously the duties of “Mom” fell to her when they
were in-between help. This sounded like it happened more frequently
than not.

“I do. I’ve never
encountered a mess I couldn’t handle.” Macy glanced around the
room. Although this one might kill her current perfect track
record.

“Our housekeeper broke her
foot a few days ago,” Nick muttered, and his cheeks went a little
pink.

“Granna fell over Lexus,”
Savannah supplied with an impish grin.

Macy interpreted Granna as being their
grandmother. “Granna was your housekeeper?”

“Yeah, she came and helped
a lot. But the doctor told her she couldn’t come for a
while.”

Macy looked at Nick. This man
definitely needed her. No doubt about it.

As though on cue, a cat the size of a
bobcat sauntered into the room. She glanced around, located the
Malamute and took the long circuit through the room. Once the cat
located Nick she stretched before launching into his lap. Where she
immediately put up signs of ownership.

“This is Lexus,” Nick said
as his hand stroked down the sleek feline back.

Savannah leaned closer to Macy and
whispered, “She thinks she owns Dad.”

“I see that.” Macy smiled
as she stared at the cat. Her markings were gorgeous. Her coat was
a dark gray with a silvery white in contrast, and some black,
especially on the tips of her ears. “A Maine coon?”

“We’re not sure. She just
showed up one day,” Nick said, and Macy admired how his hand
stroked down the sinuous back. She could become accustomed to being
petted like that.

You’re on a job
interview, she reminded herself. Not that
the little pep talk helped. She still wanted to feel Nick’s hands
on her.

Hello?

The man’s teenaged daughter was in the
room with her. What she needed was a distraction. Fortunately,
someone heard her, because another child appeared in the
doorway.

She stopped in the archway and posed –
there was no other word. Although she could only be about six, Macy
had no trouble imagining a cheroot in her hand to accompany the
beauty. The gliding saunter, when the girl chose to move, didn’t
surprise her, either. This little package was Marilyn Monroe, Greta
Garbo, and Bridgette Bardo all wrapped in one.

Her blonde curls were artlessly
arranged, and while the pink t-shirt and matching pants weren’t
exactly femme fatale garb, they still worked in her favor. This
little girl probably had more knowledge at age six on how to
extract exactly what she wanted from the opposite sex than Macy had
learned in her thirty years.

“This is my youngest,
Starla.” Nick’s voice broke into her thoughts.

Yeah, I bet she
is, Macy thought. She was perfectly
named.

Starla strolled through the
room with the same supple grace Lexus utilized and Macy wondered if
they traded notes. Both of them could write a book –
How to be Spectacular Without
Trying. Macy figured Nick faced major
trouble with this child when she hit her teens. Or at least with
the boys who fell under her spell. Macy predicted
legions.

She didn’t envy Nick.

Hopefully by that time, she’d be a
graduate of veterinary school and have a thriving practice. Eight
to ten years, yeah, she could do it. Dealing with a femme fatale in
training wasn’t how she planned to spend the next
decade.

She’d rather be bitten, scratched, and
pooped on. That she could manage. Of course, glancing around the
room again, she did see that as a present possibility. This room
alone could provide surprises she didn’t want.

“Do you have other children
or pets?” She’d better find this out now, before the shock of the
mini-Marilyn wore off.

“Yes, I have another boy,
he’s ten, and his name is Bryce.”

“Bryce doesn’t talk,”
Savannah said. She stared at Macy, as though she expected the new
nanny to refute her statement. Macy could see she had some work to
do with this girl.

“I have a brother like
that.” She kept her voice easy, her tone light, so Savannah
wouldn’t feel threatened. How many women had the poor girl broken
in? Only to have each leave all too soon. Oh yeah, somewhere in the
vicinity of her age. Thirteen, fourteen.

She’d be a little defensive too if she
had to do all that work with little to no benefit. Macy hated when
she landed into situations like this where she knew they needed
her. Now she’d have to go in and fix this Morrison home.
Great.

Her eyes slid to Nick Morrison. Of
course, the benefits of this job might far outweigh the
hassles.

Hhmm.

***

Nick hated to raise his
hopes, but he really wanted this woman to stay. He made a mental
note to tell Janine, his cousin, that he’d actually interviewed a
woman named Macy. They had discussed how much he liked the name
earlier at a family get-together. [Shadows
and Spice – The Morrison Family Series –
Book 5] Back when he had despaired over
ever finding someone suitable to take care of his kids and
house.

“Are you sure you’re okay
with us asking Macy to come live with us?” He asked the table in
general, knowing he’d probably only hear a suitable response from
Savannah. Although ever since she hit the teenage years, a
suitable answer was
questionable.

“Yes, Dad, it’s fine.” She
sounded disgusted, but that seemed to be normal for her
lately.

“Good.”

He glanced around the table. Bryce’s
plate was nearly empty, but his nose was planted firmly in a book.
Nick saw the cover held mythical looking warriors and maidens, all
with long flowing hair, body armor, and swords.

Bryce probably had no idea he’d even
interviewed someone for the nanny position. For that matter, he
might not be aware they had a nanny vacancy. Wondering if there was
anything they could do for his older son, Nick decided to pass over
him for the moment. His diagnosis was too new for them to know what
to do with Bryce.

His eyes settled on his next son. “So,
Brandt, what do you think of Macy?”

“Think she has a tiger,
Dad?”

“I doubt it.”

Savannah snorted and threw
her younger brother a disgusted look. “Of course she doesn’t have a
tiger. People aren’t allowed
to have tigers.”

Brandt stared back at her
with pre-teen disdain. He had a few years before he hit the same
age, but Savannah didn’t appear to daunt him. “People
are allowed to have
tigers,” he corrected, not without some loftiness. “But you have to
have a permit. You’re so stupid, Savannah.”

“I am not!” And Savannah
launched a fist, which Nick managed to intercept.

“Savannah, what did I say
about hitting your brothers?” Nick maintained his calm only because
he didn’t have the energy to get worked up. Every morning when he
awoke reminded him that he wasn’t getting enough sleep so any
reserves must have fled long ago. At this point, just the fact he
could still wake up was reassuring.

“He called me stupid.”
Savannah’s eyes flashed with hot indignation and matched her voice.
She eyed Brandt like he was an insect she wanted to stomp on. Nick
decided not to put the idea in her head.

“Brandt, what did I tell
you about calling your sister stupid?”

“Dad, she didn’t even know
you can have a tiger with a permit.” Obviously that was something
everyone should know. Unfortunately, he doubted many people did.
Why couldn’t his children have the same interests?

Nick sucked in a deep breath before
answering. “Now she does. But you know it’s okay if other people
don’t know much about tigers.”

“Just because a nerd like
you would know that, doesn’t mean cool people like me do.” Savannah
ended her statement with a haughty sniff and before the fireworks
erupted around the table, Nick intercepted again.

“I’m sure Brandt doesn’t
know anything about your favorite pair of shoes,” Nick said and
made a looping gesture with his hand. Maybe he fumbled a bit, but
he thought he managed well enough. Savannah turned away, apparently
deciding to ignore them. That worked for him.

“Daddy, you didn’t ask me
what I thought of Macy,” Starla inserted. She stared at him through
her lashes, which were far longer than any little girl should
sport. Mother Nature had been kind to Savannah, but unfortunately,
she’d been overly generous with Starla. Nick had never related to
Greta Garbo’s father before Starla, but in recent days, he’d begun
having kind thoughts about the man.

“I’m sorry, baby. What do
you think of Macy?”

“I think she’s going to be
our mom.”

Everyone at the table, even Bryce,
stopped and turned to stare at her.

Savannah managed to say
what no one else managed to force through stunned lips.
“What?” Disbelief
liberally laced her voice. That was pretty much how he felt,
too.

Starla didn’t appear fazed in the
least. She blinked her startling blue eyes at them, which
fortunately were not laced with lots of makeup, and stared back at
them with utter conviction. Nick didn’t doubt she was confident in
the ball she just artfully pounded into their court.

What he doubted was whether the family
could withstand another heartache. Their mother’s leaving had hit
all of them, but especially Savannah, hard. Another woman to blow
into their lives and then blow out would devastate them.

And he couldn’t deny that he found
Macy Beckman attractive to the extreme. Mother Nature had also been
generous to her. He liked her curly honey blonde hair and bright
blue eyes. Her smooth, pale skin reminded him of his daughters.
Actually, most people would probably mistake his daughters for
hers. Like their mother, both girls sported blonde curls similar to
Macy’s.

“Dad, how can she say
that?” They were the first words Bryce had uttered all day. Maybe
all week.

“Well, she can say it. But
I don’t know if Macy will take the job.”

“She will.” Certainty
dripped from Starla’s lips. She patted her hair before delicately
sipping from her water glass. Nick still had trouble believing she
was his child. But back to Bryce.

“Why don’t we worry about
whether she’ll take the job? She might not like it once she’s
here.”

This time, both girls
turned eyes of disgust on him. “Dad, no woman likes this job.” Savannah’s voice was
firm.

“No way, Daddy, it’s
awful.” Starla blinked at him and between her and Savannah he
nearly threw his hands up.

“Well, let’s just ease her
in, okay?”

“Do you think she likes
snakes?” Brandt asked.

“She didn’t seem to mind
Philippe,” Savannah answered.

“Then she can be our
mom.”

“She’s going to be whether
we like it or not,” Starla answered and Nick refused to squirm in
his seat. She was six, how could she know these things?

He didn’t know these things. He’d tucked his attraction to Macy
away in a far corner of his mind. Falling for one blonde bombshell
had been bad enough. He wasn’t doing that again. Nick had sworn off
blondes long ago.

And there was no going back
now.

Just say no to
blondes.


 


 


 Chapter
2

 


Not that she had expected things to go
well, but Macy had hoped for something less than outright hostility
from Nick’s kids. Unfortunately, the icy indifference and stony
silences were not how she envisioned starting her new job. This was
one miniscule step down from an outright war zone.

“Savannah, if you want your
clothes washed, you’ll need to bring them to the laundry room,”
Macy reminded the teenager.

The girl raked her with barely veiled
hatred. “The other nannies always got it from my room.”

“I’m not the other nannies.
If you want your clothes washed, you can bring them to the laundry
room.” Macy started sorting the clothing she did have.

“Bryce didn’t bring his
clothes,” Savannah pointed out.

“Right, so he won’t have
clean clothes.”

“We don’t want you
here.”

Macy turned around and stared into
Savannah’s cold eyes. The other kids all piled behind her. Only
Starla’s eyes weren’t full of distrust and inner
anguish.

“Okay, that does it,” Macy
snapped. She pointed to the family room.

“To the family room, all of
you, now,” she
barked in her most authoritative voice. After helping to raise her
younger siblings, she had that down. The kids obeyed. Which was
good because she held onto her patience with a frayed
rope.

“We don’t have to listen to
you,” Savannah mumbled.

Macy got in her face. “That’s where
you’re wrong. You’re grounded until I decide you’re ready to be
free again.”

Savannah gasped. “You can’t ground me.
You’re not my mom. We hate you!”

“Keep it up and you’ll be
grounded until you go to college. And trust me, I have the power to
ground you. Right now your dad is near collapse. But do any of you
care?”

“What are you talking
about?” Savannah seemed to be the mouthpiece of the four. Macy
wasn’t convinced Bryce or Starla were tuned in to the
conversation.

She nudged Bryce, in order
to force him into their reality. Which
heartily sucked at the moment. But she was
tired of these kids trying to push her around.

“Your dad is trying to keep
up a busy architectural practice and raise the four of you. He
needs to work so he can buy you food and clothing and keep this
house. There is no way he can also take care of you twenty-four
hours a day.”

Savannah, especially, glared at her.
Brandt didn’t seem to care either way, but she also caught Bryce’s
glare. He didn’t like being forced out of his own little
nirvana.

“Are you saying
we’re selfish?”
Savannah challenged. Even Starla bristled.

“Oh, yes, definitely.” Macy
wasn’t about to shield them. “I know what you’ve done to some of
the other nannies. If you try to do that to me, you won’t eat
dessert ever again. And your chores will increase so that you get
no play time.” Macy heard the fierceness in her voice and from the
stunned expressions on their faces, hoped she got through to the
little brats. They’d made things so bad for the other nannies Macy
couldn’t believe some of the handwritten tales left behind by her
predecessors.

“Daddy won’t stand for
this,” Starla cautioned in a know-it-all voice.

“Starla, your daddy can
barely stand, period. He’s so exhausted, I found him asleep on his
feet in the kitchen last night.”

“What?” Savannah’s
hostility faded a bit as she gazed at Macy with disbelieving
eyes.

“He was sound asleep on his
feet. I don’t think he’s slept in weeks. At least not a full night.
Because you guys keep forcing the nannies to leave. He can’t keep
up like this. Your dad can’t work full time and do all your
laundry, make your meals, and clean the house. He’s going to have
an accident or something worse.”

“We could kill him?” Starla
whispered.

“Yes,” Macy nearly shouted.
“You guys need me. Your father needs to have someone here to take
care of you. If you four don’t shape up, you’re not going to like
the consequences.”

“Macy?” Starla
asked.

“Yes?”

“What’s consequences
mean?”

***

Macy shoved open the door soon after
the kids returned home from school and stared at the woman on the
front step. She wore a crisp, neat suit in navy. Her handbag,
shoes, and briefcase all matched. The woman’s auburn hair was
perfect, her nails manicured. Disdain appeared as the uppermost
expression in her eyes when she returned Macy’s perusal.

Resisting the urge to glance down at
herself, Macy instead performed a quick mental check of her own
person. She didn’t have to touch her hair to know strands straggled
from her ponytail. Nor did she have to look down to see the
bedraggled sweats and worn T-shirt. The aging boa constrictor
wrapped around her waist probably didn’t help the picture she
presented.

“May I help you?” She tried
to keep the wince to herself.

“I’ve an appointment with
Nicholas Morrison. I was told to come to this address,” the woman
answered in cool, controlled tones.

“You’ve come to right
place; except the entrance to his office is on the other side of
the house.” Was it catty to point out that the woman had knocked on
the wrong door? Probably, but Macy didn’t care.

Really, her work didn’t require a neat
appearance. In fact, said neat appearance would disappear within
moments in this house. At this very moment muted barks echoed down
the hall. Lexus streaked past, hissing as she ran. Without turning,
Macy knew Riley chased the cat as that was his favorite pastime.
Unless Macy broke up the excitement, Lexus would eventually grow
tired of Riley and scrape her claws across his nose. That, in turn,
meant she’d have to clean up the blood. It was not her favorite
pastime in this house of bedlam.

“There’s another entrance?”
The woman made it sound like Macy lied.

Resisting the urge to roll
her eyes, Macy thought, too much money, no
common sense, and nodded. “Yes, if you
follow the driveway and signs, you’ll come to the entrance. It’s
marked.”

Macy didn’t need to add the last part,
but that perverse part of her couldn’t stifle the impulse. Snarky
worked when the target was this easy.

The woman swept her eyes up and down
Macy again, and Macy took pleasure in shutting the door in the
woman’s face. Then she raced up the hall to break up the fight
between Riley and Lexus.

Bryce sat on one of the couches, but
as usual, the ten-year-old didn’t seem to notice the spitting cat
and tail-wagging dog. “Bryce!”

He ignored her. As was his wont. The
kid stared right through her. But then, Macy was used to that
behavior. She leaned over the back of the couch and shook his
shoulder. He turned to stare through her and she raised an
eyebrow.

“Why didn’t you tell Riley
to knock it off?”

“Riley?”

“Your dog, remember him?
The big dog terrorizing the cat?”

He shrugged and his eyes glazed over
again. Macy bumped him again. “Look, you’re a member of this
family. You have to live in our world sometimes, Bryce.”

Had no one ever made this
child face reality? He’d created a world of
his own, and could be prone to fits of rage if he couldn’t
disassociate, so apparently he had scared them. Unfortunately for
him, he didn’t scare Macy.

Bryce stared through her, but refused
to respond. “No dessert if you don’t try.” Macy stood firm and by
now he knew she meant it. The only reason he sort of talked to her
now was because she hadn’t offered him dessert the last two
nights.

She’d pulled Nick aside and explained
that Bryce needed to be forced to live in the real world or he
would be useless to society. Nick had agreed with her, but she
noticed he’d glazed over halfway through the conversation. She
thought about not letting him have dessert, either.

The ten-year-old mumbled something, so
Macy let the moment pass. She could see they’d made a little
progress, but had a lot more ground to cover. The kid didn’t seem
to understand that the habits he formed now, like leaving reality
to spend more time in one of his own creation, could prevent him
from some day holding down a job.

Not that he cared too much about a job
now, at age ten, but Macy understood she’d better care. Seems no
one else did. Or at least Bryce had them so cowed they didn’t know
what to do with him. Macy did.

The doorbell rang again, so she
traipsed back down the hall and swung the door open as a sense of
déjà vu washed over her. A different woman stood there. Only this
woman looked remarkably like Savannah, and her foot was bound in a
cast. A crutch perched under each arm.

“Hello, you must be Macy.”
Her voice was pleasant and smooth.

“I am. I’m thinking you’re
Nick’s mother, cum the housekeeper.”

She laughed and nodded. “Yes. Lily
Morrison.” She held out a hand, which Macy took. Her handshake was
firm and friendly.

Macy raised an eyebrow. “Hello, Lily.
I thought you were forbidden to come here?”

“I was. Like I ever listen
to my doctor.” She waved a negligent hand. “Now that you’re here
and I’ve received reports of you being a good housekeeper, I
thought I could visit without further danger to my limbs or
person.”

“I see. Well, remember, I’m
the housekeeper now, so keep your hands off,” Macy responded,
tongue-in-cheek.

“I’ll keep my dusting mitts
to myself.”

“Yes, please do. ‘Cause you
know this house certainly doesn’t need constant
dusting.”

“I’ve noticed that.” They
trailed down the hall, Macy keeping pace with Nick’s mom, who
appeared adept on the crutches. They entered the family room and
Macy watched as Bryce’s grandmother bumped him for a kiss. He
didn’t stare through the woman. Macy was at least heartened to see
that. It was promising that he acknowledged one member of his
family.

“Hello, love,” she said as
she bussed him on the forehead.

“Hi, Granna,” he replied.
Bryce’s face revealed no emotion, but that didn’t surprise Macy. He
soon lurched to his feet and left the room.

His grandmother’s eyes trailed sadly
after him.

“Oh, don’t worry about him.
We’ll have him in fighting form soon enough.” Macy sought to ease
the wretched ache in the other woman’s eyes.

Nick’s mom’s eyes widened. “Really?
You can do that?” Macy read hope there, and couldn’t believe these
people had given up on Bryce.

“Bryce just needs someone
to help him live on this planet some of the time. I’ll help him.”
Macy smiled as Lily’s eyes rounded and she saw that dawning hope
again.

“I can’t believe Nick’s
luck in finding you.”

“He didn’t find me, I found
him.” And I have to deal with his four
brats. Even though Starla wasn’t openly
hostile like the other three, she had her own little manipulative
ways. Macy understood most of the bad behavior was testing her, but
still.

“Ah. Right.”

“Oh, I’m a terrible
hostess. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Iced tea would be lovely,”
Lily said with enthusiasm and Macy laughed.

“I just made
some.”

As far as Macy could tell Lily
Morrison was the only stable female in these kids’ lives. Well,
they had a bunch of aunts and cousins, but those ladies appeared
sporadically because they had jobs. Lily was a constant.

She poured the tea and located some
cookies. There were plenty leftover since three of the kids had
gone without dessert lately. They were coming to understand she
meant what she said. Amidst the grumblings, she thought maybe
they’d clued in to her being the Supreme Ruler of their lives.
Goodness knew their father was pretty useless at the
moment.

“Tell me about the kids,”
Macy said, inviting Lily to confide in her. The more she knew, the
better she could deal with the problems that arose. And here sat an
authority on the subject. Who better than their
grandmother?

“You’ve already seen the
challenges Bryce presents.”

“Yes, I think I’ve got a
handle on him. No dessert for him if he ignores me.”

Lily’s eyebrow rose. “He doesn’t
ignore you much now, does he?”

“Sometimes, but he’s
learning. I’m tough.”

“I’ll bet you
are.”

“Had to be. I’m the oldest
of five kids. My mom suffers from lupus, and there are times when
she has awful flare-ups.”

“Ah, you’ve learned
parenting at an early age. That was a lot of responsibility for
you.”

“It was. She always made it
up to me, though and always supported my decisions, and so did my
dad. Because we had to stand united.”

“Those are some good
parents.”

“Yes, they’re the best. I
couldn’t ask for better ones.”

“Sounds like they’re
wise.”

“They are. When I have
trouble with these kids, I either think, how would Mom deal with this? Or I
call her for advice.”

Lily laughed. “Not a bad plan,
especially after some of the exploits I’ve heard Nick’s kids get up
to. It’s always nice to have a person like that to go
to.”

“Yes. My mom has been a
lifesaver a few times already.”

“Is she planning to
visit?”

“I think they’ll come. I’m
not sure when.”

“Let’s see, I guess the
Fourth of July is the biggest holiday. Could they make
that?”

Macy frowned. “Didn’t the kids tell me
you folks all go to some lake?”

“Yes, we do go to the lake.
But that’s most of the fun.”

“Would there be room for
them?”

“Of course. Our cabin has
three bedrooms. Nick’s has five or six.”

“Wow, that’s a big
cabin.”

“Yes, he is an architect
and he designed it well. It’s not huge, but very
efficient.”

Macy chewed on her lip. “So there’s
room.”

“Yes. And you’ll probably
get stuck with most of the cooking, so you might as well make
certain you have help.”

Macy narrowed her eyes. “You’ll be
there, right?”

“Of course. You can count
on me.” Lily caught on fast, for which Macy was
relieved.

“Excellent.”

“Do you have other children
besides Nick?”

“Yes, I have three sons and
a daughter.”

“Poor daughter.”

“She’s the youngest,
too.”

“That’s bad.” Macy actually
winced. Nick’s sister probably had issues she didn’t even realize
she possessed. “The boys tortured her, didn’t they?”

“Probably.”

Macy darted an incredulous look at
her.

“I tried to stay out of
their fights. I only added to the problem.”

“I see,” Macy said, even
though she didn’t.

“No, I doubt you do, but
that’s okay.” Lily took a bite of her cookie and washed it down
with some tea.

Macy decided to let the subject drop.
“Tell me about Savannah.” If she could entice Savannah to her camp,
Macy figured she’d be in a much better place with the other three
kids. They followed the oldest’s lead.

“Ah, Savannah.” Lily sighed
as though from the depths of her soul. Macy figured all along
Savannah had issues and here was the confirmation.

“I believe Savannah’s
problems are related to her mother.” Lily’s eyes were sad
again.

“I take it Savannah’s mom
is out of the picture?”

Lily paused with her drinking glass
halfway to her lips. She stared at Macy over the rim. “You don’t
know about Nick’s wife?”

For some reason the thought of Nick
having a wife pierced her through to her core. Macy didn’t like the
idea of him with a significant other. He was only her employer,
it’s not like she had dibs or anything. But that constant pep talk
didn’t seem to help much. She shook her head, not trusting her
throat to emit the words.

“Melissa was one of the
most beautiful women you’d ever set eyes on.”

“Starla.”

“Oh yes, Starla is her
mother through and through. But Starla is pure. Melissa was more
the sort who got married and had children because that’s what she’d
been told was right for her from her childhood on.”

“What happened?”

“One day I think she woke
up, had a husband and four kids and didn’t want her life any
longer.” Lily stared into space for a moment before continuing.
“She looked in the mirror, must have decided she wasn’t getting any
younger and decided to leave here and head for
Hollywood.”

Okay, that didn’t sound
great, but it didn’t sound bad. Although Macy had trouble with
the had four kids and decided she didn’t
want her life anymore part. Some women
couldn’t just pop out four children. There were women out there who
desperately wanted that husband and kids, but would never have
either.

Macy forced thoughts of her accident
away and even thoughts of vet school. Right now she needed to
better understand Savannah.

“She went to Hollywood? Is
she some famous actress now?”

Lily shook her head. Her lips pulled
down while her eyes turned gloomy. “No, she left with Nick’s best
friend. We suspect they were lovers, but we don’t know. He decided
to try Hollywood, too. They’d hatched this plan long ago, we
think.”

“But?”

“But they were involved in
a twenty-eight car pileup somewhere in Illinois. They never made it
to Hollywood.”

“They died?”

“Yes.”

Whew, that was some story. To have
your dreams that close, only to forfeit your life. Of course, the
woman had responsibilities here that she turned her back on. What
kind of message had she sent her kids when she left? She’d made
four beautiful children and they should have come first. All rights
to her own life were sacrificed when she gave birth the first time.
“Nick must have felt betrayed.”

“I’m sure he did. But he
was so busy, he didn’t have a lot of time to dwell on things. He
had four kids, this house, and a thriving business to keep
up.”

“How long ago was
this?”

“Oh, it’s been a few years
now.”

Macy eyes widened.
What? A few years?

Had she missed something?

Lily took in her expression and
offered a sad smile. The gesture held a mother’s anguish. “It’s
hard to believe, but yes, this wasn’t a recent development. Starla
just turned six, and she was a baby when Melissa left.”

“That long ago? He’s been
struggling for nearly six
years?”

“Yes.”

“My goodness. I’m surprised
you kept things together so well.”

“We’ve managed. He had a
nanny here for the first four years. Then she had to leave. I think
it came as a real blow when I broke my foot so soon after the
employment agency stopped returning his calls.”

“I wondered why Nick didn’t
use one of the agencies in town.”

“He has. He’s used all of
them. None of them feel they can help, now.”

“I see.” That would be
hard. But right now... “So, Savannah...”

“Oh, yes. Savannah
remembers her mom, of course.”

“Right.”

“I can’t convince her to
talk to me, but I suspect Savannah feels like it’s her fault her
mom left.”

Macy sat up abruptly in her chair.
“She feels responsible,” she murmured, not quite grasping how
Savannah could feel that way.

“You, like me, can’t
understand Savannah’s feelings?”

Shaking her head, Macy said, “It
doesn’t make sense.”

“No, not from an adult
viewpoint, but she’s not an adult. Savannah feels like her faults
pushed her mother to leave. That’s why she’s so hard on the
nannies.”

Macy bit her lip. “Actually, she and I
had a chat about that.”

“Oh?” Lily sounded
surprised.

“Yes, I brought all the
kids together my third day here and we had a talk.”

Lily appeared quite interested so Macy
decided to tell her the story. It was a good idea to offer Lily the
adult version, anyway. She repeated their conversation and Macy was
heartened to see Lily nod at several intervals.

“After I talked to all the
kids together, Savannah and I then had a heart to
heart.”

“How did that
go?”

“I don’t know. But I told
her she’s the one the other kids look to for direction. If she
treats me like a human being, the other kids will as well. If she
doesn’t, she’s in for a rough ride.”

“That’s good for her to
hear.”

“I’ve yet to see much
improvement.” Macy heard the dryness in her voice. “It might take a
while. At this point, Savannah has been through so many nannies,
she should screen them rather than Nick.”

Lily laughed. “That’s
true.”

“But they’re beginning to
understand I’m tough, and if they give me trouble, no dessert, and
they’ll receive extra chores.”

“And?”

“They’re learning. Nick is
so tired I don’t think he cares what I told them. He supports me,
because I told him he had to.”

“I see,” Lily
gurgled.

“I helped raise my brothers
and sisters. I know what works and doesn’t. Of course, these kids
are different, so I can appreciate that some of my techniques won’t
work.”

“Savannah can be prickly,
and even before she hit thirteen.”

“Sounds like she’s had a
lot more responsibility than she should have been
given.”

“That’s true.” Lily slanted
a look at her. “Good thing you’re here.”

“Hah, you might not think
that in a few weeks.” Macy sent her a rueful look and sipped more
iced tea.

Lily’s serenity didn’t change.
“Tyrants are welcome here, Macy.”
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3

 


Macy shoved the last glass into the
dishwasher and bent to pick up a mixing bowl. Only, she looked
closer and yes, that was a fish swimming in the bowl. Peering
closer still, she identified this species as a member of the
piranha family – this one aquarium sized.

Brandt had regaled her with tales of
these amazing fish just last night. He’d even showed her the seven
books he had on the subject. The pictures they had viewed last
evening and the fish swimming in the bowl in her sink matched. Macy
thought maybe the last nanny had left in disgrace, after Nick
discovered she’d bought his eight-year-old a fish with big
teeth.

She frowned. Today was Saturday so
where was Brandt? He shouldn’t be in the forest, because she made
him promise he’d take her along if he wanted to go there. At least
she could identify anything with poison, claws, and/or teeth. And
she could point those things out and warn him away from such
creatures.

“Brandt?” she finally
yelled.

“What?” he asked behind
her. His forehead was furrowed in his something’s-wrong face. Both Bryce
and Brandt looked a lot like Nick, but while Bryce was more
compact, Brandt was already showing signs of being tall like his
father.

“Are you missing a fish?”
She decided not to mention that said fish had lots of
teeth.

“Yeah, did you find
Filbert?”

“I think so,” she answered
and pointed to the sink
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