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      Manny Brenden Torrance is good at his job. He’s dealt with all sorts of children and parents, but he’s never met anyone as intriguing as Liam Whitehouse. Liam is a scientist with three kids, whose job is keeping him away from home more and more. That’s where Brenden steps in to help.

      Liam has secrets, though. He’s working on a project for a pharmaceutical lab that could change disease management. Or destroy it. While he and Brenden start a romance they both want to continue, things at Liam’s job come to a head, and suddenly the whole family of Dad, manny, three kids, and a big drooly dog is on the run from the one thing that might keep Brenden and Liam apart. And infect the world.

    

  


  
    
      To Sean Michael, who gave me my love for Manny novels and, as always, to my wife BA Tortuga.
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      The agency called Brenden Torrance bright and early at 8:00 a.m., which was embarrassing because he was still asleep. Like deeply asleep and drooling on his own arm. When the phone woke him, Brenden planted his hand on the mattress to push up, but the hairy, also drooly mattress moved under him. Oops.

      “Sorry, Moose.” He grabbed up the phone even as he leaped out of bed to let Moose the Newfoundland out into his tiny backyard. “Hello?”

      “Brenden! It’s Lydia. From Hopscotch Childcare?”

      “Yes, Lydia. Hi. How are you?” He liked Lyds a lot, though he would never call her Lyds to her face.

      “Good. Good. Look, I have a prospective job for you.”

      “O-oh.” He hated how obvious the double-syllable oh was, but she’d caught him flat-footed. “I’m on sabbatical, ma’am.” His last family had been exhausting, so he wanted a few months off.

      “Oh, I know. I know. This is right up your alley, though. Three kids: eight, eleven, and sixteen. They were doing the latchkey thing, but their single dad says they’ve started acting out. He’s spending more time at work for a bit. The job is probably not long-term….”

      “You’re trying to tempt me, but that sounds pretty intense.” Not that Brenden wasn’t interested. He loved kids, and he was a sucker for the parents who really needed help, not just another barrier between them and their kids.

      “I am. The position needs filling, and my only other option is a twenty-one-year-old with a brand-new early education degree.”

      “Oh man. You think it’s really short-term? And is it live-in? I just got my condo back from the renter.”

      “It is live-in, but the father assures me you can bring your dog, and that as soon as this project he’s working on is done, the job will end.”

      “When would I interview?” He needed to shower and shave, to make sure he had clean clothes.

      “Tonight at six.”

      “No wonder you called so early! Okay. I’ll go talk to the dad, at least.” Thank goodness she’d given him time to get his stuff together. His folders were all stuffed in the storage closet out in the breezeway, where the renter had no access.

      “You’re a lifesaver, Brenden.” Lydia sounded genuinely grateful.

      “I am.” He chuckled. “Email me all the specs?”

      “Absolutely. There’s a salary offer, the home address, and all the other pertinent information in your inbox already.”

      “Thanks. I’ll holler and let you know if I’m up for it tomorrow.”

      “Good luck!” She sounded completely unworried and horrifyingly cheerful.

      “Bye.” He hung up, shaking his head. He was such a sap, thinking of pushing back his sabbatical, no matter how part-time this gig might be.

      Moose nudged his hand, so he bent to rub those silky black ears. “We got an interview, buddy.” He always took Moose to interviews. Not every family could take on a Newfoundland who weighed almost as much as Brenden, but he refused to leave his buddy at a kennel or something. He didn’t have any family to look after Moose when he was on a job.

      Wagging, Moose pushed him toward the big empty food bowl sitting on the kitchen floor.

      “Right. Food. Then panic.” Brenden laughed, glancing around at his spotless—because it had just been deep-cleaned—condo. “Then the interview. We both know I won’t leave those folks in the lurch. I am so definitely a sap.”
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      “God  damn it! Susanna! Get down here! Brittany, put those scissors down! Peter! I swear to God, if you set that homework on fire, I will lock you in the closet!”

      Somehow, somewhere Liam had lost control of… well, everything.

      Not just one thing.

      Every fucking thing in the world.

      He needed to order pizza or something. Soon. Pizza and a six-pack of beer and an entire case of downers for his children. That way he could eat in peace and maybe get through this interview with the nanny. Man nanny. Manny. Whatever.

      Peter did drop the lighter, at least, but Brittany continued to brandish the scissors. “I need a haircut, Daddy!”

      “I will take you Saturday! Hand me the scissors!” He snapped it, but he didn’t dare apologize. Parenting was guerilla warfare.

      She gave him the scissors, handles first.

      Now Susanna.

      The doorbell rang just as Liam reached the stepladder set up against the refrigerator. The ladder went flying, crashing against the counter, which sent the stacked breakfast dishes slamming to the tile floor.

      “Motherfucker!”

      “Daddy!” Brittany gasped.

      “I swear to fucking God, Susanna….”

      She clung to the top of the fridge. “Dad. Help me!”

      Liam grabbed her, trying to see her safely to the floor. Christ, sixteen going on seventeen was heavier than he remembered. He did get her down, though.

      “Peter, can you get the door?” Liam screamed it, but at least there were no cuss words.

      “Got it, Dad!”

      “No! I want to do it!” Brittany yelled.

      “Dad asked me!” The undeniable sound of a fall, followed by sobs, filled the air, and then the door opened.

      “Daddy? Did you get us a dog?” Brittany’s tears dried right up. She sounded gleeful.

      “A what? No. No, I didn’t.” Right? He hadn’t. Surely Susanna had not ordered a dog for Brittany. That wasn’t possible. You had to go in person and pick one up.

      A low woof was the answer, and he was suddenly very worried. He set Susanna down before racing out to the front room. There was an enormous black dog sitting on Brittany, licking her face.

      Behind them, with Peter, stood a lean man with sandy-blond hair, smiling at the two on the floor.

      “Dad? Is this some date from Grindr?”

      “Susanna, I will murder you in your sleep, I swear to God.”

      The guy chuckled, a warm, easy sound. “Hi. I’m Brenden Torrance.”

      “From the service? Come on in.”

      “What? Dad! No!” Susanna’s protest was super loud.

      He glared at Susanna for a moment. “You and Peter are not inspiring trust. Come in. I’m Liam Whitehouse, and these are my kids.” He swept his hand toward each one. “Peter, Susanna, and Brittany.”

      They were a motley crew—Susanna was wearing shorts that were too short and a shirt that had been his before Diana had gotten sick and he’d lost a hundred pounds. Peter looked like he was possibly homeless, and Britt? She just looked lost about what was happening.

      “Nice to meet all of you. Can I help?” Brenden asked.

      “I need a haircut,” Brittany said automatically.

      “I can actually do that, but I think we have a few other things to do first.” Brenden smiled, which left Liam blinking a little. Pretty.

      Stop it.

      This was not the time to be admiring a hot young man. This was an emergency.

      “Please come in. We’ll sit in the front room.”

      “Thanks. Down, Moose.” Brenden held out a hand, palm down, and Moose dropped his paws to the floor, no longer sitting on Brittany’s chest. “This is Moose. The agency said you’d be willing to give him a chance.”

      “I’m not opposed to dogs. Not at all.”

      “Daddy says I can have a puppy when I can take care of one!” Brittany’s eyes went wide.

      “Well, there you go. If I come work here, you can practice on Moose.” Brenden waited by the couch for everyone to settle before he sat down. Polite too.

      “Work? Dad?” Peter stared at him accusingly. “Not a babysitter. Seriously? We don’t need a babysitter.”

      “No. We totally don’t.” Susanna crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes flashing gold, just like her mom’s had. That hazel was unmistakable.

      Brittany looked longingly at Moose. “We could use some help.”

      “That’s what I think too,” Liam said. “When I wasn’t working double-overtime all the time, I didn’t worry, but you guys are alone too much, and Lisa can’t drive you everywhere.” He glanced at Brenden. “Lisa is a colleague of mine. She was a good friend of—”

      “We’re fine! We can do it.” Susanna was sixteen going on thirty-five and all belligerence.

      “Hey, I’m a pretty easy guy. I would just take the pressure off you…. Susanna, right? I can cook dinner and clean the house and stuff.” That little smile was back, Brenden as charming as could be.

      “I need help. This project is killing me and everyone working on it.” Liam worked at a private lab, and they were trying to find a way to stop sepsis, to keep gangrene from taking over. It was a virus, though, and he was terrified it would become a weapon instead of a cure. Especially since his lab also contracted with the government.

      “Dad!” Susanna was hitting strident.

      “No.” Liam kept his voice even, which was when the kids knew to shut it down. “I can’t be here. I need to know you’re safe.”

      Moose plopped his butt down on the floor. Everyone else stared at him silently until Brenden cleared his throat.

      “I have references,” he said quietly.

      “I trust Hopscotch,” Liam murmured. “My wife worked for them before we met.”

      Brenden’s expression changed to something with real sympathy. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” Sometimes he felt like she’d died yesterday; sometimes he felt like he hadn’t seen her in decades.

      Brittany’s lower lip quivered. She’d only been five when her mom had passed away.

      “Anyway, with Lisa pregnant and getting married, we all need more assistance.”

      “I can definitely take that load off. I’m a safe driver, and I have a Land Rover, not a mom-mobile.”

      “Cool!” Peter actually looked like he might change sides.

      “What’s your favorite part about this type of work?” How the fuck did someone interview a nanny? Liam had no idea, but he wanted to do this right.

      “It’s twofold. I love kids. I really do. But what I like about this job is helping facilitate more family time between kids and parents. If I can handle some of the mundane stuff, you can spend more time with them when you’re home, and they can have all their stuff done so they can be with you.”

      Right. Like the older two cared about that. Still, he didn’t need any more fires. Or explosions.

      “Why don’t you tell me what kind of help you’re looking for?” Brenden asked.

      “I need supervision. For them. I’m working sixteen hours a day. I’m tired. There have been fires.”

      “Literally?” Those dark blond eyebrows went up. Liam wasn’t sure if it was alarm or simple curiosity.

      “Dad! You can’t—”

      Brenden held up a hand. “Fires can be considered criminal, Susanna. You’re lucky your dad didn’t call the police. Can we talk alone for a few minutes, please, Liam?”

      To Liam’s utter surprise, all three kids got up and headed toward the kitchen without him having to pull out a cattle prod.

      “Go, Moose. Watch.” Moose bolted after the kids.

      “Does that work? The ‘watch’ thing?” God, he had a headache.

      “It does to a point. He’s better at that with ones in diapers, but he’s a good boy.” Brenden smiled faintly. “I take it they just really started acting out recently?”

      “Yeah. This project… I leave at six in the morning, and if I’m home by midnight sometimes, it’s a miracle. Lisa watched them, but she’s pregnant, and morning sickness is kicking her butt. She’s going to quit the lab, I think, and be a stay-at-home mom.”

      “Oh, that’s tough.” Brenden rummaged in his bag. “Here’s my references. My last set of kids just moved out of state. A ten-year-old and a thirteen-year-old. Katie says to feel free to call. I’m really good with teenagers and tweens.” Brenden seemed sweet. Calm. Earnest. His hooligans were going to eat him alive.

      Then again, Liam was a desperate man. “Can you start in the morning?”

      “I can. Heck, if you need me to, I can stay the night since you have to go in so early.”

      Relief flooded him. “Do you need to go home and get anything?”

      “I have a bag in the car, and all of Moose’s stuff. I can go on my day off and get the rest.” Brenden gave him a wry smile. “I just moved back into my condo, so it’s clean as a whistle, and there’s no food.”

      “Thank you. Seriously. I just….” Liam was tired. Bone-deep tired. And sad. And stressed. His whole body ached as if he was coming down with the flu.

      “Hey. It’s okay. Have you guys had supper?”

      “I need to order pizza.” Davido’s was on speed dial. He had an account.

      “Okay. Do you need me to do it?”

      “No, no. What do you like on your pizza?”

      Brenden blinked. “Anything but pineapple.”

      “So two deluxes and two cheese. I never know if Susanna will eat all the slices or none.”

      “She is a teenager.” Brenden winked, as if that was a perfectly normal in-joke. “If you could carve me some time out in the next few days for a more in-depth talk about each kid, that would be perfect.”

      “Of course. Totally. They’re not evil. Not usually. Well, maybe to each other.”

      “No, I think the fact that you didn’t have to call anyone before now speaks volumes.” Brenden stood, then held out a hand, offering to shake.

      Liam stood up, the scissors falling out of his pocket and landing point down on the floor. At least it wasn’t his foot.

      “Oops.” Brenden bent at the same time he did, and they clunked heads moments later. “Oh! Sorry!”

      “It’s okay. Totally. You want a cup of coffee? A Coke?” Did you offer the babysitter a beer?

      “A Coke would be great.” Brenden followed him to the kitchen, where all three kids sat at the table, leaning toward each other, expressions serious.

      “We’ve had a meeting,” Susanna started, and Liam forced himself not to groan. Danger.

      Brenden nodded, face schooled into blankness, which was impressive. “Okay. What did you determine?”

      “We took a vote. Britt wants a babysitter, Peter and I don’t. We don’t need one.”

      Liam opened his mouth to—what? To yell? But Brenden just shrugged and spoke before he could. “Well, I’ll be here for you two any time you need me, but Britt and I will do the lion’s share of the nanny thing.”

      “Really?” Peter looked utterly confused.

      “Yep. I mean, I’m sure you can eat if I cook, right? I would be sad if I only had to cook for two. It’s way harder.” Perfect straight face.

      Liam approved. Seriously. By now he’d just be screaming.

      “What can you cook?” Susanna was giving Brenden the stank eye, but she was curious. She loved to try bizarre foods.

      “All kinds of stuff! I went to culinary school before I got my childhood ed degree.” Now Brenden was smiling again.

      “Really?” Oh, that was interest from his girl.

      “Yeah. I really like Asian fusion. Hey, Brittany, would you like to help me feed Moose? That way he won’t beg when the pizza comes.”

      Right. Pizza. Time to order.

      “Please. Yes. I can help. Daddy? Do you see me? I want to help!”

      “I see, baby girl. I’m going to order pizza.”

      “Cheese?” Brittany looked at him expectantly.

      “Yes, ma’am. Cheese for you and Peter. Deluxe for me, Brenden, and my adventurous eater.”

      Brittany flashed him a grin, but she was hand in hand with Brenden, presumably going out to the aforementioned Land Rover to get the dog supplies.

      As soon as they were out of the room, Susanna rounded on him. “A nanny?”

      “You set the living room couch on fire, Susanna.”

      “It was an accident!” She flung her hands out dramatically.

      “Not really,” Peter muttered, putting his very life on the line.

      “I will kill you,” she snarled.

      Peter shrugged. “If he can cook, bring it on. Dad never has time anymore, and Miss Lisa never could.”

      “It’s not forever. Just until this project is over.” A few months. Maybe a year. Tops. He felt as if he was on borrowed time with this virus, and the big brass were pushing.

      “He seems nice, at least.” Susanna bit her lower lip, clearly wavering.

      “He does. Please, honey. Let him help out around here?” Let me have a break?

      “Okay. If he can drive me to practice….” Susanna played hockey, of all things. Practice was cold. Always. He hated freezing his ass off, and Susanna had flunked her driving test. Twice.

      “I bet that can be arranged. Let me call for supper, okay?”

      “Okay.” She dropped her arms to her sides. “I’ll get plates and cups.”

      “And a Coke for Brenden, please.”

      Brenden and Britt came back in, and she was just chattering away at him. Bless her heart, she had a new audience.

      Pizza. Focus. Pizza, and then maybe he could sit in his recliner and take a ten-minute nap.
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      Brenden woke up at six the next morning, hoping he would have time to get in a jog with Moose. The older kids had been quiet after supper, scattering to den and bedroom respectively. Brittany had played with Moose until bedtime, and Moose, the big lug, had wallowed in the attention.

      He opened his bedroom door to the smell of coffee.

      Yum.

      “Come on, Moose. Potty.” Thankfully the Whitehouse home had a small fenced yard where he could let Moose out to do his thing in private.

      Moose trundled out, moving slow, big head swaying back and forth. Yeah, he’d had a long night last night. More excitement than he’d had since the Carters had left.

      They headed downstairs to the kitchen, where he let Moose out, then hunted a coffee cup.

      “They’re in that cabinet.”

      Brenden damn near jumped out of his skin, spinning around to see Liam sitting there with coffee, fully dressed, laptop in front of him.

      “Sorry. I was still half-asleep. This one?”

      “Uh-huh. I told the lab I’d be in late so you could see the morning routine.”

      That was really decent. “Thank you. That helps a lot.”

      “I couldn’t see just throwing you off the boat to see if you could swim.”

      “I’m a pretty good swimmer, but it is easier if you ease the kids into it.”

      “Yeah. Susanna will appear five seconds before the bus, announce she’s getting a ride with her best friend, Shelly, and disappear. Peter will eat three bowls of cereal. Britt will try to eat so slowly that she’ll miss the bus and then cry when she doesn’t get to finish breakfast.”

      Brenden laughed, impressed. “This is going to sound awful, but you really know them. So many people I’m called in for don’t.”

      “I do. I love the little beasts.”

      “Good.” Brenden poured a coffee. “It’s hard, huh? To have to be away from them.”

      “Yeah. Once this project is over, I’m going to take a month-long vacation. Maybe more.”

      “That sounds great.” That was what he was supposed to have done. “So, cereal?”

      “Cheerios. Lucky Charms. Froot Loops. Raisin Bran. Cabinet above the coffee maker.”

      Brenden grabbed out the boxes, then bowls. The milk could stay in the fridge until the kids got up.

      “They get up at six forty-five. The bus runs at ten to eight. They get home at three, three thirty, and whenever you start screaming at Susanna.”

      “So she stays out a lot, huh? Can you give me some guidelines there?” She had to have a curfew, he imagined.

      “She has to be home by four thirty unless it’s choir night. That’s Wednesday. Wednesday Nicki’s mom brings both girls home at eight.”

      “Got it.” He would need to make a bunch of notes. He’d forgotten his notebook upstairs.

      “I sent everything to your email that was on your resume. Peter has guitar lessons. Britt has ballet. They all three take karate.”

      “Oh, good deal. Thank you.” Moose nosed back in the door, which he’d left open a crack. The big guy went right to Liam and put that boofy head on his knee.

      “Hey, Moose. Good morning.” Liam reached down to stroke Moose’s ears.

      Oh, okay. That was nice. He had to like a guy who was good to his dog. Not that he had to like Liam. Or think he was attractive, even though he was, with his almost-black hair and blue eyes and his neatly trimmed beard.

      He was probably better off not liking everything so much, but he did.

      “Did you want me to make you something?” He was an egg and/or pancake machine.

      “Hmm? No. No, I’m not a breakfast guy. Thank you.”

      “Do you pack a lunch?” Something about Liam made Brenden want to do for him too. To help in some small way.

      “I usually grab a Lunchable. We’re awful, food-wise. I’m sorry. We have a shit-ton of easy stuff that I can throw at the kids.”

      “Hey, you’re a busy guy. No food shaming.” The cabinets were full of durable foodstuff. Cans and vacuum-packed single-serves. Wow. He needed to get some fresh food.

      “I can give you some money for shopping.”

      “Cool. I mean, I can definitely work with what you have, but we can supplement with some fresh stuff.” He wanted to ask what Liam did, what kind of music he liked, or if he liked hiking.

      “Excellent. The kids love fruit, for sure. Broccoli.”

      “They like broccoli?”

      “Britt likes it with cheese.” Susanna came into the kitchen, all dressed for school, her hair back in a sleek ponytail.

      One look at Liam told Brenden just how unusual that was. Looked like someone else was making sure he knew the routine.

      “You like broccoli salad. Good morning. You’re up early.”

      “I just wanted to see if the nanny was still here.” She gave him a sideways look even as she replied to Liam.

      “Not gonna scare me off that easy.” He winked at her, and she unbent enough to give him a smile. “I appreciate the help this morning, though.”

      “Yeah. Mornings suck here.”

      “They do?” He raised an eyebrow and fought the urge to look at Liam.

      “Yeah. Yeah, they do. Peter is a hog, and Britt tries to get out of going to school, and I don’t ride the bus anymore.”

      “Do you need a ride?” He found that asking those roundabout questions got him more real information than being direct with what he wanted to know.

      “My friend Nicki’s mom takes me, but thank you.”

      “You got it. What kind of cereal do you like?”

      “I don’t eat breakfast. I have to fit in my jeans.”

      “Do you take lunch? Or a snack?” That worried him, that she wasn’t eating. A kid had to have enough body fat to survive an emergency, right?

      “I guess, yeah. I mean, I eat French fries at school.”

      “Oh, good.” He grinned, trying for evil. “I won’t be slipping peanut butter sandwiches in your backpack.”

      “Peanut butter is Britt’s favorite. Not mine.”

      Liam chuckled. “She likes grilled cheese.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He made another mental note. Grilled sandwiches as soon as he found out what Peter liked.

      She grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge, then went to sit next to her father. “You’re going in late today.”

      “I thought I’d show Brenden the flow of chaos.” Liam smiled at Susanna, his love for her so obvious it kinda hurt.

      “There’s a flow?”

      “Vaguely, yeah.”

      Brenden let them tease, smiling as he poured out more coffee and grabbed himself a bowl of cereal.

      “Dude, Dad, you didn’t share it with me?”

      “I have to keep some things to myself to keep an upper hand.” Liam winked broadly.

      “Silly Daddy, I’m pretty sure you haven’t had the upper hand in a while.”

      Liam chuckled at her. “I think you’re probably right.”

      Brenden got down more bowls. “I need to run up and get my notebook. I’ll check on Peter and Brittany.”

      “Good deal. Thank you.” Liam shot him a grin.

      He trotted upstairs, heading to his room to grab a legal pad and pen, as well as more food for Moose. Shopping today.

      He heard Peter moving, but when he knocked at Brittany’s door, he got nothing. “Brittany?”

      “Go ’way!”

      “Hon, you need to get up. It’s time to feed Moose again.”

      “Moose?” Oh, there was a hint of interest there.

      “He’s starving.” He made it a little bit entreating.

      “Is he? I’ll be right there. I need my clothes.” He heard the sound of scrambling.

      “Okay. Wear something bright, okay?”

      “Okay… I can. Red?” Her door opened, dark hair going every which way.

      “Red is great.” He beamed at her.

      “’Kay. Red. I’ll be down after I brush my hair.”

      “And your teeth?” That was way more important.

      “On it!” She rushed for the bathroom.

      Peter met him in the hall, an ironic expression on his face. “Nice one.”

      “Thanks. I try.”

      “She might get up for a dog. Is there cereal?”

      “Yeah, and your dad is down there.” He hoped that would be a good thing.

      “Really? Cool. He’s usually gone.”

      He walked down with Peter. He had to show Brittany some trust.

      “Dad. Hey. You want a bowl of cereal?”

      “No thank you, son.” Liam smiled at Pete, who went wide-eyed at the sight of Susanna.

      “Wow. Look at you, sis.”

      “What?” She glared at him.

      “You look pretty.”

      She made a face at Peter. “Thanks.”

      “Girls are weird.” Peter rolled his eyes.

      “They so are. Your mom was just as bad.” Liam winked when Brenden glanced at him, then looked at the doorway with raised brows. “Britt. Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Daddy! I need
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