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Chapter One
Hadley frowned as the display flashed at her.
“Do you have another card, ma'am?” asked the young man behind the cash desk.
She took the card out, reversed it and tried again.
“Um, I'm not sure that putting it in upside down is going to help,” the clerk said.
“Huh. Well, is the machine working?” asked Hadley.
“I'm pretty sure it is. I mean, the lady right before you paid by card. Do you have another card?”
Hadley sighed. She rummaged around in her bag and eventually came up with enough cash to cover the cost of her smoothie. But she hated paying cash for things, hated even thinking about money.
The clerk handed her a grand total of two cents in change. She looked at the minuscule coins and wondered why people bothered.
“You might want to call your bank about that card,” he said, leaning on the counter with his elbow.
Another sigh. Not how she'd planned to spend her afternoon. “Right, thanks.”
“Or I could spot you a few bucks if you need it?”
His eyebrow was raised and she grinned back at him. “You know I'm at least a decade older than you, right? Not that I don't admire your balls for trying.”
“Seriously? You're twenty six?” He made it sound as if twenty six was the new fifty.
“Twenty seven,” she corrected. “And gay as all hell, so there's that too.”
“Ah, got it. You must get mad women.” He looked quite approving at this and Hadley laughed.
“I get my fair share.”
Which was true. She wasn't exactly celibate. Nor, on the other hand, was she exactly attached. A few years ago she might have taken the clerk up on his offer, but that was an experiment long over. Not that she minded trying new things.
Her taste-buds shriveled up as she sucked at her smoothie. Kale and pomegranate. Perhaps some new things were best left untried.
She bade the clerk goodbye and stepped back out onto the street, holding her smoothie in one hand and wriggling her phone out of her jacket pocket with the other.
It was a pleasant day, summer finally starting to peek around the corner. The city was more cheerful on days like today, even if it was a Monday. The sun was shining, a warm breeze swept up from the river, and Hadley could purr in delight.
Except purring probably wasn't the best way to greet her personal banker. The phone dialed and connected and she asked for her banker by name, then meandered down the street window-shopping until he picked up.
“Sam!”
“Hadley, how's it going?”
She'd known Sam for years now. He was as old as her father but definitely cooler. Or at least he dressed slightly better. No cardigans for Sam, he was all sharp suits and silk ties.
“Ugh, I've got a million things on the go.”
“Like always,” he chuckled.
“Trips planned, classes to take, it's not my fault that there's so much to try in the world. Unfortunately, it's tough to try new things when you don't have the cash to pay for them.”
“Wise words, Had.”
“I'm not trying to make a philanthropic point here, Sam. My card doesn't seem to be working. Is there a problem over there?”
She cocked her head, trying to see a lemon-yellow dress in a shop window from a different angle as Sam clicked away on his computer.
“Ah,” he finally said.
“Ah? 'Ah' as in you'll get me a new card straight away? 'Ah' as in it's not screwed up?”
“'Ah' as in there's a simple reason your card won't work.”
“Which is?” she asked, sucking at the smoothie again and grimacing.
“There's no money in your account.”
Only now did her stomach tighten a little. No money. How was that possible? A question that she promptly asked Sam.
“I don't know what to tell you, Had. It's nothing to do with the bank. I suggest that you take this up with your father.”
Hadley straightened her head, forgot about the yellow dress and thanked Sam as politely as she could. She was a little shaky. Had her father gone broke? Was there something serious going on that she didn't know about?
She looked at the shockingly green smoothie in its plastic cup and wondered if this was her last ever smoothie. What if it was? And she'd chosen kale and pomegranate. What a memory to have.
“Out of the way, miss,” a man shouted as a skateboard rumbled down the sidewalk behind her.
She jumped to one side to let the boarder past. Then she ditched her potentially-last-ever smoothie into the nearest trash can and prepared herself for the walk uptown to her father's  office. A five minute ride by a cab that she couldn't currently pay for.
Her stomach squeezed itself into a ball and she wondered just how she was supposed to handle being broke.
THE HEAD OFFICES of Rains Enterprises were spacious and light, the early summer sun gleaming through huge windows as Hadley marched across the foyer and buzzed herself into an elevator.
On the way she'd decided that there was probably some oversight somewhere and her father would be exactly the person to work things out and everything was going to be okay. She was an optimist, she knew that, but she couldn't help but think that everything would work out.
It always had before.
“Is he in?” she asked her father's assistant when she reached his desk.
He grinned at her. “He's in but not in a great mood, you sure you want to enter the lion's den?”
She grinned back. “Yep.” There was no way her father would be mad with her, he never was.
She waited until the door buzzed and then strode into the large office. “Dad.”
“Hadley, what a nice surprise.” He stood up and kissed her cheek. “What can I do for you?”
Something wasn't quite right here and she couldn't put her finger on exactly what it was. “How's business?” she asked.
“Booming.”
“Uh-huh.” She scratched her nose. At least the family wasn't broke then. “Uh, I've encountered a slight problem.”
He gestured for her to sit on the couch and then sat down himself. “Let me guess, your bank card has stopped working.”
She nodded and sat.
“I wanted to talk to you about this last Friday, but you stood me up for dinner.”
Hadley pulled a face. She had stood him up, that much was true. But an offer to helicopter out to a private game of disc golf didn't come every day. “Sorry,” she said, honestly meaning it.
“And I'm sorry, Had. But it's time to be cruel to be kind.”
She sat up straighter. “What does that mean?”
He sighed and crossed his legs. “Had, everything I've done I've done for you and your sister and brother. I've never begrudged you a thing. We're a lucky family, and I know that you know that.”
“I do,” she allowed.
“But it's time you got your act together, Hadley. You're twenty seven. You need to decide what you want in life.”
“How can I do that when I haven't tried everything yet!” she burst out.
Her father nodded. “I get it, Had, I do. Probably I've spoiled you more than a little. You have a good university degree, I've supported you through every phase you've gone through. But life is about more than spending money.”
“I know that.”
He held up his hand. “I'm not saying you're a rich brat. I know that you help others, I know that you volunteer sometimes, I know that you're not just spending on yourself. But I also know that until you find what you want out of life you're not going to be happy.”
“Where is all this heading?” she asked, voice small because she was kind of afraid now.
“I'm not helping you by giving you money, I realize that now. All I'm doing is giving you the means to keep dancing from one passion to another. You're never going to find fulfillment that way.”
“So you're cutting me off?”
He nodded, looking sad. “It's for your own good, Hadley. I'm not doing this to be mean. Show me that you can stick with something, show me that you can hold down a job and I'll reinstate your allowance.”
Her mouth had dried up. Not because he was wrong or unfair, he was making perfect sense, even she could see that. But because she was afraid. She couldn't hold down a relationship for more than a couple of nights. How was she supposed to hold down a job? And what kind of job was she supposed  to get?
“Hadley, are you alright?”
She looked into her father's green eyes, mirrors of her own, took a deep breath, and then nodded. Because after all, he was only trying to help.
“That's my girl, always one to rise to a challenge,” he smiled.
And she nodded again because she didn't trust herself to speak.
Just what in the hell was she supposed to do now?



Chapter Two
Florence didn't believe in fidgeting. She kept her feet pressed together and her hands firmly on the arms of the expensive leather chair.
“It's nothing to do with you, of course,” Mrs. Angleton was saying.
Of course not, thought Florence. It never was.
“We're more than happy with how focused you've kept Adeline on her schoolwork. Her reading is much improved, to say nothing of her manners. You've done a fine job.”
But... There had to be a but here. And Florence was fairly sure she knew what it was.
She sighed internally, keeping her face pleasant and relaxed, schooling herself into a look of polite interest as though this wasn't her entire future that was being discussed.
“The thing is, with summer just around the corner, we're looking for something a little different for Adeline. Something a little more...” Mrs. Angleton paused here, then forced herself to look Florence in the eyes. “A little more fun,” she finished up.
Florence nodded. “I completely understand,” she said. “Of course, there should be room for interest in education, which is why incorporating museum and library visits into a summer vacation schedule is so important. This may also be the time to begin cultivating other outside interests. Cooking, perhaps.”
Mrs. Angleton cleared her throat and Florence wondered if she'd just made things easier or harder for her. What was coming was inevitable. She should know. This was the third time in as many years.
“I'm afraid that my husband and I are looking for something rather outside your scope of expertise.”
Which, given how immensely well-trained Florence was, was less of a surprise than one might have thought.
“I am quite happy to take potential schedule changes on board for evaluation,” Florence said, still polite.
Mrs. Angleton firmed her jaw. “That won't be necessary.”
There wasn't much more to be said, though the actual words hadn't been uttered  yet. Florence maintained eye contact, kept herself still, permitting herself neither to smile nor sulk.
“My husband has provided the appropriate severance fee,” Mrs. Angleton went on. She seemed calmer now that she was moving on to the logistics of things. “A payment of three months salary, plus the current month of course.”
Florence nodded. “Thank you.”
“And we'd appreciate it if you could keep your goodbyes to Adeline short and sweet, I assume you can have your things prepared to leave by this afternoon?”
Florence nodded again.
Mrs. Angleton stood up and held out her hand. “We very much appreciate your contribution to this family, Ms. Underwood. You will be provided with the appropriate severance paperwork as well as references should you require them.”
Florence stood, shook hands, thanked her now former employer, and left the room.
Her footsteps echoed on the expensive tiling of the long corridor. She didn't cry. What was the point? Besides, Florence never let others see her emotions, the very idea of it made her feel slightly sick. Emotions were private.
Still though, if losing her job didn't deserve a quiet weep in a corner, what did?
SHE PUSHED OPEN the wooden door and looked into the gloomy room within. Small, neat, a little dusty. With a sigh, she let herself completely inside and put her suitcase on the bed.
It would do, she supposed.
Being a nanny had the advantage of generally coming with accommodation attached to her job. Which had the disadvantage of meaning that whenever she got fired, she ended up living out of the cheapest motel she could find until she could get herself rehired somewhere.
She sucked air in through her teeth and then set herself the task of unpacking her suitcase. It took all of five minutes.
Then she sat on the bed and tried not to think about when the bedspread had last been washed.
Things were supposed to be better than this. Twenty eight and living in a seedy motel room. Her future had promised to be better than this.
To be fair, no one had forced her to go to the most prestigious childcare program in the country. But she'd seen it as an investment. A certificate from the institute was supposed to open doors, expensive doors, doors which housed the kind of people that could afford six-figure salaries for traditionally trained nannies for their offspring.
Of course, it was the traditionally trained part that was starting to become the problem
With a sigh, uncontained this time since there was no one to hear it, Florence pulled her cheap cell phone from her purse. There was no point in putting off the inevitable.
“Maisie Warren speaking.”
Florence cleared her throat. “Florence Underwood here.”
“Ah.”
That 'ah' said it all really. Maisie had been expecting her call. She supposed that was fair. After all, the Angletons had hired her from the agency, so why shouldn't they hire her replacement there too? They hadn't been unhappy with her work. They'd just... wanted something different.
“I'm afraid my contract with the Angletons has ended.”
“Yes,” Maisie said. “Yes, I had heard.”
“So I'm back on your books again.”
“Mmm.”
There was a long pause and Florence could hear dripping from the bathroom tap. Something she could easily fix. She could fix most things.
“Perhaps there are other open contracts at the moment?” she hazarded. “It is almost the beginning of summer vacations, after all.”
A shorter silence this time. “The thing is,” Maisie finally said. “The thing is, that so few families these days are looking for, um, what you have to offer.”
“What I have to offer? As in a top class degree from a prestigious nannying institute?”
“As in...” There was the sound of her taking a deep breath. “As in someone with what may be considered slightly old-fashioned ideas about childcare.”
“Old-fashioned.”
It really shouldn't be news to her. She was old-fashioned. Always had been. She only wore jeans when hiking, and then only when they were pressed. She never set foot outside without her hair pinned back. The world had an order and she reveled in keeping that order.
Everything in its place. Do a job properly or not at all. To every thing a season. A far as she was concerned things should be a certain way.
Unfortunately, the world seemed to be changing the way things should be. Which didn't exactly seem fair.
“I see,” she said.
“I'll call you if anything comes up,” Maisie said.
But don't hold your breath, Florence added for her. “Thank you.”
She closed the call and looked down at her phone. There was an expense she could save on, for one. For fifteen bucks a month she could definitely do without a cell phone plan. She'd cancel it first thing in the morning.
And then she'd look through her bank statements to find out what else could be canceled. Not that her outgoings were extravagant. Most of her earnings so far had gone to paying off her student debt, a debt that was still lurking over her head like a dark black cloud.
She lay back on the bed and let herself close her eyes.
Things were supposed to be different.
She was supposed to be in demand, giving her life to raise other people's children properly, a job that she loved doing, if only someone would let her do it.
It was a sacrifice. They'd told her that on her very first day at the institute. Real nannies, dedicated, professional nannies, rarely had children of their own. They rarely married, in fact. They devoted themselves to others.
It hadn't been as big a sacrifice for her as others might have found it. Twenty eight and a virgin. Not something that particularly bothered her.
She had more important things to worry about.
Like how she was going to afford to eat, for example.
One minute. That was precisely how long she allowed herself to feel sorry for herself. Then she opened her eyes, sat up and firmed her shoulders. Tonight she would sleep, and tomorrow she would start looking for a job. Even it was fast-food, something to tide her over until another contract came in.
If another contract came in.
Her stomach rumbled and she thought about the meal she should be eating with Adeline Angleton. Perched at a walnut dining table, correcting the child's table manners as they both ate what the private chef had prepared for them.
She had just about enough change to get a Twinkie from the vending machine in the hall.
Her stomach growled again and she started looking for nickles and dimes.



Chapter Three
Hadley puffed a curl of blonde hair out of her eyes and flexed her body into the next pose. Sweat was soaking through her sports bra. It occurred to her that even if she came every single day, she still only had fifteen more yoga classes to take.
Her gym membership would run out at the end of the month. And with it, so would her opportunity to meditate, to focus and clear her mind.
Which wasn't exactly useful just at the moment.
“Focus, please,” Doctor Patil said in her smooth voice.
Hadley looked up, fully expecting the teacher to be looking at her. But the Doctor, as everyone called her, was looking at a woman with long, red hair that Hadley vaguely recognized from around the gym.
She moved on to the next pose.
She wasn't angry with her father. She saw his point. She just wished that he could see hers. She guessed that from the outside she looked like she wasn't achieving anything, but she was trying things, finding new things, tracking down what was important to her.
Okay, okay, she was taking longer than most people took, but was it her fault that she wanted to do everything? It wasn't like she was lazy.
“Focus!” She glanced  up again and this time the Doctor was definitely looking at her. She calmed her breathing and tried to center herself.
Doctor. No one had ever actually said whether Doctor Patil was a real doctor or not. And if she was, what was she a doctor of? Could you be a doctor of yoga? Was that a thing?
Hadley's brain started to whir. She liked yoga. She liked it a lot. It was sometimes the only place where her mind was calm. Maybe she could be a doctor of yoga too.
“Focus!”
She caught herself, bit her lip, moved into the next pose and tried to get her mind straight, empty, clear.
Of course, she was going to have to choose something sooner or later. Her brother was a lawyer, her sister worked for an NGO. Having family money was nice, lucky, but she wasn't going to take it for granted. She had every intention of working for a living. Once she'd figured out what exactly she wanted to do.
There was the sound of someone clearing their throat and Hadley looked up, losing her balance as she did so. The only reason she didn't fall was because she caught hold of the Doctor's arm just in time.
“Today you have not found your center,” the Doctor said. Her voice was calm but her eyes looked mad and Hadley gulped. “So you will please leave my classroom and take your negative energy away from others who are trying harder.”
Hadley opened her mouth to protest but then shrugged. It was fair. Even yoga wasn't calming her today.
She left the room as gracefully as she could.
Halfway between the classroom and the locker-room was a juice bar and Hadley brightened up when she saw it. Her premium membership allowed her one free smoothie a day. Ha. Her last ever smoothie wasn't going to be kale and pomegranate.
At least something was going right today.
She was scanning her membership card and picking up her frosted glass when a voice came from behind her.
“Guess we're the bad kids for today, huh?”
She turned to see the red-head from her class. “Oh no, you got thrown out too?”
The woman pulled a face and nodded. “I think that the Doctor's chakras might be a little out of alignment today.”
Hadley was about to make a joke but something about the woman's face made her bite her tongue. The woman was dead serious about the chakras.
“Um, yeah,” she managed. She held up her smoothie. “At least we get free smoothies though, right?”
“Let me guess, strawberry, wheatgerm and... banana.”
Hadley was suitably impressed. “How did you know that?”
“I've always had a touch of the spirits in me,” the woman said, and for the first time Hadley caught the edge of an accent in her voice.
“Are you English?”
“All the gods forbid, no, child, Scottish, thank you very much. Though it's been years since I came to this country. Maeve McLeod.”
“Hadley Rains, pleasure to meet you.”
“You're a woman after my own heart. I'll have what she's having,” Maeve said to the juice server.
“So,” Hadley said, stirring her smoothie with a straw. “What did you do to get thrown out of class?”
“Ach, lack of focus. Which is no surprise really. I should have known better. There are too many real world things tying me to the ground today, I shouldn't have tried coming to class, but I thought it might help.”
A smoothie was slid across the counter and Maeve picked it up. She was older than she appeared at first, Hadley noticed. In her early forties perhaps.
“Tell me about it,” said Hadley. “Wanna grab a table?”
Maeve grinned and they found a small round table to sit at. “So, what's tying you to the ground, my girl?”
“Me?” asked Hadley. She blew out a breath. She didn't want to sound like a spoiled rich kid here. “Um, I need a job,” she said, finally. “But I don't know what kind of job.”
“Definitely a weighty matter,” agreed Maeve. “Hardly surprising that you lacked focus.”
“What about you?” Hadley asked, stirring her smoothie again.
“Ach, so many things. Yellow fever vaccinations, for one.”
“Yellow fever?”
“Yes,” Maeve sighed. “Do you think they'll give a five year old a yellow fever jab? I'm just not so sure. And I don't want the twins to go without.”
Hadley blinked then put her drink down. “I'm afraid I'm going to need a little more information than that. I'm not following you at all.”
Maeve laughed. “Yes, I don't mean to be mysterious. I have a strange feeling with you. Like I've known you all my life. We even order the same drinks. I suppose I assumed that you already knew what I was talking about, which is foolish of course.”
“Well, tell me now,” Hadley said, sipping through her straw. They'd ordered the same drinks because the woman had literally asked the smoothie guy for the same thing as she was having. Hardly fate intervening, she thought privately.
“I'm to spend two months at an Ashram in India,” Maeve said.
Somehow this didn't surprise Hadley. It was becoming obvious that Maeve was a lot more into yoga than Hadley was. Maybe doctor of yoga wasn't for her after all. “Sounds like fun.”
“Yes, except my idiot ex-husband has fired our nanny, which means I'm now taking three children along on the trip.” Maeve sucked down some smoothie. “Not that I mind. I adore my children. And I'm sure that they'll profit from a summer spent on the Ashram.”
“Mmm,” Hadley said, not so sure at all.
“But there's so much to deal with. Plus, of course, the lawyers say that I'm not to take the children out of the country. Not that they know what they're talking about. I'll do it, of course, and just have to suffer the consequences when we return.”
“Do the children want to go?”
“Oh gods, no,” Maeve said. “Ordinarily, I'd never force them to do something they don't want to do, but what choice do I have?”
The words hung in the air for a moment as both women began to think the same thing. Hadley was the first to speak.
“Maybe I could help you,” she blurted out.
A job. A job just sitting there right in front of her for the taking. And it was something she'd never tried before. How much better could things get?
“Let me ask you, do you have a first aid certificate?”
Hadley nodded. Two years ago she'd thought about becoming a paramedic, a dream that had been eaten up by a sudden desire to become a dive instructor. But she had a first aid certificate.
“Criminal record check?” Maeve asked.
Hadley nodded again. Three months ago she'd volunteered at a drug rehab facility and they'd required the background check.
Maeve narrowed her eyes. “Very well, the key question then. What do you believe is the most important thing for a child?”
Hadley didn't even think. “Happiness,” she said.
Slowly a smile spread across Maeve's face. “I do believe the fae have sent you to me, child. This moment was meant to be, don't you think?”
What could Hadley do but agree? Okay, she was hazy on details here, but as far as she could make out she would spend the next two months looking after three children. Which couldn't be that hard. It wasn't like she was going to work at an investment bank or anything.
And two months was definitely enough time to show her father that she could commit to something.
It was also, said a little voice in the back of her head, far longer than she'd ever committed to anything before. She shook off the voice.
“It sounds like a match made in heaven,” she said, lifting up her smoothie cup.
“We're ordained by the fates,” Maeve said in all seriousness, lifting her own cup to squash briefly against Hadley's.
Hadley checked her smartwatch. “Another class starts in fifteen minutes,” she said. “We should be clear-headed enough now to attend, don't you think?”
“Like I said,” said Maeve. “You're a woman after my own heart. I can't wait for you to meet my little angels.”
Which probably should have been a red flag, Hadley realized later. But in the moment she was far too relieved to consider the words at all.



Chapter Four
The tiny key almost slid through Florence's sweaty fingers but she eventually managed to slide it into the lock. She grabbed the bundle of mail without looking and then slammed the door closed.
Having a paid mail service was the only real way to deal with actually getting mail, given that she never knew where she was going to be. Plus, it stopped the prying eyes of employers from seeing her mail.
The downside of this was that she got all of her bills in one go. And her heart sank now as she began to sort through the letters. At least the debt collectors couldn't find her, she guessed. Another benefit of having no fixed address.
With a sigh, she picked out the circulars and junk and tossed them, and put the unopened bills into her bag. Why she bothered, she had no idea. She knew all she needed to know. The companies wanted money from her and she didn't have money. End of story.
There wasn't a single personal letter in the bundle. But then again, who would write to her? She was long estranged from both her parents, flighty hippies that they were. And though she had had school friends, particularly once she'd proven an ace student that was willing to tutor, she'd cut herself off.
She'd been so sure that she was going to be successful. The power behind the throne. The secretive yet amazing super-nanny that rich parents spoke of in hushed tones. Which made revealing the truth to anyone she'd known at school embarrassingly impossible.
She pushed through the foyer of the post office, passing a little girl kicking her heels against her chair legs, obviously waiting for her mother.
“Sit up straight, my dear,” she said as she passed.
The little girl stared at her.
“Do sit up straight, good posture is so important.”
The little girl stuck out her tongue and Florence tore her eyes away and hurried outside into the bright sunshine.
Her phone rang as she was waiting to cross the street. The crossing light was still red, though the cars had stopped and people were already venturing out into the street. But Florence remained firmly on the sidewalk until the light turned green.
Then she began to walk and answered her phone at the same time.
“Florence Underwood speaking.”
“Florence, it's Maisie.”
At some undefined point in their relationship Maisie had begun calling her by her first name. And Florence regretted not nipping the habit in the bud before it was too late. She certainly couldn't tell Maisie now that she preferred not to be on first name terms.
“Yes?”
“Florence, there's a job.”
Only now did Florence consider just why Maisie might be calling her. She stopped dead in the center of the sidewalk. “A job?”
“Yes, a job. Something you seem perfect for.”
“The client has seen my CV?”
“He especially asked for you,” Maisie said. “Said he'd heard about you from the Angletons, said you were exactly what he needed.”
“Me?” Florence moved over to the side of the street, out of people's way. “Me?” she asked again, hardly believing that this could happen.
“Yes, you,”  Maisie said with a laugh. “You'll still have to interview though. This afternoon at two thirty, I'll text you the details. That's alright with you, right?”
Florence had to swallow away a dry throat. The world had been closing in on her, the debts looming ever closer, and now here she was, a helping hand held out in front of her. She didn't believe in luck, only in hard work, but this... Well, it was some coincidence if it wasn't luck.
“Yes, of course, it's absolutely fine,” she said.
“Great, keep an eye on your messages then,” Maisie said as she hung up.
Florence let the crowd of people flow around her, not caring for once that she was disrupting the current, not realizing that this was only the beginning of something that was going to force her to disrupt everything she knew and was.
A job.
Just in the nick of time.
SHE HAD NO need to look into the plate glass windows to admire her appearance. She knew exactly how she looked. Professional, sleek and efficient.
Her skirt was knee-length, her blouse was buttoned to the neck, her hair was swept back into a bun, and her glasses were balanced perfectly on her nose. Her heels were a sensible height and the only makeup she wore was a little powder and a swipe of pale lipstick.
She was ready for anything.
Which was just as well because the man that strode out of the office to greet her was the most attractive man she thought she'd ever seen.
“Colby Allan,” he barked, holding out his hand.
“Florence Underwood,” she took his hand and gave it a strong shake, gripping with just the right amount of pressure.
“Please follow me. I assume you have paper copies of your qualifications and your CV?”
She handed him a neat folder with her name typed across the top and then followed him into a huge office. For a second the view took her breath away.
“Excellent, take a seat. I have a few questions.”
He took her through a list of elementary childcare questions that she could answer so easily that she had plenty of time to study him.
Salt and pepper hair. A physique that spoke of workouts, though his muscles didn't bulge through his shirt. Blue eyes that wrinkled at the corner. An expensive suit. An expensive office. Yes, Colby Allan was a rich man, a rich attractive man.
For a moment she couldn't help but think about The Sound of Music.
Whilst it was true that most nannies sacrificed everything to bring up other people's children, there were exceptions. Perhaps Mr. Allan was widowed. It wasn't particularly usual for a man to be interviewing a nanny, as sexist as that sounded, it was true.
“Very well, Ms. Underwood. I'd ask for your views on discipline, please.” He interrupted her thoughts.
“Never anything physical, never a raised voice,” Florence said fluidly. “Discipline should be instilled early and be consistent. Time-outs are effective with most ages and are a good first line of defense. Grounding, rescinding of privileges, things like this also work well in older children. Above all, discipline must be a constant in life.”
He smiled and the room lit up. “I couldn't agree more. I expect firm and consistent discipline for all three children. Let me be honest with you, Ms. Underwood.”
She didn't fidget even though she knew now that she'd clinched the job. She tilted her head politely to show that she was listening.
“My ex-wife is somewhat... less than reliable,” he began.
An ex-wife. Okay, not a widower, but still single. And attractive, empirically so. Her stomach didn't flip and her pulse didn't race but maybe those things came with time. Maybe she could learn to love him. Maybe she could have her own Sound of Music moment. But without the foolish songs, of course.
“I have three children, a ten year old son and five year old twins. Obviously we had a nanny, unfortunately, due to my ex-wife's less than dependable nature bills went unpaid and that nanny has now left us.”
The first red flag. Unpaid salaries were not a good thing. Obviously.
“This will not happen again,” he said firmly. “You will be under contract to me and me only, I will be responsible for your payment. This is to be a two month contract, though we may discuss prolonging our agreement.”
Two months? She'd been hoping for a permanent position. Still though, two months was better than nothing. Two months would give her time to organize something else, to look for another job.
“My ex-wife will be traveling over the vacation and I had hoped to take care of the children myself. However, my business means that I'll be in China was the next several weeks. Therefore you will be in sole charge.”
Every fiber in her body relaxed. She hadn't realized until that moment just how stressed she was. Two months. Not long, but long enough, she hoped, to figure out what she was doing and where she was going and just how she was going to pay all the bills that lay waiting in the dusty motel room.
“Here are the appropriate documents.” He slid a sheaf of papers across the desk to her. “Feel free to read through them and hand them to my assistant when you've signed them.”
Which was when Florence did the most uncharacteristic thing she'd probably ever done. She shook her head, reached into her pocket for a pen, and swiftly signed the contract. Seeing the salary written at the top of the papers had been more than enough.
Her heart-rate slowed. Done. She was saved. For now, anyway.
Then Colby Allan was holding out a hand for yet another firm shake and she was smiling politely.
Perhaps she could afford to treat herself to a black coffee on her way back to the motel. Her stomach growled. And possibly even a muffin.



Chapter Five
Hadley craned her neck to get a look at the house and was rewarded by a sweeping vista as the cab turned the corner of the drive.
Not bad, she thought to herself. In her head she could calculate the value of the place and it was more or less the same as her father's mountain house. A fact that made her feel a little odd.
Maeve had been quite clear about this. The children were to be kept at the mountain house all summer where they could profit from the fresh air and the freedom that the large grounds would give them.
Given her choice, Hadley would probably have settled for the city where she could at least sneak in a few coffee visits with friends, but she was willing to compromise. The look on her father's face when she told him that she had a job already had made it worth it.
Plus, they'd just driven through a cute little mountain town, a college town during the school year, and she was sure she could find some fun there during her time off.
Wait. Was there going to be time off? Surely there had to be. Maybe when the kids were asleep? She'd have to work on that one.
Finally, the cab was pulling up in front of the grand front door and Hadley was handing over what little cash she had left. This job had come at exactly the right time.
As she got out she could smell the freshness, the scent of pine and grass. Maybe this wasn't going to be so bad. Maybe she could work on her tan. Oooh, maybe she'd get a couple of flannel shirts and go for the woodsy lesbian look.
The cab driver was unloading her luggage and she was just trying to figure out whether red and black plaid was too cliché when her attention was caught by a figure coming out of the house.
Tall, slim, glasses. She clocked nice legs, small breasts, a swan-like neck with pale white skin. Dark hair was swept back into a tight bun, giving whoever this was a look of an old-fashioned school teacher. Add in a dark skirt and a white blouse and obviously this was a member of staff.
Now Hadley definitely felt awkward. She was used to dealing with staff, of course, but not as a member of staff herself. Her first reaction was to ask for her bags to be sent up, but obviously that wasn't going to happen.
She clamped her mouth shut and decided to see what happened before she said anything.
The woman came closer and Hadley could see that she had sharp blue eyes, high cheekbones, and her bottom lip was full. A bad habit, checking out all women, but she moved through relationships so fast that she couldn't help but evaluate her next prospects.
Not that this woman was a prospect.
No, she was... Whatever she was. A housekeeper maybe? No, too young.
“Florence Underwood,” the woman said, with a slight nod.
Which told her nothing. “Um, Hadley?” Hadley ventured. Surely the woman must be expecting her?
“Can I bring your bags inside, ma'am?”
Did that mean she recognized the name or not? Hadley had no idea. But she did know that she really didn't want to lug two suitcases inside by herself. “Sure,” she said breezily.
With a suitcase each the two women walked silently through the front door and Hadley immediately felt more at home. This was more like it. Surrounded by luxury, the smells of cooking coming from a far away kitchen. There was a housekeeper, she was sure of that, Maeve had definitely mentioned something.
And there, just as Maeve had promised, a note on the side table right by the door with Hadley inscribed across the front.
She grabbed the envelope, ripped it open and read the contents. Maeve was far more logical in writing than in person, something Hadley had learned over the last few days. The note instructed her to choose any bedroom on the third floor, and said that the children would be arriving later that afternoon.
All in order.
She looked up at the high ceilings, the chandelier hanging, the wood paneled walls and gave a nod. Yes. She could do this. It'd be just like looking after her cousins during family vacations. Easy peasy.
She looked around to see her suitcases standing in the hallway. The mysterious Florence Underwood had disappeared.
She shuddered and wondered whether the woman might be a ghost. Then she looked down at the two heavy suitcases and shuddered again. She might just have over-packed...
✽✽✽
 
Florence had presented herself at eight o'clock on the dot at the rear door of the house and had then had to wait a further two hours before there was any sign of life.
“Good Gods woman, what are you doing!” an older lady had screeched when she opened a kitchen window to find Florence lurking outside.
“Attempting to begin my employment,” Florence had said sharply.
And the woman had rolled her eyes and finally unlocked the kitchen door to let her inside. “Bess Mercier, housekeeper,” the older woman had sniffed. “And I suppose you're the new nanny. A cut above the last one, I'll give you that.”
“What's that supposed to mean?” Florence had asked, looking around the well-equipped kitchen.
“Nothing, dear, nothing at all. You'll make your own judgments. Know what you're supposed to be doing, do you?”
“Yes, Mr. Allan provided full instructions, thank you.”
“And expecting some lunch?”
Florence's mouth watered. “If you wouldn't mind.” It was her right, after all, to eat three meals a day whilst in the house. “I'll show myself to my room.”
Afterward, things had gone completely according to plan. She'd found her own room, neat and more than sufficient. She'd checked on the children's rooms and found them satisfyingly tidy, though she had confiscated tablets from both rooms. She was not a fan of screen time for young children. She'd had a delicious and nutritious lunch served by Mrs. Mercier.
And then a cab had drawn up at the door.
Unable to help herself, Florence hurried out, anxious to meet her new young charges, only to be faced with a curvaceous blonde woman climbing out of the taxi.
She stopped in her tracks. Mr. Allan hadn't mentioned anyone else in the house.
But from the look of this woman, she belonged here. Florence had been around enough branded luggage to know that the two suitcases were real leather and expensive.
And the woman herself, from her perfectly cut blonde curly hair to her manicured fingernails looked expensive too. She smiled and her green eyes lit up and Florence's stomach flipped over all of a sudden. She felt warmth running through her and involuntarily, she smiled back.
Then she remembered her place.
Whoever this woman was, perhaps an older daughter that didn't need nannying, or maybe a relative of some kind, it was not Florence's job to be friends with her. So she introduced herself and got only the name Hadley in reply, which told her precisely nothing.
“I'm sorry, who's Hadley?” she asked Mrs. Mercier as she went back into the kitchen after helping Hadley carry her suitcases inside.
“Hadley?” The older woman looked confused.
“Yes. She just arrived. I didn't know which room to take her luggage to.”
“Don't know any Hadley,” Mrs. Mercier said. She bustled around the kitchen. “Glad to see you letting strangers into the house.”
“I didn't know she was a stranger,” Florence said indignantly.
“Well, I suppose you'd better go find out who she is then, hadn't you?” said Mrs. Mercier. “And hope that she hasn't already stolen the family silver.”
The woman had looked rich enough to buy the family silver, Florence thought.
But there was definitely something odd going on. Her palms started to sweat. This wasn't the best start to her new job.
Then the doorbell rang.
She rushed off to get it, almost colliding with the blonde woman who was sprinting down the stairs and skidding on the tiled hall floor. Florence grabbed the front door handle and yanked it open, just as Hadley, whoever she was, came to a stop behind her.
“Those damn kids are tearing up the back of my car and I won't spend another second with them,” said the man at the door, his driver's cap skewed and one button of his jacket undone at the neck. “And this is the last damn time I'm driving them and I don't care if Mr. Allan does fire me for it, they're not getting in my car again.”
He turned to go then, realizing no one was following him, turned back.
“Come on then,” he said. “Which one of you's the new nanny?”
Florence finally found her tongue. “I am,” she said at exactly the same time as Hadley said exactly the same words.
“I am,” she said again louder.
“No,” Hadley said, turning green eyes on her. “I am.”
“Well, one of you had better get those kids out of my car or I'm taking the parking brake off and pushing it into the lake,” the driver said.
But Florence and Hadley were staring at each other, their mouths open, as it began to dawn on them that this job might not be what either of them had expected.



Chapter Six
Hadley stared into deep blue eyes and felt a shifting in her stomach that she couldn't quite recognize. And then there was a scream and a bang and suddenly, children were everywhere.
“What...” she started.
“Not in front of the children,” Florence hissed.
A boy appeared, stomping up to the door, his face a mask of sulkiness. He shouldered Hadley aside before she could say a thing, and then two more children were coming, one of them in tears, the other close to it.
Hadley bent down and opened her arms to the crying little girl, but her small brother clutched at her, not letting her go. Was she supposed to introduce herself as their nanny? A minute ago she wouldn't have thought twice, but now everything was upside down and the driver of the car was tearing off, leaving a boat-load of luggage in his wake, the older boy was yelling something, and Hadley's brain was about to explode.
She looked helplessly at the chaos around her, wondering what the hell to handle first, when a loud clap of the hands stopped everything in its tracks.
“Enough noise, please,” Florence barked. “All three of you over here. Introductions are both polite and necessary. Chip-chop, please, over here.”
All three children were stunned into silence and Hadley didn't blame them. She found herself shuffling into line beside them. There was something about Florence that brooked no argument at all.
“Name?” Florence said.
“Henry McLeod-Allan,” said the sulky boy.
“Pleased to meet you,” said Florence. “Name?”
“I'm Charlie and this is Emily,” offered the younger boy.
“We're twins,” added the girl, helpfully, her tears dried up.
“Pleased to meet you both. I'm Florence, I'm your new nanny.” She paused for a second, then added: “And this is Hadley.”
Hadley bit her tongue. Not in front of the children. Florence was right about one thing. Not that she was about to let this go. But she would keep grown-up things away from the kids.
“First things first,” Florence continued. “You will each pick up your own bags and take them to your rooms, please.”
“But—” Henry started.
“But nothing,” said Florence. “I'm your nanny, not your maid. And a strong young man like yourself should be more than capable of carrying his own suitcase. Perhaps even helping his younger sister.”
Henry's face turned red with anger and Hadley felt trouble brewing in the air.
“Off we go then,” Florence said, briskly. “What are we waiting for?”
And again, everybody did as they were told. Maybe it was shock, Hadley thought. If her suitcases had still been downstairs she'd probably have taken them up too. Florence was... quite something. Terrifying for sure, but definitely efficient.
In moments the chaos was gone. Henry was holding both his cases, Charlie had one of his, and even little Emily with her red curls was carrying a backpack.
Florence turned around and Hadley raised an eyebrow. “So?”
“This is no more than a simple misunderstanding,” said Florence. “Obviously, I'm the children's nanny. And I'm sure we can get this all sorted out with a few phone calls. However, for the moment, my attention needs to remain with the children, for obvious reasons. I suggest you and I discuss what your options are after lights out.”
“Hold on a second, why don't we discuss what your options are,” Hadley said, bristling. “I was hired here.”
“As was I,” Florence said. “And it's already extremely clear that you don't have what it takes to deal with these charges. You were lost as soon as they came in, overwhelmed.”
“I was not,” Hadley said. Except she had been. Which was fine, it was beginner's nerves, that's all, and she'd settle into things soon enough.
Florence cleared her throat and stared up at her and Hadley felt herself crumbling.
Jesus Christ. This woman was some kind of witch. She could control children with the tone of her voice. She could make grown women turn to jelly.
“We will discuss this later,” Florence said, raising her chin slightly.
For the briefest of seconds Hadley had a flash of an image. Florence, hair messed up, glasses askew, being pushed hard against a wall, breath coming fast, groaning with need, eyes clouded with lust.
“Later!” Florence growled.
Before Hadley had a chance to say anything more, Florence was following the children up to their rooms and she was left with nothing more than an aching dampness between her legs.
“Well, that was unexpected,” she murmured to herself, not sure whether she was referring to the x-rated fantasy or the fact that rather obviously both she and Florence had been hired to do the same job.
Standing in the entrance hall she couldn't quite decide what to do.
She wasn't a pushover. On the other hand, she wasn't one to fight either. Probably because she'd never really had to. Under other circumstances she'd definitely chalk this up to experience and let Florence take the job, there'd always be something else to do.
But she'd already told her father about this job. She'd already told him that she was committed to something.
Slowly, she wandered around the ground floor of the house, taking in the furnishings, orienting herself, calming herself, and trying to decide what she needed to do about this. She wanted this job, she needed it. And it might not be her decision anyway.
She wasn't the only person involved in this.
With a sigh, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and slid her fingerprint across the sensor. She knew that Maeve wasn't leaving the country until the next day. She also knew that going to her boss on the first day of the job with a problem and no solution probably wasn't the greatest idea. But she didn't see what choice she had.
“Darling, darling,” Maeve said when she picked up the phone. “Are my angels there already?”
Even in the short minute she'd spent with the kids, Hadley was fairly sure that 'angels' was not an appropriate word for them. “They're here,” she said, trying to sound upbeat. “But there's a bit of a problem.”
“Is everyone alright?”
“Oh, gosh, yes, all three are fine. It's something else.” As quickly as she could, Hadley explained the situation and for a long moment afterward there was only the crackling of the phone line.
“The bastard,” Maeve finally said.
“I'm sorry?” asked Hadley, confused.
“Colby,” hissed Maeve. “The children's father. He must have done this. Hired some other nanny.”
“I see,” Hadley said. “Um, so what exactly would you like me to do. I could... I could leave.” She didn't want to, but it seemed polite to offer.
“No! Absolutely not!” Maeve said, sounding extremely certain. “What's she like? Tell me. I'm sure she's cold and correct and obsessed with table manners.”
Hadley considered her answer. As far as she could see Maeve's guess wasn't a particularly bad one. “Um, she seems... strict?”
Maeve wailed. “You can't leave my angels to that anti-Mary Poppins!”
Hadley bit her lip. She glanced around the edge of the door and saw Florence straightening Charlie's shirt. Then she remembered the tears on Emily's face, her natural reaction had been to hug the child. But Florence? Her reaction had been to bark orders.
Maybe Maeve was on to something. Maybe these children needed her. Okay, she needed the job, she really needed it. She had quite literally no way of getting out of town without any cash at all. But the kids...
Henry's sulky face and stomping feet were clearly a sign that all was not well with him. Emily's tears and Charlie's sweet protective hand on his sister's arm were concerning. These kids needed love, Hadley could see that.
For the first time she considered the fact that Maeve was walking away from her kids. As much as she liked the woman, as much as they might have in common, she was a mother leaving her three kids alone for two months.
She shouldn't judge but it was kind of hard not to.
“Hadley, my dear, please, don't let this witch corrupt my children,” Maeve said. “You have to stay. You have to!”
Hadley blew out a long breath. Everything was saying that she should stay, so why was she suddenly so reluctant? She remembered Florence's sharp blue eyes and much against her better judgment she nodded to herself.
She needed the job. She needed to prove herself to her father. But perhaps more importantly, she had the idea that these kids needed her.
“Fine,” she said. “I'll stay.”
She had no idea how she was going to square this with Florence, or what Florence was going to say, but she did know that she'd committed and for once in her life she was determined to stay committed.
“Wonderful,” Maeve said. “Perfect. I'm so glad, my dear. Kiss everyone for me and I must run. Kiss kiss.”
Hadley ended the call and closed her eyes. What had she gotten herself involved in?



Chapter Seven
Florence stood over Emily as she attempted to fold a t-shirt. “Now fold the arms in and fold it in half,” she instructed.
“Like this,” said Charlie, attempting to take the shirt from his sister.
“No, Charles. We let Emily do things herself. She's a very capable girl,” said Florence.
Charlie stuck out his bottom lip and stepped back. His concern for his sister might be sweet, but Florence had a feeling that Emily depended a little too much on her brother. The child had to learn to do things for herself.
“Where's my fucking tablet?”
Florence stiffened a little at the word but turned slowly and showed no other reaction. “I'm sorry Henry, did you have a question?”
Henry stood in the doorway of the twins' room, face like thunder. “I said, where's my fucking tablet?”
“The use of foul language is indicative of a small vocabulary,” said Florence calmly.
“What?”
“She means don't say the f-word,” Charlie piped up.
Florence controlled a sigh. These kids weren't exactly paragons of virtue. Emily was immature for her age and apt to burst into tears as soon as she got frustrated. Charlie was far too mature for his age and too smart for his own good. And Henry... Henry was angry, she could see it bubbling inside him.
They presented a challenge, certainly, but one she could rise to. She suspected the divorce of their parents had been difficult and was the source of most of their problems. But she would snap them out of their funk with plenty of exercise and education to stimulate their minds.
“My. Fucking. Tablet.” Henry's eyes were burning.
“I am happy to answer your question as soon as you can ask it politely,” Florence said primly.
Henry's nostrils flared. “You're not the boss of me!”
“I think you'll find that I am, Henry. While your father is gone, I'm your nanny, and I'm firmly in charge.” Best to nip things in the bud right away.
“No, you're not,” said Henry. “What about that other woman? The blonde one? She says she's the nanny too. And she looks a lot more fun than you.”
“She tried to hug me,” Emily put in. “She looks nice.”
“But you're probably nice as well,” added Charlie, trying to be kind.
Florence's brain started to spin. She wasn't about to discuss Hadley with the children. She had yet to come up with a plan on that front, but she'd deal with it, just like she dealt with everything.
“Henry, would you like to ask politely about your tablet?”
Henry took a deep breath and then evidently decided to pick his battles for once. “Where is my tablet?” he asked. “Please,” he added, drawing the word out so that it was irritating rather than polite.
Florence also decided to pick her battles. “There are no screens in your rooms,” she said. “I have removed them. We will have little if any screen time this summer. We'll be far too busy doing other things.”
“Like what?” Charlie asked suspiciously.
“Learning, running, playing, gardening, hiking, swimming, reading, so many things,” Florence said. “What would you like to do?”
“I like running,” said Charlie.
“Me too,” Emily said stoutly. “But I also like animals and I want to go to the zoo.” She hesitated, then added: “Please.”
Florence gave her a smile of approval. “I don't see why not. What about you, Henry? What do you like to do?”
“Nothing.”
“Come on, there must be something. Do you like reading, perhaps? Or maybe you play sports? Basketball? Football?”
“No.”
But his eyes had lit up at the mention of basketball and Florence knew he liked to play. “Well, we'll be doing plenty of sports, don't you worry. Now if everyone is unpacked I suggest we work off all that energy we collected sitting in the car. I want each of you to run all the way around the outside of the house and then come to the kitchen for a snack.”
Charlie and Emily dashed for the door and got tangled in with their older brother before managing to crash through to the other side. Henry scowled and then took off after the twins and Florence let herself sigh out loud this time.
These kids needed help. And discipline, their father was right about that. But they weren't beyond being helped. A tight schedule, some healthy living, some lessons in manners and respect, she could have them tip-top by the end of the summer.
If she stayed that long.
She heard a yodeling-like sound and looked out of the window to see Hadley chasing after all three children who were screaming with delight. And she sighed again.
This needed dealing with. Whoever this woman was, and connecting the dots she assumed that Hadley had been sent by the children's mother, she had no business being here. As much as she was loathe to disturb Mr. Allan, she had little choice. These were his children, he deserved to know what was going on.
If necessary, she supposed she could get the police to escort Hadley off the premises.
FLORENCE MADE HER way down to the kitchen. Her call with Colby Allan had been brief and to the point. And he'd been extremely clear.
She was in no way to leave his children with his ex-wife's chosen nanny. In fact, he'd already been contacted by his ex, who sounded like a nightmare, and was well aware of the situation.
“I could have her escorted from the premises,” Florence had suggested.
He'd barked with laughter and she couldn't quite tell if he was laughing at her or with her. “Unfortunately, for once Maeve has done things properly. The girl has a contract just like you do. Without getting into legal battles I'm not sure you can get her to leave. Feel free to persuade her, of course, but don't involve the authorities.”
So gone were her fantasies of seeing Hadley surrounded by big, buff policemen. She sighed and pushed her way through the kitchen door.
“The children will have snacks in five minutes,” she said to Mrs. Mercier. “Fruit would be ideal if you could cut some up.”
The older woman turned and put her hands on her hips. “I've just had some cookies come out of the oven and they'll do for a snack.”
Florence shook her head. “No sugar after lunch,” she said. “Fruit really is the healthier choice.”
Mrs. Mercier's face turned puce. “Now this is my kitchen and I won't have you coming in and making demands. It's cookies or you can cut up your own damn fruit.”
Florence took a slight step back. Honestly. In the hierarchy of the house she certainly came above a cook, particularly when it came to the nutrition of the children. However, and here her more logical side stepped in, she was depending on this woman not to pour arsenic into her meals.
“Of course,” she said politely. “Just one per child though, please.”
Mrs. Mercier grumbled under her breath and started clattering plates onto the counter. Florence turned to the large kitchen window.
The children were still running, down to the tree-line and back again by the looks of things. Hadley's blonde head was just visible at the trees.
This was all going distinctly not to plan.
The children needed discipline, the house needed order, and Hadley needed to go.
Florence knew she could handle the first two things on the list, but what about the third? How could she persuade Hadley to leave? Particularly when she apparently had the right to be here.
Could they work together?
For a second she saw the sun hitting blonde curls, saw Hadley's green eyes dancing with merriment, saw the tie-dyed shirt cut too low to conceal the line of her cleavage. And her stomach got that funny feeling again. She felt sweaty, like she could use a shower.
She tore her eyes away from the window and looked at the kitchen table instead. A blue folder sat in the middle of the table, just as she'd been told it would. Sitting down, she pulled it toward her and opened it.
A stack of cash sat there, along with a credit card and a list of emergency numbers. She pulled the phone number list out and got up to stick it to the fridge with magnets. In a worst case scenario, she wouldn't want to go looking for an important number.
She was about to withdraw the cash and card when the kitchen door slammed open and the twins came running breathlessly inside.
“Juice,” gasped Charlie.
“Juice, please,” Emily corrected him.
Florence smothered a smile. She was having an effect on them already. “Of course,” she said.
Henry and Hadley burst through the door and she quickly closed the folder, concealing what was inside and leaving it innocently in the middle of the table.
“Juice for you too, Henry?” she asked.
He grunted in reply as she went to the fridge.
Hadley came up beside her, picking up a jug of juice when Florence opened the refrigerator door.
“You and I need to talk,” said Florence, keeping her voice even. There was no point in antagonizing the woman.
“Mmm,” Hadley said, starting to open the juice.
She was close enough that Florence could smell the salty sweat on her skin. Close enough that she could smell fruity shampoo and coconut body cream and suddenly Florence's cheeks were flushing and she pulled away, closing the refrigerator door rather more loudly than she'd intended.
“Don't slam doors,” Emily said from the kitchen table.
Florence nodded at her, but said nothing, not trusting herself to speak until Hadley was on the other side of the kitchen pouring out glasses of fresh orange juice.



Chapter Eight
Hadley gritted her teeth as she saw three little red heads all bent over their books. Okay, so the kids were outside, but still, who the hell made kids read during vacation time?
Florence was sitting quietly on a chair beside them, legs crossed at the ankles, a paperback book in her hand.
Who was this woman? Hadley couldn't decide if there was some kind of time travel thing going on and Florence was secretly from the eighteen-hundreds, or if this was just a role she was playing.
Maybe it was a role. Maybe after the kids were in bed, Florence would have a glass of wine, let her hair down, take those glasses off and drop an f-bomb. But Hadley seriously doubted it.
A flicker of movement caught her eye and she turned her head slightly to see that Henry had a smartphone hidden inside his book. She smirked. So Florence wasn't infallible after all, good to know.
She was attractive, which didn't exactly make things better. In fact, minus the Victorian persona, Florence was exactly the kind of woman that Hadley would make a play for. Not that she planned on doing anything, but the fact was there, needling at her every time she looked at the woman.
She sighed and dropped the curtain back into place. She'd told Maeve she'd stay, but she wasn't completely convinced. God knows what she'd have to say to Florence to stop her calling security in to escort her out.
Yet she really, really didn't want to lose this job. Okay, partly that was out of self-interest. She'd already told her father about this, she'd already committed and started and she had a point to prove.
But part of it was because of these kids. She'd only just met them and it was painfully obvious that they needed love, support, and a shoulder to cry on. Leaving them with Florence would mean none of those things. They'd get discipline and grounding and reading on a sunny afternoon.
Hadley tapped her fingers on the window-sill. The job was more over-whelming than she'd thought. She had to factor that in. Three kids, one with some pretty obvious behavior problems. This wasn't a matter of playing for a couple of hours and sending them back to their parents.
She groaned and threw herself back onto her small single bed. The thought of her little 'talk' with Florence later that evening was lurking over her and she felt like a kid waiting outside the principal's office.
And the afternoon wasn't even half over yet.
CANDLES FLICKERED ON the polished wood table and Hadley rolled her eyes as she walked into the dining room. Five places were set, so at least she was going to get dinner. But who the hell set a full formal table for three kids?
“In we go then,” Florence said, opening the door. “Show me hands please.”
Charlie and Emily each presented their hands and obviously passed inspection as they hurried to sit down. Henry gave a put-upon sigh and then flashed his hands quickly at Florence who nodded so that he slouched toward the table.
“I'd like to see your best table manners, please,” Florence said. “We'll be starting with soup, followed by chicken and vegetables. Should you clear your plates, there'll be fresh fruit for dessert.”
Emily groaned and even Charlie, who Hadley had pegged as a bit of a teacher's pet, rolled his eyes.
“That sounds gross,” Henry mumbled.
“Speak up at the table, dear,” said Florence, taking her seat and unfolding a napkin, but Henry saw the sense in keeping his mouth shut.
She didn't exactly have the air of someone who could be reasoned with, Hadley thought, keeping her mouth shut as an older woman served soup. She had the air of someone used to getting her own way. Someone well-qualified and efficient and a whole long list of things that Hadley definitely wasn't.
As she took a spoon of soup, Hadley wondered what she had to bargain with, what leg she had to stand on here.
“The spoon travels through the bowl away from you, and then up to your mouth,” Florence instructed. “Your mouth doesn't travel to the spoon please, Charlie.”
Hadley perked up, expecting trouble. But it seemed like all three kids were hungry enough that they couldn't be bothered to start anything.
Chicken was served, complete with vegetables, and Hadley silently wished for ketchup. Or wine. Or something that wasn't healthy. She was just cutting into an over-long green bean when she felt something hit her head.
She looked up, but all three children were busily eating.
Weird.
She picked up her knife again, and then another small object hit her. This time it bounced off her forehead and she saw it was a pea.
The pea rolled silently across the table.
She looked up and saw the twins exchanging glances, Emily red with the effort of not laughing. Henry smiled at her, far too innocently for her tastes.
She looked down and then quickly up again, just in time to catch Henry pulling a straw out of the sleeve of his sweatshirt.
“Henry McLeod-Allan, put that away right this minute!” Florence barked.
Hadley was shocked, she hadn't thought Florence had even noticed. “It's fine,” she started. “It's only a kid's game.”
“No,” said Florence. “It's proof of appalling table manners. Henry, apologize.”
“No.”
Hadley looked at the older boy. He looked truculent, his lower lip out, his eyebrows lowered. “It's fine, Henry,” she said in a calming voice.
“Henry, do you intend to apologize for disrupting dinner?” Florence asked.
He snorted. “Nah.”
“In that case, it would be best if you took yourself to bed now.”
For a moment Henry's mouth hung open. “What?” he said eventually.
“You heard me,” Florence said calmly.
“But I'm not even finished. I'm hungry.”
“You should have thought of that before you started being disruptive,” said Florence.
“But—”
“No talking back, please. Leave us now.”
Hadley started to say something. Okay, the kid was being naughty, but it wasn't much more than mischievousness in her opinion. But Henry was already shoving his chair back so hard that it fell over.
“Fine. I don't care. I don't want to eat dinner with your stupid face anyway. I hate you. You're a bitch.”
He ran from the room, slamming the door behind him. Florence gently wiped her mouth with her napkin before she stood up. “Please excuse me,” she said, and followed Henry, leaving Hadley with the twins.
“He's mad because he doesn't have his fucking tablet,” Charlie supplied, helpfully.
“Oh,” Hadley said, then remembered who she was and where she was. “We probably shouldn't say fucking though. It's more of a grown up word.”
“Oh,” Charlie said, thoughtfully. “Okay then.”
“What does 'bitch' mean?” Emily asked, mouth full of chicken.
“It's another grown up word,” Hadley supplied. “Why don't you guys finish up here and then we'll blow out these candles and go to the kitchen to see if we can track down some ice cream?”
“Florence said we were supposed to have fresh fruit,” Charlie said doubtfully.
“Mmm, but she didn't say that we couldn't have ice cream with it, did she?”
Charlie's face cleared and he hastily started eating his vegetables.
Maybe she was in over her head. Henry was a handful, and Florence at least seemed to deal with him calmly. Hadley wasn't exactly sure what she would have done if Florence hadn't stepped in to deal with his little outburst.
Probably just sat at the table and been pelted with peas for the rest of the meal.
Which even she had to admit probably wasn't the greatest in childcare strategies.
When the twins were done, the three of them trooped off to the kitchen where the older lady, who cheerfully introduced herself as Mrs. Mercier, was more than happy to supply ice cream to go with their fruit.
Neither Florence nor Henry had reappeared.
“Shall we get ready for bed?” Hadley asked, as the twins scraped their bowls clean.
“Okay,” Emily shrugged.
As they went up the stairs, Charlie snuck his hand into Hadley's and her heart almost broke at the fragility and warmth of it.
“You know,” he said. “I think that bitch is probably a bad word and Henry doesn't like Florence. She's a bit like a teacher, isn't she?”
Hadley knew better than to respond to this, so she said nothing. Undermining Florence definitely seemed like a fast way to get kicked out of the house.
“But you're not so bad,” Charlie continued. “You seem quite nice actually.”
“Yes,” said Emily, coming to take her hand on the other side. “You're very nice. Even nicer than mommy sometimes.”
And Hadley sighed because she knew that there was no way in hell she could leave these kids. They needed love and hugs and care. However overwhelmed she might feel with their older brother, whatever Florence might have to say on the matter, she had to stick around.
Charlie and Emily led her up to their bedroom and she oversaw teeth brushing and face washing and bedtime stories and hugs goodnight.
Until she could put it off no longer.
It was time to talk to Florence.



Chapter Nine
Florence sat on a chair on the deck in the warm evening air wishing she could relax.
Henry had steadfastly refused to apologize and finally she'd left him alone to think. Perhaps in the morning he'd be more amenable. As much as discipline was important, there was also a time to let children mull over what had happened and let them draw their own conclusions.
Henry, it was clear, was going to need a firm hand.
As, she suspected, was Hadley. Which was why she couldn't yet relax. She pushed her glasses up her nose.
“Are you out there in the dark?” Hadley asked from inside.
“Yes,” Florence said.
“Want some wine?”
God, yes. She wasn't one to rely on alcohol, but after the day she'd had today she could murder a glass of wine. However, she was technically still on duty and besides, drinking wasn't the kind of impression she wanted to make.
“No, thank you.”
Hadley grunted and came out onto the deck holding a wine glass. She collapsed into a chair, stretching her legs out. “So.”
“So,” Florence said.
She hadn't exactly decided how to handle the situation. Better all around if she jumped in with both feet, probably.
“If you wish to leave, I'm perfectly happy to stay,” she said.
Hadley laughed. “Mmm, I thought you might be. I assume you figured out what's happened here?”
Florence shrugged. “Divorced parents who don't communicate, it's not unusual.”
“Divorced parents who both happen to be too busy to spend the summer with their children,” Hadley said. “Is that usual?”
Florence didn't answer. The situation was more usual than Hadley probably realized. There were sadly plenty of parents that didn't enjoy spending time with their children. “I'm under contract to be here,” she said. “I have no intention of leaving, and Mr. Allan has made it perfectly clear that should I leave I will be in breach of contract.”
“Ah,” Hadley said. She crossed her long legs and Florence was forced to wonder just how indecent a pair of shorts could get. Hadley's legs were tanned already, though summer had only just started. “I'm also under contract to be here. And Ms. McLeod has made it pretty clear that she wants me to stay.”
“We're at an impasse then,” Florence said.
Hadley sighed. “Do you have to talk like you're in a book from the nineteen twenties? You can talk like a normal person, the kids are asleep. We're in a shitty situation here, Flo, and I'm not sure what the sensible thing is for us to do.”
“Florence, not Flo. And I choose not to use bad language.”
Hadley rolled her eyes and even in the dim light Florence saw her do it. Her chin was sharp, her nose a little up-tilted, it occurred to Florence that Hadley was an attractive woman. The kind of girl that always had friends at school, the kind that didn't worry about her perfect skin or her perfect hair or anything else.
The kind of girl that she'd always hated because she was ashamed of the jealousy she felt.
“I'm very obviously far more qualified than you to do this job,” she said.
Hadley shrugged. “Maybe on paper, but you don't seem to be great at reading a room.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“I mean that these kids obviously need some love and understanding. But you're intent on making them into little princes and princesses with good table manners. They're obviously suffering here and I'm not sure that all your qualifications actually qualify you to be a loving caretaker.”
“There are more important things in life than being liked or even loved,” Florence said.
Hadley shook her head and drank from her wine glass. “That's sad.”
“Listen, we can argue all you like about what children need, but the issue at hand is more important.” For a second there the conversation had seemed like it was going to veer into more personal territory than Florence really wanted.
“I agree,” Hadley said, sitting up and putting her wine on the wide arm of the chair. “There's really only one thing that can happen here. We both stay. We split the job.”
Florence narrowed her eyes. The idea had occurred to her, of course. But could she really work with this woman?
Then she remembered the length of time she'd spent with Henry. Time during which the twins would have been alone had Hadley not been there. Perhaps there was enough work for two.
“Keep talking,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
In the end, it all came down to the fact that neither she nor Florence were to blame for this mix up. “We were both hired by a parent, and both of us are required by that parent to stay here,” she said. “We don't have much choice really.”
“A good point,” Florence conceded.
“And we're both getting paid,” Hadley added.
“Another good point. But how is this going to work? I'm sure that you'll agree that we have rather different ideas on child-rearing and care.”
Hadley blew out a breath. “I suggest we divide each day into two. We each take half the day. I don't interfere with what you're doing and you don't interfere with what I'm doing.”
Florence was quiet for a moment. Hadley could see moonlight glinting off her glasses. “What about times when we're outside of the house. Field trips, for instance?”
“Well, if we both have to be there then I guess we take it in turns being the boss. You be the boss for our first trip, and I'll follow your lead. But the next trip, we switch roles.” The plan was starting to come together, and she figured she'd let Florence be boss first to sweeten the deal.
Florence sucked air through her teeth in thought.
“We don't have much choice,” Hadley said. “We need to make this work. We're both adults, we should be able to deal with this. And I get that we have different approaches, but that doesn't mean that we can't both agree that these children need help.”
“Mmm.” Florence nodded  slowly. “Okay, yes, I see that.”
“And it'll mean that we both get some time off, which seems like it'll be necessary. Or that there'll be someone to pick up the slack when Henry throws a fit like he did tonight,” Hadley pressed on.
“Yes,” Florence said. She turned her head, looking up at the stars, Hadley thought. And her profile was outlined against the sky, even and pleasing and Hadley found that she was prettier than she'd thought. “Why is this job important to you?” Florence asked, suddenly turning back.
Hadley blew out a breath. “I need it,” she said, finally.
“Why?” Florence asked. “You're obviously rich, I've been around enough wealth to see that.”
“I just need it,” Hadley said. “You'll have to trust me on that one. Besides, I want it. I want to be here, I like these kids. What about you? Why is it so important to you? If you're so well-trained then you could just walk into another job, right?”
“You'd be surprised,” Florence said so softly that Hadley almost didn't hear her. “This is my life,” she continued, more loudly. “It's what I do and what I love doing. I might not be as touchy-feely as you think I should be, but I honestly care about all my children. Everything I do is to make them better people, more successful, happier in life.”
“Then we agree on the end goal here, at least,” Hadley said. Maybe she'd been too quick to judge. Florence sounded genuine. “Let's do this. It might even be fun.”
There were a few seconds of quiet where Hadley could hear the wind in the trees, the world still for a moment. Then Florence was leaning forward and holding out her hand.
Instinctively, Hadley took it.
And the world crashed over her head. Her pulse sky-rocketed, her skin trembled, her mouth went dry.
She shook Florence's hand as fast as she could, pulling away as quickly as politely possible. She'd never had a reaction like that to a person before.
“We're agreed then,” Florence said. “We'll do this together.”
Was she imagining it or did Florence's voice sound as shaky as she felt?
Hadley swallowed. “Agreed,” she said.
But suddenly the idea of working so closely with Florence seemed an awful lot more appealing and dangerous than it had before. Hadley drained the rest of her wine and closed her eyes. Christ, why did she feel like she was playing with fire?



Chapter Ten
Hadley made her uncomfortable. It really was that simple. And Florence knew exactly why.
With her perfect legs and perfect skin and perfect clothes and perfect hair, Hadley was everything that Florence had never been. She was everything that Florence had always been jealous of, and, frankly, intimidated by.
“Take the next left,” Hadley said.
Florence gritted her teeth. “I know.” They'd literally just passed a sign to the zoo.
“What about you, Emily,” Hadley said, turning to the back seat. “An animal beginning with D?”
Florence frowned at the road, concentrating on her driving while Hadley played with the kids.
If Hadley made her so uncomfortable, then why the hell had she agreed to all this in the first place? For God's sake, it wasn't as though the woman needed the job. Her hair products probably cost about as much as Florence's student debt.
Maybe because she couldn't see another way out of this. Maybe because she needed this job and because three kids were a handful. Maybe just a moment of weakness.
Then she remembered that handshake and her stomach trembled again and she wished that she could close her eyes except she was driving with kids in the backseat.
Because there was something odd about Hadley. Something strange and weird and off, but not necessarily bad. Something that affected Florence in some way, though she didn't exactly know how.
The touch of her hand and suddenly Florence felt warm and breathless and not-quite-right.
Just the memory of it made her very aware of just how close Hadley was sitting to her. Just across the divide, a few inches at most. Close enough that Florence could smell all those expensive hair products.
“Remember the deal,” she hissed, trying to put all other thoughts out of her mind.
“You're the boss,” Hadley said. “I know. That's cool. I'll take the lead for our next trip. Oh, look, that's a giraffe!”
Pretty soon the twins and Hadley were craning their necks to see out of the window and Florence was pulling the SUV into the zoo parking lot. She glanced into the rear-view mirror to see Henry, headphones firmly plugged in, arms folded, face blank, sitting in the far back seat.
With a sigh, she drew into a space and stopped the engine.
Hadley bounced out of the car. Short denim shorts, a t-shirt that casually slipped over one shoulder showing perfectly tanned skin, expensive leather sandals. Florence had to grit her teeth again. She looked down at her own sensible jeans and button up shirt.
Professional, she reminded herself. She looked professional.
“Everybody out,” she called, as she jumped down from the car and grabbed the folder that she'd kept on the dash, pushing her glasses up her nose with her free hand.
“Right, in a line up right here, please.” She gestured to the side of the car and the twins hurried to stand in line. Henry slithered out of the back seat and stood where he was, arms still crossed. Florence pulled out her phone and snapped a quick picture of the three of them.
“What are you doing?” Hadley asked.
“Safety protocol, just in case anyone gets lost. It's procedure to have a current photo in the clothes they're wearing right now,” said Florence before turning back to the kids. “Right, if we get separated simply find a zoo employee and have them take you to the front gate where I will be waiting for you, clear?”
The twins nodded, Henry grunted. Florence pulled out a sheaf of papers and handed a stack to each child.
“Here you'll find your assignments for the zoo.” She handed each of them a pencil. “I'd like these completely filled in before we leave.”
There was a groan of disappointment and for a second she was sure that Hadley had joined in.
“And of course there'll be ice cream for when we're finished,” she added.
The twins cheered and before anyone could change their mind or their attitude she led everyone off to the front gates.
“Seriously, an assignment, for the zoo?” Hadley said as the kids went on ahead.
“Every opportunity is a chance to further educate a child,” said Florence, primly. “Would you just have them run around like heathens?”
“Um, well, yeah,” said Hadley looking around at the other excited children in the parking lot. “Pretty much. The zoo's supposed to be fun.”
“They'll have fun,” said Florence. “But they'll learn as well. It's what I'm getting paid for.”
“I—” began Hadley.
“No, we do this trip my way. That's the arrangement,” Florence said.
“Right,” said Hadley, biting her lip. A blonde curl slid over one eye and she blew it back with lips that were a little too red for Florence's tastes. “Right.”
IT TOOK A solid three hours for everything to slide out of control.
“This is stupid,” Henry said, screwing up a sheet of paper and throwing it to the ground.
“Pick that up, please,” Florence said.
“No, this is dumb and you're dumb and I don't want to be at the dumb zoo.” He pulled the hood of his hoodie up and glowered at her.
“Henry, please pick up your litter.”
“It's bad for the animals,” Emily said. “But the assignment is kind of... dumb.” She said the word like she thought it might be a cuss-word and blushed faintly after.
“Emily, there's no need to encourage Henry. Please finish your worksheets.”
“But—”
“Don't interrupt,” Florence said briskly. “Henry, if you don't pick up your litter then you'll be going to wait in the car for the rest of us.”
“Don't care,” Henry said.
Florence almost smiled. This wasn't getting to her. She'd handled far worse than this. She glanced quickly around, wishing that Hadley was here to witness just how such a melt-down should be handled. But she couldn't see her.
“Very well,” said Florence. “Come along then, I'll escort you out.”
“But—” Emily interrupted again.
“Emily, mind your manners,” said Florence, turning to the child.
Emily was dancing back and forth in a way that was all too familiar. Florence almost rolled her eyes.
“Do you need the bathroom?”
Emily nodded.
“Well, let's find Hadley to take you,” said Florence looking around again and not seeing the blonde. Honestly, what was the point in even bringing her along when she upped and disappeared?
“But,” started Emily again and she stopped.
“But what?” Florence snapped.
“But that's why I'm here,” Emily finally said, the words tumbling out of her mouth. “Hadley said to come and find you because Charlie ate too much ice cream and he went green and then sick came out of his nose and Hadley said I had to get you because she's with Charlie and I have to go to the bathroom and please, I really need to go.”
Florence looked up and saw that Henry had disappeared. Her stomach dropped but she sprang into action.
“Where's Hadley?”
Emily pointed.
Florence picked Emily up, hurrying over to Hadley who was wiping Charlie's face next to a conveniently placed trash can. “Take them both to the toilets,” she said. “I'm going after Henry.”
And then she was gone.
“THAT WASN'T SO bad,” Hadley said, stretching out her legs and taking a sip of wine.
“Not so bad?” Florence said. “One child threw up, one child nearly wet herself, one child ran away.”
“Yes, but we got them all back safely,” said Hadley. “And now they're tired out and fast asleep. So it wasn't that bad.”
“How many ice creams did Charlie have?”
“Two,” said Hadley. She cleared her throat. “But, um, you did say they could have ice cream.”
“I did,” said Florence. “Ice cream that I'd already bought them whilst you were off having lunch. So in actuality he had three ice creams, because you didn't bother to communicate.”
“Hey, that's unfair,” said Hadley, sitting up.
“No, it's perfectly fair,” Florence said, aware that her anger was starting to get the better of her. “You don't seem to realize that children need limits, they need rules and discipline. It makes them feel safe and gives their lives structure.”
“Oh, come on,” said Hadley. “You don't seem to realize that kids need fun. I mean, honestly, who the hell gives hand-outs to be completed at the zoo? They're little kids on school vacation.”
“Which is probably why we shouldn't be sharing the job. Obviously we have irreconcilable differences here, this isn't going to work.”
Hadley sighed. “It's been one day.”
“One day too many.”
A day that had been chaotic and that Florence hoped never to have to repeat. In all her experience she couldn't remember a day that had been so... messy.
“We're just working out the kinks,” Hadley said with an infuriatingly big smile.
Florence practically growled. “I'm going to bed.”
“Give it some time,” said Hadley as she turned to leave.
Florence turned back and Hadley was all stretched out in the pale moonlight and her heart skipped and she thought she was angry. So she said nothing and melted back into the living room before going up to bed.
What would it take to get Hadley to leave? Agreeing to this had been a mistake.



Chapter Eleven
Taking a nap was easier said than done when three children were shrieking outside her window. Hadley groaned and pulled the pillow over her head. Whatever Florence was doing with the kids, it certainly wasn't quiet.
Surrendering to the inevitable, Hadley got up and looked out of the window. The children were out in the garden, splaying themselves into strange shapes that Florence was modeling. If she didn't know better, she'd say that Florence was teaching them Tai Chi. AKA: martial arts for grandmas. She rolled her eyes.
She couldn't quite get a grip on Florence. There was something so other-worldly about her. At times, Hadley pitied her, at other times she was irritated as all hell with her. But she was damned if she had a clue what made Florence tick.
She did note to herself that whatever her staid uniforms might hide, Florence had a very rounded and very grab-able backside in the yoga pants she was wearing for the kids' exercise time.
A thought that she put out of her mind as promptly as it had appeared. She yawned. The kids had been up early and she'd spent the morning with them, which meant she was officially at a loose end for the afternoon.
Since a nap was out of the question, maybe she'd go track down some coffee instead.
She was just coming out of her room when the phone rang. She saw Brent's name on the display and was already grinning as she answered the call.
“Hey there, stranger.”
“Stranger yourself,” he responded. “Where the hell are you? No one's seen you for days!”
“I'm off in the country, working my new job,” she said with a hint of pride. Brent was a solid friend, she'd known him for years, and nobody would be more surprised than him that she'd finally committed to something real.
“Yeah, right.”
“No, I'm for real.”
There was a stunned silence. “Um, yeah, okay, whatevs. So, you're going to have to quit.”
She was half-way down the stairs, just before the twist that would take her down the final flight to the kitchen. “Huh? What?”
“Burning Man, baby. I got tickets and I got a bus and guess who's going?”
She stopped dead in the middle of the stairs. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
Her heart was pounding. Burning Man. The festival had been a dream for like... forever. She'd just never had the opportunity to go before and now here it was, all served up on a plate and ready to eat and she could almost taste it.
“Quit my job,” she said.
“Yeah, no biggie, right? You'll get another one.”
“Quit my job and go to Burning Man?” Just as she said the words, trying to make them real, Florence came hurrying up the stairs, almost bumping into her.
“That's right,” Brent was saying. “I've got it all figured out...”
Florence had obviously heard because her blue eyes were sparkling looking up at her and Hadley couldn't guess what exactly she was thinking. Was she pleased to finally be getting the job that she thought should be all hers? Disappointed that she was going to be alone with the kids?
And things snapped into place.
“Yeah, I'm not sure, Brent.”
“For real, Had? Come on.”
Florence was raising an eyebrow and Hadley took a deep breath and closed her eyes before saying: “No, sorry, but it's a no this time. Hope you have an awesome time, truly, I do.”
She hung up before she could change her mind.
“Huh. Didn't think you were a quitter,” Florence said, eyebrow still raised.
“Shouldn't you be with the kids?”
“I'm just changing while they get a snack.”
There was a small hesitation and then Hadley was moving to one side and Florence was brushing past her and Hadley could feel her breath, could smell her all clean soap and shampoo, was suddenly aching to reach out and touch her.
She clenched her hands into fists to stop herself doing anything she might regret.
Jesus, if she touched Florence the woman might just push her down the stairs.
“I'm heading out,” she said.
Florence looked back and shrugged. “Your business, it's your afternoon off.”
It took a second before Hadley's heart-rate returned to normal and she could go down to the kitchen to bid the kids goodbye.
IT WAS A sweet little town. A main street that looked like it was from the nineteen-fifties and a slow pace that Hadley thought was probably a product of the first real heat of the summer.
She was glad for the cool air-con as she pushed into the first coffee shop that she found, craving caffeine. A woman looked up from the counter, smiling and pushing back a lock of dark hair.
“What can I get you?”
“Anything that has enough caffeine to wake a sloth,” Hadley said, grinning right back.
“Ah, tough day, I see.”
“Three kids and a six a.m. wake up call.”
The woman frowned and grabbed a mug from the shelf behind her. “You really don't look old enough to have three kids.”
Hadley laughed. “They're not mine. I'm a nanny for the summer.”
The woman started the coffee machine and glanced around the empty store. “In that case, I think you might be missing something,” she said.
Hadley laughed again. “Yeah, it's a job share. This is my afternoon off, the other nanny has the kids.”
“Jeez, it's alright for some,” said the woman, frothing milk.
“Tell me about it. I'm not entirely sure why people have kids if they don't like spending time with them, but what do I know.” Hadley glanced around, noting the rainbow sticker on the cash register and then looking more closely at the woman.
Her hair was shoulder length and dark, there was a smattering of freckles over her nose and her lips were uneven in a cute kind of way. Automatically, Hadley moved into smooth mode, leaning up on the counter.
“And here I am boring you about my life and I don't even know your name.”
The woman laughed this time. “Eleanor, and I'm the boss around these parts, and I've gotta say, I'm not sure my wife would approve of how smooth you're being right now.”
Hadley straightened up and pulled a face. It really had been force of habit. “Sorry,” she cringed. “My bad.”
“Not at all,” said Eleanor, pushing over a fresh mug of coffee. “You didn't know I was married, I don't wear a ring, and it was quite flattering. Besides, you've had a tough enough day already.”
Hadley thought back to her phone call.
If Florence hadn't walked up the stairs when she did, she was pretty sure that she'd have quit and gone with Brent. Followed her dream, just like she'd always done.
But there was something about Florence. Something irritating and annoying and prissy. Something that made Hadley want to scream, but also something that made her not want to disappoint her, not want to look bad in her eyes.
“Yeah, it's been a weird day,” she said.
“Well, if you fancy a change of pace, you can always quit and come work here,” said Eleanor. “I'm looking for someone for the summer.”
“Depends,” grinned Hadley. “Would you be able to resist my incredible smoothness for an entire summer?”
“Hmm.” Eleanor twisted her mouth in thought. “Yeah, maybe not. Besides, I'm pretty sure those kids need you.”
She thought about patting Charlie's back and wiping his face as he regurgitated three ice creams. She thought about holding Emily's hand. She thought about the pain that was so evident on Henry's face when he thought no one was looking.
And she knew that she'd made the right decision to stay, whatever Florence might think.
By Florence's standards the day at the zoo might not have been up to scratch. But the kids had come home happy and slept well, and wasn't that what was important in the end?
“Yeah, I think they do,” she said to Eleanor. “How much do I owe you for the coffee?”
“That depends,” Eleanor said. “Will you be gracing this fair establishment with your presence on a regular basis?”
Hadley held up one finger and blew on her coffee before taking a sip. She swilled it around her mouth, inhaled the scent from the cup, for all the world like her father when he was tasting a new wine. Then she swallowed.
“Yes, my lady, I believe I will. Your coffee is of the highest caliber.”
Eleanor grinned. “In that case, the first cup in on the house.”
“Thank you,” Hadley said. “It'll be nice to have a retreat somewhere. Now tell me, have you been in town long?”
As they started to chat, Hadley remembered how nice it was to have a friend, someone to really talk to. She wondered why she couldn't talk to Florence like this. But Florence would never open up, she wouldn't even take a glass of wine in the evenings.
Staying with the kids was for the best. But staying with Florence? She couldn't think of anyone in the world that she was less like, that she had less in common with.
Which made her physical reactions to the woman even weirder. Okay, she was definitely attractive. But honestly, Hadley really would have thought that Florence's personality would have persuaded her hormones to behave themselves by now.
She smiled at something Eleanor said and thought that it would probably be safer to stay as far out of Florence's way as she could.



Chapter Twelve
Florence slid the twenty dollar bill out of the blue folder, then closed the folder and put it back on the kitchen table. She straightened it so it was sitting square in the middle and then handed the money to Mrs. Mercier.
“I really appreciate this,” she said. “I know it's not your job to run errands for the children.”
“Ach, it's no problem,” the housekeeper said. “It's my afternoon off anyway. I'll bring the colored pencils with me tomorrow morning. But be warned, the five of you are on your own for dinner tonight.”
“Not a problem,” Florence smiled. She was really trying to stay on Mrs. Mercier's good side. What, with having to deal with Hadley's hippy ideas of child-rearing, she had enough to do without fighting the woman who fed her and kept the house clean.
“Alrighty then, I'll see you tomorrow.”
She left and with her went the last of Florence's responsibilities for the day.
She'd spent the morning with the children, spotting wild flowers and having them carefully draw the blooms in notebooks so that they could identify them later. It had taken all of ten minutes before Henry started tossing Emily's pencils into the lake.
She sighed and started up the stairs. She needed to plan for her afternoon session with the children the next day. And she really needed to give some thought to Henry.
The boy needed help, he needed structure and discipline. It would take time, she knew that, and he'd adjust to the new schedule. Just at the moment he was testing boundaries, it was perfectly normal though irritating.
Perhaps, she thought, she should focus on something that would make him happy tomorrow. A little taste of what life could be like if he behaved a little better.
Just as she was getting to the top of the stairs, Hadley came barreling in the other direction.
“Oops, sorry,” she said, breathlessly. “Racing the kids down to the garden.”
She was dressed in a robe that gaped slightly at the top and Florence forced herself not to look. “Have a nice afternoon,” she said politely.
Hadley paused. “Um, we're going swimming in the lake. It's boiling this afternoon.” Big green eyes were looking up at her. “Don't you want to come?”
For an instant, the idea of slipping into cool water, washing the salty sweat from her skin, was the most enticing thing that Florence could think of. Then she thought about Hadley, dressed only in a swimsuit, slipping into the water beside her. And the idea became either far more or far less enticing, she wasn't sure which.
“No,” she said, sharply. “Thank you.”
Hadley shrugged. “Please yourself.”
She ran off down the stairs and Florence watched her go, aware that the bathing suit she'd just imagined was lurking underneath the robe.
Why hadn't she pushed Hadley to leave? The phone call she'd overheard yesterday had clearly been about something that Hadley wanted to do, that had been obvious from her face. But Hadley had turned it down and Florence hadn't pressed her advantage, hadn't tried to talk her into going to do whatever it was.
She had no idea why.
From her room came the sound of chirping and Florence hurried her step, moving to answer her mobile before it stopped ringing.
“Hello,” she said, catching the call just before it switched to voicemail.
“Is this Florence Underwood?”
“Speaking.” She'd answered too quickly, she realized now, her hand starting to shake. She hadn't wondered who'd be calling her at this time of day. She'd normally be much more careful than this.
“Ms. Underwood, this is ARK Financing Corp, I'm calling about outstanding payments—”
“I'm sorry, who are you looking for?” Florence interrupted.
There had been calls before, of course. But usually they went to voicemail. Usually she was working all day, her phone safely stowed away, and so she didn't have to speak to the people personally. She didn't need to think on her feet.
“Florence Underwood,” the woman said patiently.
Should she lie? What should she do? “I, uh, I'm afraid...” Jesus. Decide, woman. What was she going to do? “I don't have time to talk to you right now,” she said, so quickly that the words almost tripped coming out of her mouth.
She ended the call, pressing the red icon and putting the phone on the table.
It immediately started to ring again. She waited, heart stopped and holding her breath until the call stopped and then she switched the phone off.
Black and blank-screened it looked up at her from her desk.
Slowly, her heart started to beat again.
If she tried very hard she could not think about her finances. When she did think about them she felt immensely guilty even though she counseled herself not to. After all, she hadn't done anything truly wrong.
She hadn't spent on credit cards, hadn't lavished herself with clothes or cars or anything else. All she'd done was choose the best place to learn her craft. A place which happened to be expensive. More expensive than she could afford.
In the end, her only crime was wanting to be the best at what she did.
And she was making payments. Whenever she got paid, a huge chunk went toward her debt. But it was never quite enough, never enough to let her catch up, let alone overtake the runaway train that this had all become.
Outside the children cried out with delight and she could hear Hadley shouting after them to be careful. The phone lay silently on her desk.
Florence turned away, busying herself with planning for the next day. Anything so that she didn't need to think about what a mess her life had turned into.
HADLEY SNAPPED THE elastic on the blue folder closed, a couple of bills screwed up in her hand. “I ordered regular cheese, one pepperoni, and a veggie pizza too,” she said. “I figured that covered all eventualities.”
“Mmm,” Florence said. Pizza wasn't what she'd have chosen, but this was Hadley's time with the kids, not hers, so as per their arrangement she had no right to complain. “I'll set the table.”
Hadley snorted, then stopped. “Wait, you were serious?”
Florence was already pulling place mats out of a drawer. “Obviously.”
“Nope, sorry.”
Florence turned around. “What do you mean, nope, sorry?”
“It's pizza, Florence, give me a break. We're going to go eat it on the deck and we're going to tell ghost stories at the same time.”
“Good luck getting the twins to sleep after that,” said Florence.
“It's summertime. And I'm not an idiot. I'm not going to tell them about hook-handed hitch-hiker killers or anything,” Hadley said. “Have a little more faith, would you?”
“You don't exactly instill me with confidence.”
Hadley sighed. “Fine. I guess you won't be joining us then. Feel free to help yourself to pizza and then go eat at the dining table if that's what you prefer.”
But Florence was already getting a knife and fork from the silverware drawer.
“Oh. My. God,” Hadley said. “Silverware. For pizza. Are you for real?”
But Florence ignored her.
The doorbell rang and Hadley hurried off to answer it and Florence picked up her silverware and a place mat. Pizza was no excuse for bad manners, not in her book. She was going to have to do something about this.
The children needed consistency. Which meant keeping the same routines, doing the same thing every evening. She needed to talk to Hadley about keeping meals at the dinner table.
Her eye caught something out of sync. She put the silverware and place mat down, then straightened up the blue folder that Hadley had so casually tossed back onto the kitchen table. Nice and neat. Then she took herself off to the dining room.
RELUCTANTLY, FLORENCE HAD to admit that the pizza had been delicious. It had been a long time since she'd eaten junk food, and all the high cuisine in the world couldn't make up for some salt and grease every now and again.
Hadley was handling bed time with the kids, and Florence silently wished her luck, knowing that the little ones were more easily frightened than Hadley thought. But it wasn't her problem, she reminded herself as she carefully chose a book from a shelf in the library.
This was her evening off.
She took the book out onto the deck, letting the slight cool breeze of evening brush against her skin, and she started to read.
The light was getting dim by the time Hadley appeared at the French windows. “Hey, do you have the money?”
Florence blinked, coming back to the real world. “What?”
Hadley came out onto the deck. “Do you have the money? I just went to the kitchen to put the change from the pizza back into the folder and it's gone.”
“Ridiculous,” Florence said, standing up and closing her book.
She stalked off to the kitchen, Hadley trailing behind her. Honestly. Hadley couldn't see what was right in front of her face. How could something disappear from inside an empty house?
The kitchen door was open, a pleasant coolness blowing through the house from outside. “See, it's right—” the words stuck in Florence's throat.
Because the blue folder and all its cash and its credit card, enough to run the house for the entire summer and to entertain three children and to buy pizzas and ice creams and who knew what else, was completely gone.



Chapter Thirteen
Hadley waited, leaning against the kitchen doorframe, as Florence pulled out drawer after drawer.
“It's not there,” she said patiently. “I did look.”
Florence obviously didn't believe her, or didn't believe her enough to stop looking. She stooped to look under the kitchen table, then came back up, smacking the back of her head. Hadley winced. “Hey, be careful.”
But Florence just kept looking and Hadley just kept watching and thinking.
Okay, okay, so this wasn't the ideal situation. As far as she could tell the blue folder was gone. No cash, no credit card. At least the important phone numbers were stuck to the fridge.
But on the grand scale of things, it could be worse. The kids were fine, no one was hurt, the house hadn't burned down. It was just a matter of cash. Again, not ideal, but not a catastrophe either.
“This is a catastrophe,” Florence said, pulling out a chair and sinking into it.
“No,” Hadley said slowly. “No, it's not.”
Florence's face flushed pink. “Yes, it is! For God's sake, Hadley, we've lost all the money. What are we supposed to do? How am I supposed to tell Mr. Allan?”
“Chill,” Hadley said, coming further into the room, mind still working over the possibilities.
“Chill? Chill?” squealed Florence. She put her head in her hands and for a horrifying moment Hadley thought she was crying. Then she looked up, eyes fiery. “This was you. You were the last person to get money out, for pizza, what have you done?”
Hadley cleared her throat and held on to her temper. “I've done nothing. I've done exactly the same as you, taken money when I needed it for something for the kids. I put the folder right back here on the table. You were in here when I did. Which means that you were the last person to see it.”
“Oh God, I straightened it up on the table,” Florence groaned. Her head went back into her hands.
There was the sound of breath hitching and getting faster and she could see Florence's back rising and falling faster and faster. Quickly she went to the sink and poured a glass of cold water.
“Sit up,” she ordered. “Drink this. Slowly. A sip at a time.”
Florence did as she was told, a little color coming back to her lips as she did so, her breathing calming. Hadley waited.
So Little Miss Perfect wasn't made of stone. Huh. She wouldn't have put money on Florence panicking, on her losing control, but it looked like she did have emotions after all.
“Okay,” Hadley said, once Florence had drunk half the water. “This isn't the end of the world.”
“It's damn close,” said Florence.
Hadley smirked at her. “I thought you didn't use bad language.”
“Really? Is now the time for nit-picking?” Long eyelashes flickered behind glasses as Florence blinked angrily.
“Yeah, right, sorry,” Hadley said, rubbing at her nose. Except she wasn't, not really. It was nice to see Florence out of control, even if it was just a little. It made her seem more human, more real somehow.
“They'll think we stole it. They'll hold us responsible. They'll make us pay the money back,” said Florence, staring into her water glass.
“I'm not so sure,” said Hadley, whose brain had been working in the background. “There might be a way of fixing this.”
“Where could the thing have gone? The house is empty,” said Florence.
Hadley shrugged. “The kitchen door was open. Anyone could have come in, I guess.”
“Unless...” Florence began. She looked at Hadley and Hadley knew exactly what she was thinking before she even said the name. “Henry.”
Hadley shook her head. “Nope. It couldn't have been. I was with him every second between getting pizza money and leaving you here and him going to bed. It wasn't him.”
“I'll check his room first thing in the morning.”
“Really? Not one for privacy then,” Hadley said sharply.
“He's a child.”
“And children need privacy,” said Hadley. “Besides, you won't find it, I'm telling you that he didn't have a chance to come in here and take the folder. Plus, he might be a handful, but even you must have worked out that the kid's troubled. He's not bad, he's just confused.”
Florence bit her lip then nodded. “Fine. Wait. What did you just say about fixing this?”
Hadley raised one eyebrow and gave her smoothest smile. “I might just have a few tricks up my sleeve.”
Florence simply glared at her and even though Hadley had been joking she felt oddly offended that Florence hadn't responded to the smile, hadn't played along with her mini-flirtation. She wiped the smile off her face.
“Here's the deal. You call the credit card company and get the card canceled so that no one can use it. I've got a phone call of my own to make. I'll meet you on the deck in twenty minutes.”
“But—”
“Just do it, Flo. For once in your life, do as you're told,” Hadley said, running out of patience. “Get to it,” she mimicked Florence's way of speaking to the children. “Chip-chop.”
✽✽✽
 
Florence's stomach felt like the inside of a washing machine on a spin cycle.
She couldn't believe how irresponsible she'd been. The folder should have been locked up somewhere, the money should have been safe.
And it would have been, she knew, if she were alone. The only reason it stayed out on the kitchen table was convenience, since both she and Hadley needed to use it. And now look what had happened.
She was close to throwing up, she could feel burning in her throat, as she hung up with the credit card company.
“So,” Hadley said, waltzing out onto the deck. “You can call me brilliant.”
Florence quite badly wanted to slap her, an impulse she'd never had even with the naughtiest of children. Dancing around there in her short shorts with her long legs and her shiny curly hair like nothing in the world had happened.
“The card is canceled,” she said, ignoring Hadley's brilliant comment.
“And I've solved the cash problem,” said Hadley, finally taking a seat.
“Yeah. Right.”
“No, hear me out here,” said Hadley, shifting to the front of her seat. “We've lost, misplaced, had stolen, whatever the money and the card. You've canceled the card, so all we need to do is replace the cash and we're free and clear. Sure, we fucked up, but they can't blame us if we fix the problem, can they?”
Florence took a breath to argue with this, then found that she couldn't. She calmed a little. It was odd seeing Hadley take control like this, seeing her take care of things. Odd, but not wrong, not so far. “Okay. So how do we replace the cash?”
“We work.”
Florence sighed. “We're already working.” Her heart was starting to beat hard again and her mouth tasted sour. Of course Hadley couldn't fix this problem. Nobody could.
“We're only working half days,” Hadley reminded her. “We're sharing this job, so all we do is share another job. It'll be easy. We'll earn enough to keep the kids occupied and eating ice cream, which is what the money in the folder was for.”
“Yes, of course,” Florence said sarcastically. “We'll just walk right into another job, just like that, easy as pie.” There was no way this craziness would work out.
“We already have,” Hadley said.
“What?”
Hadley grinned, standing up and stretching so that Florence got a glimpse of tanned, smooth stomach. “I've already got us a job to share. At the coffee shop in town.”
“Right,” Florence said, not at all believing that the problem was going to go away so easily.
“Right,” Hadley agreed. “I have. I met the owner this afternoon, she's lovely, and she's more than happy to help us out. One of us will work a shift at the coffee shop whilst the other is looking after the kids, then we'll switch over. Easy.”
Florence looked up at her, mouth gaping open and Hadley grinned down at her and just for once it looked like things were... fine. Things were working out. The problem that just a minute ago had seemed so insurmountable, career-ending, disastrous, was now suddenly... fine.
Okay, not perfect. But still. Fine. Fine was enough. Fine she could live with.
Then she was standing up and throwing her arms around Hadley's neck and pulling her in close. “I don't believe it. Thank you. Thank you. Well done.”
“It's okay,” Hadley was saying. “It's okay, don't worry about it. We've got this.”
And then the words were dropping away and they were just standing there, bodies pressed together in the warmth of the night, hearts beating harder and harder as something grew in the air.
Awkwardness, Florence thought, wanting and not wanting to pull away, knowing the contact was different and wrong and not-quite-right and full of something she didn't understand, but not knowing how to break away without tearing her skin and letting her feelings fall out.
“It'll be fine,” Hadley said once more. She was the one to step away. “Just fine.”
Florence sighed in relief. The moment was broken and she was left feeling tired, like she'd been fighting a battle of some kind.
“Okay then, we have a plan,” she said coolly, back to herself.
“We do,” Hadley agreed.
They waited a long moment and then Hadley went back inside and Florence was left alone remembering that she really didn't like this woman. That they had nothing in common and nothing to talk about.
But that hug had been her first real human contact for longer than she cared to remember.



Chapter Fourteen
It was, Hadley had to admit, an elegant solution. Everyone came out of it looking good. Even if the McLeod-Allans did find out about the lost cash, at least she and Florence would get credit for working to replace it.
Having said that, Eleanor had worked her into the ground. Her feet ached and her back hurt and everything felt hot and gritty and slimy as she walked up toward the house. Eleanor had trained her all day and the only solace was that tomorrow was Florence's turn.
“How was it?” Florence asked as Hadley walked into the living room.
“Hard work,” was all Hadley said.
It was the first time they'd seen each other since the previous night. The first time since that ill-judged hug that had gone on just a little too long to be a friendly hug. But Florence was back to her calm competent self and the kids had their red heads bent low over their reading books.
“I'm going for a swim,” Hadley announced. The thought of cool, clean water made her knees weak. Almost as weak as they'd been last night when Florence had thrown her arms around her neck and Hadley had forgotten for a second who they were and where they were and possibly even what her name was.
“Yes!” Henry shouted, slamming his book closed.
“Hurray!” cried the twins.
“No—” Florence began.
“It's fine,” Hadley interrupted. “I'll keep an eye on them. You get things ready for dinner and rest for half an hour. We won't be long.”
“It's my day with the kids,” Florence said, looking as though she could really do with the break.
“You can pay me back by taking them for a swim after your training day tomorrow,” Hadley grinned. “Come on guys, last one in their bathing suit loses. Let's go!”
The kids jostled out of the door and Hadley was about to follow them when Florence laid a hand on her arm. A jolt of heat went through her body.
“Are you alright? Was it awful?” Florence asked. There was sympathy on her face for once and it made Hadley's skin even warmer.
“It was fine. Hard work, but nothing the two of us can't handle. Oh, and, I almost forgot...” She reached into her pocket and pulled out an envelope. “Tips. So we have a little ready cash on hand before we get paid at the end of the week. Should be enough for treats and stuff.”
“Great,” Florence said, taking the envelope. “I'll put this somewhere safe.”
“Better be safer than the kitchen table,” Hadley laughed as she ran out to grab her bathing suit.
THE EVENING SUN was orange and the water was still warm. Hadley slowly walked out of the lake, water beading on her skin, muscles relaxed and soothed now.
The kids were still playing, so she laid her towel out on the sandy shore and lay to watch them. It wasn't long until Henry started splashing water at the twins. She let it go for a little while until he dunked Charlie's head in the water.
“Henry, come on out.”
“But—”
“But nothing, come on, please.” He stared at her and she could feel the battle of wills. She swallowed and then sounding as much like Florence as she could she added: “Now, Henry.”
He splashed out of the water and grabbed his towel, wrapping it around himself and then sitting and sulking at the edge of the shore. Hadley gave him a few minutes, waiting until the twins were distracted and playing in the shallows, before she moved over to sit beside him.
Cicadas were chirping in the background, mayflies were buzzing over the surface of the lake, and for what felt like a long time she just sat beside him, saying nothing.
“It's hard, sometimes,” she said, finally.
“What is?” His voice was angry still.
“Everything. Life. Having things happen that are outside of your control. Being a kid.”
“It'd be better if everyone just let me do what I want instead of bossing me all day.”
Hadley chuckled. “Yeah, I sometimes feel that way too.”
He looked up at her, then quickly back down at the ground when he saw that she saw him peek. “Yeah.”
“It's hard when you're angry but you can't be angry at the thing you're really mad at. So sometimes you get angry at people you're not mad at, just to try and make the anger go away.”
He snorted. “That makes no sense.”
“I think it does, Henry. I think you know exactly what I'm talking about. I think you get angry, maybe angry at your mom and dad, and because they're not here you take that anger out on your brother and sister, or on me, or on Florence. Maybe even on kids at school.”
He was quiet for a while. “Whatever,” he said eventually.
“It's difficult when things change,” she said. “Like when your mom and dad decided to get divorced, when they decided not to live together any more, that can be hard for a kid. For you especially, since you're old enough to understand what's happening.”
He snorted again. “Whatever.”
“Charlie and Emily really don't understand. They just understand that mom and dad aren't together. They get sad too. But they don't get it like you do. They don't get that sometimes people make mistakes, that sometimes it's better not to be married.”
He sighed and she was pretty sure that he rolled his eyes even though she couldn't see him. Charlie and Emily were still playing quite happily. “What would you even know about it?” he said aggressively.
“More than you know,” Hadley said quietly. “I do understand what it's like to have big changes, to be angry at things you can't control, to feel like your life is being ruined by other people's decisions.”
“Are your parents divorced?” he asked, and there was still aggression in his voice even though Hadley could hear the pain under it.
“No,” she said.
“Then how can you even understand?”
She waited a heartbeat. “My mom died,” she said quietly.
It seemed like a long, long time passed before Hadley felt a small hand crawl over her own and hold it tight. She smiled a little. Hope was not lost for Henry. But then she hadn't really thought that it was.
“It's alright to be angry,” she told him. “It's alright to be sad and to be confused and to be unhappy. It's okay to have feelings and to express them. It's not okay to hurt other people with your feelings though.”
“Yeah,” Henry said, still holding her hand.
“If you get mad then yell or, I don't know, throw things around. But you don't hurt your brother or your sister. They're hurting just as much as you are. It's not fair on them.”
“Yeah,” Henry said, but more softly this time.
“You know your parents love you, right?”
“They love me so much that they stuck me up here in the mountains with two nannies,” he said, a little of his old aggression coming back.
“Two nannies,” Hadley agreed. “They love you so much that they gave you two nannies to look after you. That's how precious you are.”
He was quiet but he squeezed her hand again.
“Now, you're old enough to understand a few things, Henry. And you're also old enough to negotiate a little. I can see that you're missing your screens, even if you do have a smartphone that you're sneaking around with.”
He looked up at her and his mouth opened but she just laughed.
“I'm not blind, Henry. But you know that Florence is going to catch you with it sooner or later and you're going to be in trouble.”
“Are you going to take it away?”
She thought about this for a second. “That's up to you. I'm going to propose a compromise. Give Florence your phone. Give it of your own free will before she catches you. Then negotiate with her. You agree to give her no screens rule a chance during the day. In return, she lets you have your screens for thirty minutes in the evening while she's getting the twins ready for bed.”
“Huh,” Henry said. “You think that'd work?”
“I don't know, but I don't see why not. It's reasonable, isn't it?”
He nodded.
“Okay, so let's try using words to explain things instead of having temper tantrums and maybe everyone can be happy.”
“Yeah, okay.” He paused for a minute, then rubbed his nose with the flat of his hand. “You're not like I expected,” he said. “Not once you started talking to me.”
She smiled and then was struck by a thought.
She's assumed as much about Florence as Henry had assumed about her. She'd guessed that Florence was a certain way just from first impressions. Yet when had they actually really had a conversation?
Her heart lurched at the memory of their hug. She wasn't dumb. She knew that she found Florence physically attractive, that was just... empirical. Yet she'd written the woman off based on a first impression only.
Maybe it was time that she and Florence had a real talk. About more than just the kids. Maybe they should try getting to know each other a little. After all, they had the whole summer to spend together.
The twins came out of the water, shaking themselves dry like dogs and Hadley laughed as she got up, then winced as she felt her back and feet start to ache again.
She'd talk with Florence, she promised herself, but not tonight. Tonight she needed an early night.
She ushered the kids back toward the house and the sun sank lower over the lake and she had the strange feeling that something was going to happen here. But she had no idea what.



Chapter Fifteen
Florence piled the cups next to the sink and Eleanor thanked her.
“There's a bit of a lull right now,” said Eleanor. “If you want a smoke break or something, now would be a good time.”
“I don't smoke,” Florence said, primly.
Eleanor bit her lip but said nothing.
“I'll tidy up the counter,” said Florence.
She wanted to stay busy, it felt strange not to. She was used to the kind of job where there were no breaks, where you worked, paid attention all the time. If she was being paid for this then she wanted to earn the money.
“How are you finding things so far?” asked Eleanor, coming up to the cash register. “Can you handle the work?”
“No problem,” Florence said.
“I gotta say, you're doing a great job with taking orders and cleaning up,” said Eleanor.
Florence could hear the criticism coming from a mile off. “Thank you.”
“But, well, don't take this the wrong way...” Eleanor fiddled with the tip jar next to the cash register. “Um, it'd help if you smile a little more. I mean, friendly waitresses get tips.”
“I, um, right,” Florence said, wrong-footed and not sure how to respond.
“Look, I'm not saying you're not a lovely person, I'm sure you are,” Eleanor said though she didn't sound sure at all. “I'm just saying that you're doing a great job for me and your tips should reflect that. But an unfortunate part of being in customer service is that if you don't play the right role, if you don't smile, then you don't get tipped well.”
Which made sense. Florence could see the criticism for what it was, an attempt to help. “Okay, right. I got it.” She attempted a smile and Eleanor laughed at her.
“Maybe a bit less stiff?” she suggested.
Eleanor adjusted her face.
“No, smile like you're smiling at someone you love,” Eleanor said.
“Someone I love?”
“Yes,” said Eleanor. “Smile like you're smiling at that person that makes your stomach flip over, the person who makes your skin tingle, your heart race.”
And all of a sudden Florence's hands were shaking and she dropped the cup she was holding. She could only watch as it shattered into a hundred pieces on the cool tiled floor.
“Oops,” Eleanor said. “Watch the register for a second, let me get a brush and dustpan.”
Florence leaned against the counter. Surely not? Surely not.
She'd know, wouldn't she? She was smart, she was an adult, she'd have figured it out long before now if it was true.
And yet... And yet Eleanor's words rang in her head. Silently, Florence made a checklist in her mind.
Makes your stomach flip over. Check.
Makes your skin tingle. Check.
Makes your heart race. Check.
All those things had happened to her in the last week. Every single one. Each one she'd chalked up to nerves or anger or a cool breeze or something, anything other than the one factor that united each reaction.
Hadley.
Which was absolutely ridiculous because... Because it was so ridiculous that she couldn't even list all the reasons.
There was no way in hell that she had feelings for long-legged, curly-haired, irresponsible, always-smiling Hadley.
“Accidents happen,” Eleanor said, coming back with a brush. “But let's try not to empty the shop of cups, eh?”
“Right, right,” Florence said, coming to her senses and bending down to help. “I'm really sorry. Truly sorry. I don't know what happened there.”
Eleanor looked up at her with eyes as glossy as dark chocolate, so close that Florence could see her freckles. “Well, I was talking about falling in love and you dropped a cup so, um, should I be drawing conclusions from that?”
Florence felt herself flush and stood up. She wanted out of this conversation right now, but she didn't know how to escape without offending someone who was supposed to be her boss.
Actually, she wanted to rewind the last two minutes of her life and play things back differently. Because it all made  a lot of sense and no sense at all and she felt un-moored, like she was drifting at anchor or floating in the air and it was a disconcerting feeling.
Her. Hadley.
No way, no how.
There could be a hundred other explanations for stomachs flipping and hearts racing and why on earth would falling in love with Hadley, a woman no less, be any more likely than, say, food poisoning? Or perhaps some kind of heart condition. Or high blood pressure.
“Hey, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to touch on a sore subject,” Eleanor said, standing up and throwing the pieces of broken cup into the trash. “It's a bad habit, prying into people's love lives and all.”
“Yes,” Florence said, because it was a bad habit.
“Can't help it, I kind of see it as part of the job.”
“Part of the job?” Florence asked, confused. She thought she was working in a coffee shop, not training to be a relationship counselor.
Eleanor grinned and pointed at the rainbow sticker on the back of the cash register. “I kind of run an advice service for baby gays.”
“I have no idea what that means,” Florence said.
“Well, this is a college town,” Eleanor explained. “A lotta kids come here and see this as their chance to be their real selves, a lot of people don't have the luxury of coming out at home, or aren't comfortable doing so. But when college starts it's a whole new life and one that can be confusing and new and scary.”
“I guess I get that,” Florence said, intrigued despite herself.
“So I put this flag up here and maybe it attracts some attention and maybe people know that this is a safe place, a place where it's okay to be yourself, and if we fall into conversation and if someone needs my help, well, that's what I'm here for. People wanna talk, people need a little advice over their coffee, that's fine by me.”
For a split second Florence seriously considered saying something. Seriously, actually considered spilling this weird thing that was swirling around inside her. But she clamped her mouth tight shut and said nothing.
“Is that going to be a problem?” Eleanor said, taking a step back and looking at Florence with new eyes.
Florence suddenly realized how she must look. “No, no, of course not, not at all,” she said quickly. “It's nice, it's lovely, it's a kind thing to do.”
For a second there she knew that Eleanor had thought she was homophobic or uncomfortable with the conversation and that wasn't the problem at all. She'd never given things much thought but she guessed she didn't particularly care if she fell in love with a man or a woman.
She'd never really planned to fall in love at all.
The word gay didn't mean much to her, it didn't strike a chord. Nor did lesbian. But then again, straight didn't either. At the end of the day she couldn't see that it made much difference. This was all just another part of her, a part that she was discovering and learning about and that was just fine with her.
No, intimations of gay-ness really weren't an issue one way or the other.
Intimations of having feelings for Hadley, on the other hand, were.
“You okay there?” Eleanor asked. “You're a bit pale.”
“Just tired,” Florence said quickly. “Being on my feet all day.”
Eleanor laughed. “I'd say this is nothing after chasing around with three kids all day, but what do I know?”
Florence smiled politely. She kind of wanted to ask Eleanor if she was gay herself, but she didn't know if it was rude or not. She'd tell the kids to err on the side of politeness, to avoid questions that were too personal, so that was what she did.
“Why don't you grab a cup of coffee and have a sit down for ten minutes,” Eleanor said. “Legally you're supposed to have a break anyway.”
Florence nodded absent-mindedly and poured herself a cup from the pot before going over to a corner table and resting her weary legs.
This was all too much. It was something she should bury and ignore. Something she really didn't need to be thinking about.
Hadley.
Of all people.
Hadley who was irresponsible and flighty, who had wanted to leave the kids to go to some festival, who thought ice cream was a dinner substitute, who gave hugs and kisses away like they meant nothing.
She sipped her coffee. It was good.
Hadley, who had spoken to Henry. Florence had no idea what the conversation had been about. What she did know was that last evening Henry had turned over a forbidden smartphone and had logically and politely asked for a little screen time in exchange.
He hadn't argued, he hadn't sworn or been aggressive. He'd been nice. A change that was patently obvious. And the only thing Hadley would say about it was that they'd had a chat on the beach.
Florence sighed. Hadley confused her. Thoroughly confused her. And she wasn't having anything to do with stomachs flipping or hearts racing. But, she thought to herself, perhaps she could be more charitable to Hadley. Perhaps she could find out a little more about her, connect a little more. They had to spend an entire summer together, after all.
Someone who could calm an angry little boy, someone who could comfort a child that was hurting as much as Henry McLeod-Allan was, couldn't be all bad.
There was goodness in Hadley, and for the first time Florence thought that she might be interested in discovering it.



Chapter Sixteen
Hadley clicked the stopwatch just as Emily crossed the finish line.
“Winner!” she said.
“Really?” moaned Charlie. “But I was faster.”
“Not what the clock says,” said Hadley.
“Agreed,” Henry said. “Em was super fast, well done.” He patted his little sister on the head and Hadley grinned at him. He was trying hard and the effort hadn't passed her by.
“That about wraps up the McLeod-Allan Olympics,” she announced. “Unless anyone would like a rematch?”
The three sweaty kids all shook their heads and Hadley looked out over the yard, littered with balls and hoops and all kinds of other equipment.
“In that case, there's one final medal to be had.” She dangled a small bag of chocolate coins from her hand. “The cleaning up medal.”
Henry snorted with laughter but Emily and Charlie looked up at her with big eyes. “How do we win that?” Emily wanted to know.
“Easy, whoever clears up the most equipment wins,” Hadley smiled. “So let's get going. Ready, set, go!”
“Who do you think you are, Mary Poppins or something?” Florence said.
Hadley turned. “I didn't hear you come in.” Then she saw Florence's face, the smudges of gray under her eyes. “Jesus, you look like hell. How was training?”
“Tiring,” Florence grumbled. “But over. And as agreed, I'm here to take the kids swimming.”
“Thirty seconds,” Hadley shouted across the yard. Henry, who had hung four hula hoops around his neck to free his hands, started picking up balls and Charlie began running around like a maniac picking up things that Emily was dropping.
“It might be a little Mary Poppins, but it works,” Hadley observed as the kids began piling things back into the storage room behind the house. “Make cleaning up a game and all of a sudden everyone wants to help.”
“Because you bribed them with chocolate,” Florence said, noting the bag in her hand.
“Well, no one's perfect.” All three children came running toward her, skidding to a halt just before they crashed into her. “Huh, that was a tough one to decide,” Hadley said. “Just as well there's chocolate for everyone.”
She handed out chocolate coins and then ushered the kids to the house to get their swimsuits on. Florence disappeared into her room to change and Hadley looked down at her muddy knees and sweat-soaked t-shirt.
“Actually,” she said to herself. “A swim doesn't sound like a bad idea.”
By the time she'd shucked herself into a bikini, tied up her hair, and found a hidden flip flop that was lurking under her bed, Florence and the kids had already left. Hadley let herself out into the garden, sun still hot and burning on her bare skin, then trotted down to the lake.
“What are you doing here?” Florence said in surprise when she appeared.
“A swim sounded like a more fun way to get clean than a shower,” Hadley grinned.
“Yay!” shouted Charlie, who'd overheard.
“No,” Florence said. “We swim and we shower, Charles.” He pouted and ran off into the water to join his sister.
“You, uh, you don't mind do you?” Hadley asked. Why would she? It was a lake, it wasn't like Florence owned it. And yet there was an odd look on Florence's face.
“No,” Florence said. “No, no, not at all, of course I don't.”
“Great,” said Hadley, reaching up to strip off the long t-shirt she'd thrown over her bikini. “Because I'm boiling and I'm dying for a swim.”
She ran off into the water, splashing around and making Henry bellow and the twins squeal. It took a second before she noticed that Florence wasn't following her.
“Come on in, Flo!”
Florence wrapped her arms around herself. “No, actually, I think I'm alright.”
Hadley blew a stream of lake water out of her mouth. “Don't be silly, it's so hot. And you're already dressed for the occasion.”
Florence looked down like she'd forgotten she was wrapped up in a robe.
“Come on, the water's great.”
“I—” Florence started. Then she looked down at the robe again and gave up, her hands slowly moving to undo the belt.
Hadley stilled in the water. She hadn't thought this through. She hadn't thought this through at all.
The water around her seemed to grow warmer as her breath rang out in ragged gasps. The children had swum away, racing each other to the next beach and Hadley could hear her heartbeat in her ears.
Then Florence was pulling the belt away and the robe was sliding from her shoulders and half of Hadley knew this was a scene from a cheesy TV show or porn movie. But the other half... The other half was watching with dry mouth and pounding heart.
The robe slipped away and Florence was dressed in a simple black bathing suit. Her skin was pale and her dark hair made it seem even paler. She reached up and removed her glasses, placing them delicately on top of her robe, then began to walk into the water.
Hadley felt a warmth burning into her core as Florence waded into the cool water. She couldn't speak, she could barely breathe. She hung there, floating, watching, unable to tear her eyes away as the water crept up Florence's long legs, skirted her boyish hips, lingered at her waist.
Her gaze was dragged upward as Florence lowered herself into the water. She watched as droplets slid down Florence's collarbone, as water began to slip into her cleavage and...
And she sank.
Water filled her mouth and nose and for a second she panicked, going under then coming up again, choking, only to go back below the waterline.
A hand grabbed her, pulling her up, pulling her in until her grateful feet found the ground and she could stand.
She was so busy coughing up water that she didn't notice for a moment that Florence's hand was still on her slick-wet skin, that warmth was coursing through her veins, that her stomach was flipping and her knees were shaking and she was suddenly, undeniably, more turned on than she'd ever been in her entire life.
“Maybe we should get out,” Florence said. “Are you okay there?”
Hadley coughed again and nodded, not trusting herself to speak.
“Come on, come sit on the beach for a moment, get your breath back.”
Florence led her to the sand and Hadley sat down, letting the sun warm her back, letting her cough subside.
“I love days like this,” Florence said, sitting down next to her. “When the sun's so hot during the day that the sidewalk burns your feet through your sandals.”
Hadley smiled. “Me too. It makes me want to jump in a convertible and roar down the highway with  the Stones or Zeppelin on the radio.”
“You like The Rolling Stones?” Florence asked.
“Classic rock all the way, baby,” said Hadley.
“Me too,” Florence said. “I'll take Sympathy for the Devil over whatever it is that Henry's listening to on those headphones any day.”
“It's called classic rock for a reason,” Hadley said. “It's classic.” If she kept her eyes trained on the lake and didn't look at Florence then her heart pumped like normal. She stared out across the water. She just had to not think about the fact that Florence was half-naked right next to her.
“You could have drowned out there,” Florence said. “What happened? One minute you were fine, the next you'd gone under.”
Hadley opened her mouth then closed it again. What was she supposed to say? That she'd been so intent on watching Florence slide into the lake that she'd lost all thought and power to keep herself afloat? She shrugged. “Just one of those things, I got distracted, I guess.”
Florence didn't pursue the matter, she stood up, pulling on her robe as she did. “Children! Come on in!” she cried.
Hadley got up to find her own t-shirt.
“You're too far out,” called Florence. “Come on, please.”
Slowly, the kids started to wade in to the beach, all three looking truculent. Hadley could tell that there was trouble brewing, which seemed a shame after such a nice day.
“One more race?” she asked, as the kids came up the sand.
The twins' faces brightened, but Henry wrinkled his nose. “I'm tired.”
“This is an easy one. It's a race to get dressed. Whoever gets into their clothes first is the winner,” said Hadley.
“Bo-ring,” Henry said, echoed quickly by Charlie.
Hadley thought on her feet. “Yeah, except there's a catch. You have to put on all your clothes backward or you forfeit the race.”
Emily laughed like little bells and soon the three of them were struggling to put shorts and t-shirts on backward over still-wet bathing suits.
Florence shook her head.
“What?” asked Hadley.
“Is life always like this for you?” Florence asked. “Just one game after another?”
“Might as well make things fun,” said Hadley. “You judge this. I'm going up to see if dinner's almost ready and to set the table.”
Florence nodded and Hadley set off back up to the house.
She breathed more easily when she was alone again. But she couldn't get the mental picture of Florence, hair up, skin soft, wading into the cool lake water.
She gritted her teeth.
Getting a crush on her strict co-nanny was definitely not a part of the plan here. Still though, the picture rippled in her mind for the rest of the evening.



Chapter Seventeen
Florence groaned as she turned the coffee shop sign to closed.
“It's been a beast of a day,” Eleanor said from behind the till. “But the good news is that tips are looking good. You've got a real talent for this, Florence.”
She had a talent for cleaning up and smiling on command, neither of which, in Florence's view, were actual talents. But she smiled anyway. “Thank you. I only wish that there was a foot masseuse waiting at home for me. My feet are killing me.”
Her feet hurt, her back hurt, but more importantly, the last time she'd checked her phone there'd been three missed calls, all from the same unknown number. She wasn't kidding herself, she knew that the debt agency were still trying to get in contact with her. The idea made her stomach turn to jello and her head start to hurt.
“Get yourself married,” Eleanor advised. “You'll get massages on command.”
“Are you married?” asked Florence without really thinking.
“Sure am.”
Florence frowned. There was no more information forthcoming and her curiosity at this point was more demanding than her manners. She looked at the rainbow flag on the cash register. “Are you, um, are you...” She tasted the word before she said it, rolling it over her tongue. “Are you a lesbian?”
The correct term, she was sure, she'd looked things up online, she didn't want to offend. But it still felt odd, not quite right.
Eleanor laughed. “No, dear. But I'm married to a woman, if that's what you mean.”
Florence frowned. Her research hadn't plunged into these territories. If anything, she was more confused now than before. Lesbian was the word she was looking for, she was sure of it. She'd paid special attention because she was beginning to think it might explain a few things.
Okay, so the word didn't feel quite right to her. But it might explain why she couldn't get the thought of Hadley in her bathing suit out of her mind. Why she kept thinking about the memory of slick-smooth skin against her fingertips. Why she burned with a warmth when she remembered the evening at the lake.
Why, when it was very dark and very quiet late at night, it was Hadley's face that flashed into her mind as her fingers wandered and then labored to bring her to half-satisfaction that never seemed like enough.
Eleanor saw her face and then laughed again. “I don't do labels much, to be honest,” she explained. “I don't consider myself bisexual either. I'm just... I'm just me, I suppose. I'll take 'queer' if I need a descriptor. Other than that, I love who I love, I'm attracted to who I'm attracted to, and I don't think about gender or sexuality in terms of gay or straight or whatever else.”
“I see,” Florence said, turning the idea over in her mind.
“Labels complicate things,” said Eleanor. “They put you in boxes that you feel you have to stay in. I don't like boxes and I definitely don't like having my options limited by what other people think I should be or do based on some arbitrary label.”
“Right,” Florence said, still toying with the thought.
It felt... good. Better. Queer, she could deal with that. Queer as in she didn't want a label, as in she didn't need a label. Better than having to strive to fill some lesbian stereotype. She didn't own a single flannel shirt and had no intention of buying a Subaru.
She was still thinking about this as she walked into the house.
She could hear shouts and laughter coming from the garden, so she walked through the long living room to see what Hadley was doing with the kids.
They'd settled into a comfortable routine. Two weeks had gone by with no real incidents. Sure, it was tiring looking after the kids and working at the coffee shop, but they were pulling together and doing what needed to be done.
Mrs. Mercier had said nothing about the strange arrangements, but Florence had noticed that she'd started to offer the children healthier snacks, started to occupy them in the kitchen for a half  hour or so, so that whoever was looking after them could have a break. Almost as though she was pulling together with them.
She looked out into the garden. The children were dressed in a ridiculous collection of clothing. Bathing suits and floppy hats, Henry sported a yellow evening gown that trailed behind him, and if she squinted she could see what looked like a mustache drawn haphazardly on Emily's face.
Then Hadley herself came into view. A pink wig draped over her head, a feather boa wrapped around her neck, mismatched shoes on her feet and an over-sized man's shirt belted around her waist. She was laughing, her head tilting back, the sun outlining her throat.
The children cried out and started to run. Still laughing, Hadley chased after them. And Florence watched.
Happy. That was the word that sprung to mind. They all looked so happy.
Hadley was still laughing, the children were smiling, they all looked happy. And Florence wondered when she had last been that happy. If she'd ever been that happy.
She kept her distance from the children. It was what she'd been taught to do. It was professional. Not that she disliked them or didn't care for them. In truth, her heart broke a little every time Emily asked when her mom was coming home, or when Charlie took her hand, or when Henry grinned his gap-toothed grin.
But she had to retain an air of authority. She had to keep control. That was her job.
Except Hadley didn't do those things. Hadley gave out hugs and kisses, she laughed and played, she was involved. And the children loved her for it. And Hadley was happy.
Florence closed her eyes, breathing in the warm stuffy air of the living room.
She didn't want this. Who would? Who wanted their flaws, their way of living, of being, of believing, pushed in front of their face and compared with something different? Something that may even be better?
She hated Hadley for it. Hated her for making her doubt herself, for changing things. But she couldn't deny that Hadley might be right about a few things. Maybe.
She definitely couldn't deny that Hadley was dangerously attractive and these weird, odd, queer feelings she was having were related to her.
“Florence!”
She opened her eyes and Charlie was waving madly at her, his floppy hat falling over one eye. She smiled and nodded in acknowledgment. Then she went upstairs to change her clothes.
THE CANDLES FLICKERED on the polished wood of the dining table and Florence took her seat at the foot. Hadley was still technically in charge of the kids, so she took the head.
They chatted pleasantly enough about their days. Florence might have expected complaints about the lack of trips, the lack of entertainment in their days, given that there was not much money to be spent on them.
But the McLeod-Allan children had proven surprisingly unspoiled. They seemed perfectly happy swimming and playing, having treasure hunts and dressing up. And willing, if not exactly happy, to read and do the odd educational activity.
Florence was just noting to herself that she really should plan a trip for them all when Hadley's voice broke into her thoughts.
“You're not eating your veggies, Henry.”
“Don't want to.”
Florence frowned, but Hadley was still smiling. “Come on, Henry, be a good role model for the twins,” said Hadley.
Henry folded his arms. “No.”
Florence bit her tongue. This was Hadley's turn, not hers, she desperately wanted to step in, but she knew she really shouldn't.
“Henry, veggies are good for you. They'll put hair on your chest,” joked Hadley. “Come on, do it for me.”
“Fuck no.”
The whole table stilled and the twins sat with eyes round and mouths open.
“Henry,” said Hadley, softly.
He looked her in the eye, picked his plate up, and turned it over so that peas and carrots spilled across the table. And Florence snapped.
“Henry McLeod-Allan, march straight upstairs to your room this moment.” Her voice was clear and rang out across the table and Henry stood up immediately. Emily began to cry. Florence put a hand on her shoulder. “No tears at the table, please.”
Henry strode out of the room and she could hear him stamping up the stairs, but Emily continued crying as she slid out of her chair and then cuddled into Hadley's lap. Her sobs slowed and then subsided and Florence arched an eyebrow at Hadley.
“You go on up to Henry,” Hadley said, giving in. “I'll stay here and finish dinner with the twins.”
Florence nodded and left the dining room.
Hadley might look happy, the kids might adore her, but sometimes some discipline and authority was necessary. Sometimes Florence was just what the children needed, and Henry's behavior was a timely reminder that being friends with her charges wasn't necessarily the best way to do her job.
She could hear Hadley laughing with the twins in the dining room.
On the other hand, sometimes the kids needed a little affection, a little lightness and happiness.
Florence gritted her teeth and continued on up to Henry's room. For once she wished that she could be the fun one. Just for one evening.



Chapter Eighteen
Hadley lay back on her chair, staring up at the stars and thanking all the gods tonight that Florence was here.
She really thought that she'd made a difference with Henry, that she'd created a bond. But when the chips were down, he'd just gone right back to his old self and it had taken Florence's firm hand to deal with him.
“He's sleeping,” Florence said, coming out onto the deck.
Hadley grunted. “Want wine?” she asked, knowing full well that Florence always said no. Still, she might as well be polite. She was grateful for Florence tonight.
As well as horrifically confused about Florence, of course, because that confusion was always there and seemed to be getting worse as time wore on. Florence was attractive and she was attracted, but Florence was... off limits for some reason that Hadley couldn't quite define.
“Yes, please.”
The words were so unexpected that it took Hadley a moment to take them in. Then she stumbled to her feet and went inside, getting another wine glass and coming back out to pour before Florence could change her mind.
“Here.”
“Thank you,” Florence said, taking the glass and sitting down.
The breeze blew, the lake shushed in the background, and the stars twinkled down and Florence sighed so loud that Hadley could almost feel it.
“What?”
“What, what?” Florence asked.
“What are you sighing about?” asked Hadley.
Florence sighed again, drank a mouthful of wine, then shook her head. “Nothing. It's foolish.”
“No, come on, tell me.” Hadley drank some of her own wine.
“It's foolish,” Florence said again. There was a moment of silence, then she went on. “I just... sometimes I wish I was more like you.”
It was so surprising that Hadley snorted a laugh.
“What's so funny?” Florence asked.
“I was just sitting here thinking much the same thing about you,” Hadley admitted. She lay back in her chair again, stretching her legs out. “I mean, I do wish sometimes that I had your authority, for sure. I'm not sure what I'd have done with Henry if you hadn't been here tonight.”
“But then you always seem so happy,” said Florence, looking into her wine glass. “Taking life by the horns and all, having fun.”
“Is that how it seems?” Hadley asked, leaning forward a little.
“Of course, isn't that how it is?”
Hadley didn't answer that. Instead, she asked: “So why not be that way then? You don't always have to be strict and stern. You don't always have to be in control.”
“You want to hear something funny?” Florence asked, taking a deep drink from her glass.
“Sure,” shrugged Hadley.
“My parents were exactly like you. Free-spirited. Never tied down, never setting rules or limits, never enforcing discipline.”
“Then what on earth happened to you?” Hadley drank some more wine.
Florence smiled. “I rebelled, I suppose, in the only way you can against parents like that. I became stricter, more rule-oriented, and I found that that was what I'd been missing.”
“Missing? Really?”
“You try moving house every three months, sometimes going to school, sometimes not. You try keeping friends, learning to read, developing into a productive member of society without having some kind of education or some kind of discipline,” Florence said.
“Ah,” said Hadley. “Yes. I suppose I can understand that.”
Florence stretched out her legs too so that their feet were almost touching. Hadley could feel the warmth of her but didn't dare move any closer. “What about you? What are your parents like?”
Hadley smiled. “My dad's great. Supportive, he understands me, I think, even when he pushes me to do things that I might not like I know that they're good for me. We're close, I don't know what I'd do without him.”
“That's nice.” Florence took a mouthful of wine and swallowed. “What about your mom?”
Hadley looked back up at the sky. When she was a kid her father had told her that her mother was watching her from above. Not understanding that it was a platitude, she'd always kind of thought of her mom as a star.
“She died,” she said simply. “I was eight.”
✽✽✽
 
Florence wanted for a moment to move, to comfort Hadley, but then she didn't. “I'm sorry.”
“I guess in a way that's why I'm the way I am too,” Hadley said. “She was so young, so vibrant, and then she was just gone. And I know this sounds stupid, but I don't want to miss things like she did. I try everything, I go everywhere, I do whatever I can to experience life because she didn't get that chance.”
“That's understandable.”
“Maybe,” Hadley said, draining her glass. “But then I envy you your consistency. I envy the fact that you so obviously have a calling, that you know what you're good at, what you want to do. I've never had that kind of certainty about anything.”
“More wine?” Florence asked. If she was going to be a little more like Hadley she might as well do it right. She picked up the bottle and refilled Hadley's glass, topping up her own as she did so.
“There's a lesson here somewhere about balance,” Hadley said, taking her glass back.
“Indeed. Henry might have needed my authority this evening, but the twins needed your comfort,” agreed Florence, sitting back in her seat.
“So maybe we can both learn a little from each other,” Hadley grinned.
“Well, I'm not sure that a calling can be taught,” said Florence. “But authority isn't difficult.”
“Really?”
Florence looked at her, all stretched out like a cat on a warm floor. Her legs seemed endless, her hair was a messy pile of curls that somehow still managed to look artfully arranged, her lips glistened with gloss. And Florence's heart flip-flopped and she took a big mouthful of wine.
“You earn authority,” she said crisply. “You say what you mean, you follow through, and you're consistent. Don't mince your words, give clear instructions and speak as though you know you will be obeyed. That's really all it is.”
“That's the secret to your special 'teacher voice,'” teased Hadley.
She laughed and the sound was soft and pleasing and Florence found that her new queer heart was starting to race. A dangerous place to be. Her skin prickled with electricity. Maybe a storm was coming.
Hadley was leaning forward now, her wine glass balanced precariously on the wooden arm of her chair. Florence could see moonlight gleaming in her eyes, could almost hear her heartbeat she was so close.
Florence's mouth dried up and her stomach contracted. She didn't know what was happening. No, that wasn't true. She did know. She just didn't know what she wanted to do about it.
“Well, the secret to being me, if you want to be a little more balanced,” Hadley said. “Is that you just do what you want.”
“Really?” Florence croaked.
“Mm-hmm. It's that easy. Whatever comes into your head, you just do.” Hadley leaned a slight inch closer. “What are you thinking about doing right now?” she asked, voice huskier, deeper.
Florence's heart was racing so fast she thought it might be about to explode. She felt a heat burning all the way through her. She knew that she was being challenged. She knew that suddenly there was something unexpectedly there for the taking.
For a horrifyingly magical instant she almost took it.
But then the wind changed and she looked down at her glass and drank down what was left of the warm white wine.
“I'm thinking about going to bed,” she said, putting her glass down and standing up.
Her heart was slowing a little even as her body was screaming at her for being an idiot. But this wasn't happening, this wasn't going to work. Whatever it was that she thought was happening, she was wrong. Girls like Hadley didn't have anything to do with girls like Florence.
Girls like Hadley gave the quarterback blow jobs at the back of the bus and were homecoming queen and had loud, rollicking parties with hundreds of guests.
Florence moved, intending to go inside.
She was pulling away, escaping the magnetic force of Hadley, her breathing slowing, her brain returning to an unfogged state.
And then a hand shot out and caught her wrist.
“No,” Hadley said, pulling herself up and keeping Florence's wrist encircled by her fingers. “Maybe I didn't explain well enough. You don't just do whatever you're thinking of.”
Florence looked into her eyes, seeing darkness and light and losing her breath all over again. “You don't?”
“No,” Hadley said. “You take the craziest thing you can possibly think of to do in that moment, and then you do that.”
“Ah,” Florence said, voice trembling. “I see.”
Hadley's fingers were burning into her flesh and her pulse was pounding and her legs were weakening and Hadley was leaning forward.
“What is it?” she whispered. “What's the craziest thing you can think of to do right now, Florence?”
And then Florence was leaning in too, further and further, her body crying out in victory as slowly, inevitably, their lips touched and the world screeched to a halt.



Chapter Nineteen
Stars swam in front of her eyes. Every nerve fiber in her body tingled. Hadley dove into the kiss like she was diving for pearls, tasting every inch of Florence's mouth, wondering why she hadn't done this before, wondering how she could ever have not wanted this, ever have not experienced this.
Electricity shuddering down her spine, warmth roiling in her stomach, radiating outward until she was panting into Florence's mouth. And Florence groaned in reply. Hadley's knees almost failed her.
She wanted more, so much more. She needed to feel Florence pressed up against her but she was afraid to move, afraid of breaking the moment.
Wind shifted in the trees, the lake licked at the shore far below, and Florence tasted of wine and cinnamon, of desire and hope, and Hadley had to have more.
She shifted, raising one hand to cup the curve of Florence's waist.
Then Florence was pulling away.
Her hair was mussed, a tress pulling out of her bun, her glasses were slightly crooked on her nose, her lips were swollen with kisses and it took every ounce of control that Hadley had not to grasp her and take her right there.
“No.”
It was all Florence said.
Hadley's heart stilled.
“No,” she said again. “No.”
And then she was walking away and Hadley was getting colder by the second and all she could do was watch.
No.
A kiss like that and Florence could walk away.
She drew a deep, shuddering breath.
Slowly, her brain re-took control of her body.
No.
She breathed again, letting the night air cool her hot skin.
Okay. Okay, she could deal with this. Of course she could. She'd never, ever force anyone to do anything they didn't want.
But that kiss said otherwise. That kiss spoke of longing and wanting and long hot afternoons in a shaded room spent exploring each other's bodies. That kiss spoke of something more.
But Florence had said no.
One kiss and suddenly Hadley knew what she'd been missing, knew what she wanted, knew what would complete her.
Florence. Florence would complete her. Florence would be her anchor, her dependability in an undependable word. And Florence had said no.
Tears sprang to her eyes and she let them come, sitting in the darkness until she tasted salt on her tongue.
It was a long time before she trusted her legs enough to carry her up to bed.
BREAKFAST WAS ALWAYS at the dining table. It didn't surprise Hadley that she was first down. She'd barely slept. Every time she closed her eyes she could feel Florence's lips on hers.
Eventually, she'd persuaded herself to wait, to watch, to be patient and not jump to conclusions. Perhaps Florence needed more time. Or perhaps, said the voice in the back of her head, Florence regretted everything.
What did surprise her was that Henry and Charlie were both already at the table.
“Florence is with Emily,” Charlie informed her. “She needed a shower.”
“She wet the bed,” Henry said, with evident glee.
Hadley felt a pang of pity. It was Emily's second accident in a couple of weeks, not exactly what she'd expected from a five year old. But then, Henry had his anger, Charlie had his people-pleasing, perhaps this was Emily's way of acting out, of dealing with the stress of her parents splitting up.
“Don't tell tales,” she said to Henry, who rolled his eyes in response.
She collected a plate from the small buffet at the side of the room and sat down just in time to see Henry pull his hand back. She squinted, seeing the skin on Charlie's arm red and bright.
“What happened?”
“Henry pinched me!” Charlie said, bottom lip started to wobble.
“Henry, say you're sorry.”
Henry pushed his own bottom lip out. “No.”
She took a breath, getting ready to explain to Henry why he needed to apologize, getting ready to crack a joke, to calm the situation. Then she thought again.
Henry was ten years old, he knew damn well why he needed to say he was sorry to his brother. He was just being difficult, testing his limits. And she'd had enough this morning. She was tired and aching and she could really do without dealing with this.
What had Florence said? Speak as though you know you'll be obeyed.
She took a breath, drawing in all she could and then lowered her voice. “Henry, apologize to Charlie now.”
Henry's eyes widened and he stared at her for a long second. She stared right on back, letting no emotion show on her face.
“Sorry, Charlie,” he mumbled eventually, dropping his gaze to the tabletop.
“Thank you,” said Hadley, secretly jumping around inside. She'd done it. Shown authority. And it had worked.
She grinned as she looked across the table at the two boys, both of whom shifted uncomfortably at her uncharacteristic strictness. “Want to hear a joke?” she asked.
Both nodded in relief, and by the time Emily appeared they were howling with laughter.
FOR THE REST of the long, hot day Hadley had the feeling that Florence was avoiding her. Perhaps it wasn't such a bad thing. Perhaps they both needed to think about what had happened the night before.
It was Sunday, neither of them worked at the coffee shop. Hadley took the children swimming, Florence took them to read quietly in the shade. Hadley had them build sand castles, Florence fed them fruit and cool water.
All day long they passed the children like a relay baton, barely speaking to each other, being forced and bright in front of the kids until Charlie cried and Emily's lip trembled and Henry yelled at everyone and stomped off to his room.
Hadley brought them pizza with her tip money and finally settled them down and by the time she came back downstairs she was exhausted.
“We should talk.”
The words came out of the hot, dark living room and she wasn't expecting Florence to be sitting in the shadow, so she jumped.
“Yes, “she sighed. “Yes, we should.”
She was too tired to worry about this, too tired to fight it. She would listen, see what Florence had to say for herself, and take things from there. It was only a kiss, she told herself. Only a kiss.
“That shouldn't have happened,” began Florence.
Hadley could feel eyes on her and was glad it was dark because she couldn't deal with looking Florence in the eye right now. Couldn't deal with the flood of wanting that came over her every time she saw the curve of Florence's neck.
“We're professionals, we have a job to do, that shouldn't have happened. It won't happen again.”
Florence sounded so definite and so right, so authoritative, that Hadley almost let things go, almost just agreed. Her heart beat in her mouth.
“Okay,” she said.
Florence got up, ready to walk away again and Hadley wondered just how long she'd been in love with this woman. Had it happened the first time she'd seen her in the driveway of the big house? Or that day in the lake when she'd almost drowned herself?
But it hadn't been instantaneous. It had happened so slowly over the last weeks that she hadn't even noticed it. Hadn't noticed that she turned to Florence to see her smile, hadn't noticed that she looked forward to her face at the breakfast table, hadn't noticed that a brush of her fingers against her skin could make her heart hammer.
What an idiot she'd been.
Now Florence was walking away again and Hadley couldn't just let it happen.
“Did you not want it?” she said, the question coming out awkward and unplanned.
“What?” Florence asked, turning back.
“The kiss, you didn't want it?” Hadley asked, the answer now terribly important.
There was silence, the aching breath-holding quiet of waiting.
“I didn't say that,” Florence said, eventually.
Hadley let out her breath. “Then I don't have to apologize.”
“There's nothing to apologize for.”
Florence lingered for a second longer, then she was gone again and Hadley sat down, legs shaking and heart finally beating again.
For a second there all had been lost, but now it wasn't. She thought back carefully over the short conversation. Florence hadn't said that she wasn't interested. Florence's concern was that they worked together, that what they had done was unprofessional.
Which meant that maybe there was still a chance.
She got up to close the French windows, to prepare for bed. Outside the sky was clear and the stars twinkled down. She was closing the doors when she saw a glimpse of movement.
The star arched overhead and Hadley smiled as she watched, smiled and wished and then yawned. She really needed some sleep. She had to be at the coffee shop in the morning, bright and early.
She went upstairs, clutching her wish to herself, knowing that she'd never, ever tell anyone what she'd wished for. For a quiet second she paused outside of Florence's room.
This wasn't fair, she wanted to cry out. They should talk more, communicate, speak their feelings. But she doubted somehow that Florence could ever do that.
She took herself to bed and repeated her wish as she fell asleep. Just one more kiss. That was all she wished for.



Chapter Twenty
“Are we there yet?”
Florence checked the rear-view mirror and saw Charlie smiling cheekily at her. “Not yet,” she said. “A few more minutes. Why don't you and Emily have another game of I-spy.”
He good-naturedly turned to his sister and started the game, whilst Henry glowered at them both from the back seat, headphones firmly plugged in.
She'd needed to get out of the house. Needed to be away from things. Hadley was at the coffee shop, but that wasn't enough. She needed to be in a neutral space, some place where she didn't think about curly blonde hair and big green eyes every time she turned a corner.
There was a problem.
She could admit it to herself.
The problem was that as much as she was sure that telling Hadley no was the right thing to do, the professional thing to do, it wasn't actually the thing that she wanted to do.
What she wanted to do, and the thought made her blush bright red even though she'd never do it and never even speak the words, was to jump straight into bed with Hadley.
But she had a job, she had responsibilities, and as the now daily phone calls from the financing agency reminded her, she had a solid reason for wanting to keep that job.
She indicated and pulled up the exit ramp from the highway.
Which wasn't entirely the whole explanation for why she wasn't at least encouraging Hadley's advances.
The advances of a beautiful, confident, wealthy woman.
Florence's teeth itched and a shiver ran down her back.
She'd known women like Hadley. She'd known the popular girls. And there was a little doubt at the back of her mind, a little voice that kept telling her that this was off-balance. She was, she realized, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Because this could all be a game to Hadley. This had to be a game to Hadley. Why would someone like that be interested in someone like her? It made no sense. She knew what would come next, she knew that she'd be teased or broken or bullied for opening herself up. And she refused to do it.
“Almost there, kids,” she said, pulling the car into the sand and gravel parking lot.
The next half an hour was spent organizing the children to walk nicely and not fight, to go without complaining about tired legs, to carry the picnic and towels and everything else.
“It'll be worth it in the end,” she promised them.
A customer at the coffee shop had told her about this place and it had seemed perfect. Quiet, secluded, and off-the-beaten-track enough that the children could scream and play and not bother anyone.
She was on the verge of picking Emily up and carrying her when they turned a corner in the rough trail and suddenly there it was.
Blue-green water showered down the rock face, pouring into an aqua pool. Small rock pools littered the beach, perfect for jumping and exploring. A line of trees provided shade and the clear blue sky was overhead and Florence was lost for a second in the beauty of it.
She turned to show Hadley a bird arching over the falls before she remembered that she wasn't there at all.
“Bo-ring,” Henry's voice came from behind her. He pulled up the hood of his hoodie and skulked over to the trees.
But the twins were already running closer to the water. They jumped over rocks and Florence was just about to call to them to be careful when Charlie slipped.
For a moment there was no movement. Then Charlie wailed and Florence ran to him.
The damage wasn't bad. It was a small scrape that bled through a tissue and then was secured by a band-aid. Still though, Charlie sniffed.
“I want Hadley,” he hiccuped.
Emily sat down beside him and crossed her arms. “This would be more fun with Hadley,” she agreed.
“Yeah,” Henry said. He'd ambled over to see his brother's wound, the lure of the gross-factor stronger than his desire to sulk.
Florence felt a fire burning up inside her. A fire that for once she couldn't quell, wouldn't tamp down. “Really?” she said, voice sharp.
All three children nodded and it was painful to watch. Painful until she remembered what Hadley had told her, remembered what she was supposed to do.
The craziest thing she could think of.
Not that she gave herself much time to think.
She stood up, kicked off her shoes, and was sprinting toward the ledge before she even really knew what she was doing. As her feet left the ground and the air hit her face she felt a rush of adrenaline, a heat and euphoria that carried her all the way down to the water.
Then the world was silent, bubbles rushing past her face as her clothes weighed her down until she powered her way back to the surface, spluttering as she came up into the air.
All three children were peering over the edge of the ledge, looking the few feet down into the water, worried looks turning into delight as they saw her swimming fully-clothed.
One by one, they joined her in the water, shrieking and howling as they got all their clothes wet and Florence started to laugh. Even Henry, the last to jump, was grinning as he surfaced.
Florence spluttered with glee and Henry flicked water at her, so she dove and pulled him under by his legs and then they were swimming next to each other and she didn't think she'd ever seen him so happy.
THE AFTERNOON WAS long and lazy and the twins settled down to a nap after the picnic was gone. Henry stretched out on the beach, his sneakers drying on the sand beside him. Florence hesitated before going to sit with him.
“Don't you want to sleep?” she asked.
“Napping's for babies,” he said grumpily.
And tired adults, she thought, but said nothing.
“Why are you and Hadley fighting?”
The question shocked her. “We're not,” she said automatically.
“Yes, you are,” Henry said. “Because you talk to us the same way mom and dad do when they've been fighting. Like you're too happy to make up for being angry with someone else. We all know that.”
They probably did, Florence thought. Not that this was a conversation she should be having with a ten-year-old. “We're not your parents,” she pointed out.
“Yeah, but maybe it'd be better if you were,” Henry said. He was looking at the sky, eyes squinting at the brightness and Florence wanted to hug him.
“Your mom and dad both love you all.”
“Right,” said Henry as though he didn't really believe it. “Hadley's really pretty,” he added, changing the subject.
“Um, yes,” said Florence, starting to feel out of her depth.
“So are are you though. Just, like, in a different way,” he continued. “And you're pretty different, but you could still be friends. My dad says that we should have lots of different kinds of people around us because that's how we learn and what makes us better.”
“Huh,” said Florence. “Your dad's a smart guy.”
“Yeah. I get it though. You don't want to be friends with everyone.”
“You should give people a chance,” Florence said, aware as the words came out of her mouth that she was being a hypocrite.
“Eh,” shrugged Henry.
“No,” Florence said. “You should. You're a smart boy, Henry. You're funny, and you're nice to be around when you're not angry. Having friends is important. Giving people a chance to prove themselves is important. You don't want people to look at you and think 'oh, he's grumpy and sulky and I'd never be friends with him.' You want them to give you a shot, right?”
“S'pose,”  Henry said.
And that was that. Florence picked up the picnic things, tidying away so that no trace of them was left on the little beach. And she had to take her own advice. She had to give Hadley a chance, even if it was to be just friends, because... Because Hadley had given her a chance. Hadley had kissed her right on back.
Because Hadley could be good for her. Hadley could make her more... more fun. Hadley made her the kind of person that jumped into the water with all her clothes on.
She waited until they were all in the car and driving home before she said: “Who wants cookies?”
A cheer went up and she smiled to herself. The coffee shop would be close to closing time. They could pick up some cookies and give Hadley a ride home at the same time. And maybe tonight she'd do some apologizing, some communicating, maybe she and Hadley could tentatively try something.
She couldn't shut people out forever.
She had to be open to new things.
The job was important, but it was a completely separate thing, she could compartmentalize. She'd spent her entire life doing it. So why not this? Why not have a little something for herself? After all, it seemed like the kids were suffering while she denied herself, which was hardly the point.
But after, when she was seeing what she saw and then walking out and slamming the coffee shop door behind her, jumping into the car, driving the kids home, she really, really wished that she hadn't let her guard down at all.



Chapter Twenty One
Her phone rang just as she was unlocking the front door of the coffee shop.
“Hello?”
“Hello there stranger.”
“Dad?”
“Do you have lots of other older men calling you?” he laughed.
Hadley grinned. “Not as many as you might think,” she said, turning the shop sign to open. “Is everything okay?”
“That would be why I'm calling. I haven't heard from you for weeks. I'm starting to think that you might be disowning me.”
Hadley dropped her bag behind the counter. Now that she thought about it, it had been a while since she talked to her father. When she was in the city they talked at least weekly. And, she realized now, most of the time money was part of that reason.
Did she really hit her dad up for cash that often?
“Uh, I've been working,” she said. “Not an excuse, but I have been kind of busy. Three kids will run you ragged.”
“Tell me about it,” he said.
And he was laughing but she could hear the tinge of sadness in his voice. She knew that her father had loved her mother. Enough that she'd never seen him with another woman. She couldn't fathom how much he must miss her.
The door opened and Eleanor slid in, lifting an eyebrow as Hadley flicked the coffee machine on and pointed at her phone.
“Dad, I'll call, I promise, but I've gotta get back to it.”
“Of course, of course,” he said. “Nice to see that you're really working, really getting into it.”
“Yeah,” she said, slowly. “I really am, actually. It's, well, it's kind of nice knowing what to expect every day, I guess.”
“Just so long as you make it through the full two months,” he said. “This tough love thing is as hard on me as it is on you. I feel like I haven't seen you for months. I can't wait for you to come home.”
“Me too, dad.”
“And your allowance will be waiting for you.”
She was about to thank him. But then she thought about it, thought about the money, thought about working. And being twenty seven and having an allowance suddenly sounded like the stupidest, most childish thing she'd ever heard.
“About that,” she started. Eleanor came through from the back with a stack of cups. “Well, let's talk about it. The allowance thing. Maybe it isn't the right way to go.”
“Huh,” said her father. “You might want to give that some serious thought.”
She looked down at her hands and across at the tip jar. “Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I will. Promise. And I really have to go. Love you, dad.”
“Love you, kiddo.”
She hung up and slid her phone into her pocket just as Eleanor twisted the nozzle on the coffee machine letting out a flood of steam. Thirty seconds later, a mug was being pressed into her hands.
“Thanks.”
“There's got to be some benefit to working in a coffee shop,” Eleanor grinned. “Having free coffee on demand seems like it's kind of expected.”
Hadley smiled right back. She really needed this caffeine.
“Is everything alright?” Eleanor asked, sipping at her own coffee. “Only, you look like you haven't slept for a week. Are you burning the candle at both ends? Because if this job is too much for you on top of the kids, I totally get that.”
Hadley leaned down, putting her elbows on the counter. She wasn't sleeping right, she knew that. She also knew that she was far too old to be acting like a love-lorn teenager. She rubbed her face with her hands.
“You don't have to talk about it,” Eleanor said, gently. “But I'm here if you want to.”
“It's just... I don't know where to start,” Hadley said.
Eleanor laughed. “Maybe I can help with that. You've fallen for Florence. So what's the problem?”
Hadley opened her mouth, closed it again, then shook her head. “Is it really that obvious?”
Eleanor wrinkled her nose. “Kind of. I've been rooting for the two of you since the beginning, if that helps? Opposites attract and all that. It's a good look. Also, you complement each other well. Not that I ever see you together, but it's not hard to imagine how you balance each other out.”
“Really?”
“Really. Besides, Florence has been dancing around the issue for a while now. And you both... You sort of light up when the other one's name is mentioned. I don't know. Maybe I was just projecting my own wants onto the situation. But it seemed to me like there was real chemistry there.”
“I thought so too,” said Hadley.
“Thought?”
Hadley sighed. “We kissed. She walked away. And then she told me that we had to be professional. But she also intimated that she didn't actually regret the kiss. I got the idea that maybe there could be more, maybe after the summer or something.” She growled. “Confusing.”
Eleanor leaned down next to her so that their shoulders were touching. “It sounds confusing. It's always going to be confusing when you mix business and pleasure. Not to mention when you're dealing with someone who might not be as experienced as you.”
“Yeah, I'm trying here. I know that I can be a player, I know that I never commit, and I can see that Florence is, well, naive, I guess. I don't want to screw this up. I don't want to hurt her. On the other hand, I don't want to let this opportunity go. I think there could really be something here. Something true, something real.”
“Having feelings doesn't mean that things have to work out,” Eleanor said. “You're not great at committing, I hear that. But just because this feels different to you, just because you think that you might be interested in more than a one night stand for once in your life, doesn't mean that the other person feels the same way.”
“I know,” Hadley said, even though she didn't really want to know.
“Just because you might want to commit to something more doesn't mean that Florence does.”
Hadley growled again. “I'm starting to think that running away might be a good option right about now. I think there's still time to get on that bus to Burning Man. Or to hop on down to the islands for a while.”
“Maybe,” said Eleanor. “Or maybe the good option right now is to stick around and see where this new-found urge to commit to something takes you?”
Hadley wanted to argue the point, wanted to laugh it off, but found that she couldn't. Because just for once, the thought of sticking around actually felt more interesting than the thought of leaving for something new.
“If things are supposed to work out, then they'll work out,” Eleanor said, standing up and stretching. “If they're not, then they won't.”
“Hopeful words.”
“Realistic words,” said Eleanor. “Besides, that's what makes life exciting, not knowing what's going to happen next, right?”
Hadley laughed just as the door chimed to indicate a customer coming in. “I guess so,” she said, then got to work taking orders.
THE COFFEE SHOP was busy all day. But by the end of the afternoon, business was winding down and Hadley finally had time to start clearing some of the dirty dishes.
“I'll give you a hand with that,” Eleanor said.
They both started piling up cups and plates from the stations at either side of the small room, carrying trays back to the sink in the back room.
“What's the plan for tonight then?” Hadley asked.
“I'm thinking dinner on the deck and an early night with the wife,” said Eleanor. “You?”
Hadley bit her lip. Maybe she'd try to talk to Florence again. Maybe she'd try and crack that shell a little bit. “Dunno, nothing special,” she smiled. “I'll wipe some of the tables down if you finish bringing in the dishes.”
“Sure thing.”
Hadley walked through the small opening in the counter out into the shop itself before realizing that she'd forgotten to bring a cloth with her. Honestly, her head was lost in the clouds today.
She turned to go back to the kitchen for a cloth, but at the exact same moment, Eleanor was coming out to collect dishes. The two collided and Hadley tripped, pinning Eleanor back against the wall with her weight and knocking the breath out of her.
Barely had she realized what happened when the door chimed and opened and then someone walked in.
Florence's hair was still wet, smoothed back over her head, her glasses perched on her nose, her mouth halfway into a smile as she stepped through the door.
Then she stopped.
Hadley opened her mouth to say hi.
But Florence was already going pale, color rushing out of her face, already beginning to turn, already pulling the door shut behind her, slamming it as she rushed back out onto the street.
“Wait!” Hadley cried.
But it was too late, Florence was gone.
Hadley turned back to see Eleanor's lips a centimeter or so from her own. In a rush she realized what Florence had seen. Or thought she'd seen.
With a groan she pushed herself  back off the wall, freeing Eleanor.
“Oh, no,” she said.
“I might go with something a little stronger than that,” Eleanor said. She sighed. “Go on, off you go.” Hadley swallowed, looking up at Eleanor, who shook her head in exasperation. “Follow the woman!”
Hadley shook herself, then nodded, pausing only to grab her bag before rushing out of the shop.



Chapter Twenty Two
In the end, Hadley took her time.
She rushed out of the shop and the car was pulling away and she could hardly chase it. And then the enormity of everything and her tiredness caught up with her and she slowed her steps.
She stopped for dinner, treating herself for the first time in weeks to a cheap burger. Then she walked slowly toward the house, thinking.
After the initial shock of Florence walking out had worn off, she'd realized that perhaps Florence was just as confused as she was. Perhaps what was needed here was some upfront and direct communication.
On the other hand, if she was too upfront and direct, she ran the risk of scaring Florence off for good.
She walked all the way around the lake, letting the warmth of the evening bathe her skin, listening to the water, trying to understand what it was she truly wanted.
Usually, she jumped in with both feet. Usually, she'd be the one walking out by now having had her fill, taken everything she wanted. But Florence seemed delicate, fragile and Hadley honestly didn't want to hurt her. Maybe too, she didn't want to hurt herself. Maybe too, she was a little afraid of what she was feeling.
Which made all this a point of no return.
Things had come to a head, something needed to happen, and Hadley knew she was the one responsible for setting things in motion.
It was dark by the time she got back to the house. Cicadas chirped in the background and the house was quiet and warm, the lights all out. For a second she worried that there was no one there at all, but the place didn't feel empty.
She wandered through the spacious rooms, avoiding furniture, her eyes getting used to the dark until she could see everything in gray. And finally, when she came to the kitchen, she saw a shape standing outlined by the window.
“You're standing in the dark.” Wow. What a first line. All that time to think of an opener and that was what she'd come up with.
“Yes,” said Florence.
Hadley took in a deep breath and then sighed it out. “What you think you saw—” she began
“No,” Florence turned, her back pressed against the counter. “No, it's none of my business. Your private life is yours.”
Hadley leaned against the refrigerator, the door warm and slightly vibrating. “What exactly do you think that you saw?” she asked. “Just out of curiosity.”
“You know what you were doing.”
“Indulge me,” Hadley said. “What did you see?”
“You and Eleanor, you were, you, she, there was...” Florence hitched in a breath. “You were doing something. Being intimate perhaps.”
“I see,” Hadley said. “In a cafe. In the middle of the day.”
“It was almost closing time.”
“Not the point. You thought that Eleanor and I were getting busy in a public place without even locking the door?”
“I suppose...”
“Eleanor's married, you know,” Hadley said.
“So? Married people do things like that, don't they?”
“Maybe,” Hadley said, anger rising. “But I don't. I wouldn't. Not ever. I may be many things, have many faults, but I don't cheat.”
Florence said nothing and Hadley grew even angrier at the thought that Florence would think she was that kind of person. “So you saw what you thought was Eleanor and I making out or whatever, and you stormed right out. Why did you do that?”
“It was private!”
“It was a public place,” reasoned Hadley. “And you ran on out of there like your butt was on fire.”
It was so quiet that Hadley could hear Florence swallow. “It was private,” she said again.
Hadley moved, one step, then two, edging closer until a meter or so separated them. She was still mad. Her blood was pounding, her heart was throbbing. She was angry and, and something else. Heat was rising in her, pulsing between her legs.
“You left so fast because what you saw made you uncomfortable,” Hadley said. “You left so fast because you were jealous, weren't you?”
Florence turned so that Hadley saw only her profile. “No.”
“Bullshit.” Florence hadn't even tried to sound convincing. “You were jealous because you thought that I was kissing Eleanor.”
There was a long silence and Hadley crept in a little closer. She wasn't doing it intentionally. It was as though she was being drawn into Florence, an attraction she was helpless to prevent.
“Maybe,” Florence said after a while, voice gruff.
Hadley shook her head. “You don't get to have it both ways, Florence. You don't get to tell me you don't want me and then be angry or hurt if I choose someone else. That's not how this works.”
“I thought there was nothing going on?”
“There wasn't,” Hadley said reasonably, taking another half-step forward. “But you were upset anyway. You're as confused as I am about what's happening here, aren't you?”
Florence was looking at the floor, light from the window glancing off her hair. Hadley inched further forward until Florence looked up and even in the darkness Hadley could see that her eyes were burning.
“How could someone like you like someone like me?” she burst out.
Finally, Hadley was able to take a step back. “What?”
“You heard me.” Florence was suddenly furious, her breath panting and her eyes wild. “What is this? Some kind of challenge for yourself? Some kind of summer game? Flirt with the weird girl?”
Hadley held up both hands. “What are you talking about?”
Florence laughed bitterly. “I'm talking about you. You're beautiful, you're sexy, you're rich and smart. Oh, don't look like that, you know you are. So why are you so interested in someone like me, huh?”
“I, uh, I...” stammered Hadley.
“Exactly.”
Florence tried to move, tried to edge her way past Hadley and for the second time, Hadley's instincts took over. Her hand shot out and caught Florence's wrist. As soon as the connection was made she felt that burning heat again and her insides quivered with it.
“No, you're not walking away this time,” she said, voice husky. “You will stay here and you will communicate with me, and you will listen to me.”
“Let me go!”
Hadley dropped her wrist, but was close enough that Florence couldn't get past her. “I don't know what you've been told, I don't know what you think, but you're beautiful, Florence.” Her voice softened as she looked into Florence's eyes. “You're beautiful and I'm interested. Not because it's a game, not to tease you. I swear.”
“Why then?” Florence said, words still hard and sharp.
Hadley shook her head. “I have no idea why. Because you make me want to pull the stars down from the sky. Because you make me want to tear my hair out and bang my head against a wall. Because you make me want to hold you in my arms all night so that I can be sure that you're the first thing that I see in the morning.”
They were so close now, so close that Hadley could see Florence's eyelashes. Could see the down of light hairs on her cheeks. She reached up and removed Florence's glasses, then she reached behind and pulled the band from Florence's hair.
“No,” Florence said. “This isn't some movie, I'm not some boring librarian that suddenly gets beautiful when you take off her glasses and undo her hair.”
Hadley laughed, a full, true laugh and put her hand on Florence's cheek. “Don't you get it yet?”
“Get what?”
“I don't want you to transform. I don't want you to change. I want you exactly the way you are.”
“But why?” breathed Florence even as her face came closer.
“I don't know. Who can explain things like this? I just know what I feel, Florence.”
Those eyes looked up at her, almost unfamiliar now that they weren't framed by glasses. “Hadley...”
“You don't have to believe you're attractive, Florence. But you have to be willing to believe that I believe that. You have to trust me. I'm not here to hurt you, I'm not here to take anything from you. I'm here because I have feelings for you and I want to know where they begin and end, I want to know what we could be together. Aren't you curious?”
Florence breathed a laugh. “Curious. What a word.”
“Well,” Hadley said. “Aren't you?”
She leaned in and her lips brushed against Florence's. Then suddenly she was moving, pressing herself up against Florence as she took her in her arms and let their lips meet properly.
Currents of electricity flooded through her. Her blood pooled in her veins, her heart stopped beating as it should, her knees threatened to buckle, and she clung to Florence, drinking her in until she had to pull away or suffocate.
“Are you curious, Florence?” she murmured again.
There was a moment of silence, then Florence's hands rose, tangling in her hair and pulling her closer. Florence's lips brushed against her ear, the whisper of them making the hairs on her neck stand on end, making her skin tingle, making her core contract in hot waves of wanting.
“Yes,” Florence whispered.



Chapter Twenty Three
It was like an avalanche. Once the barrier was broken, once the decision was made, everything came tumbling down.
Hadley's lips were like fire on her skin and Florence groaned as Hadley's hands ran over her hips, pulling her in tightly. She was breathless as Hadley turned her, picking her up so that her toes could barely touch the floor, pushing her back again, the refrigerator humming behind her, supporting her fully.
Warm fingers inched up her shirt and Florence gasped as Hadley finally touched her bare skin. She was molten inside, her mind barely functioning. It was as though she could only do one thing at once, only observe one sense, and touch was so enticing that she couldn't be bothered with anything else.
It was only when Hadley's breath brushed against her neck that she understood that she too could participate in this.
Her hands were shaking, but she put them on Hadley's waist anyway. Hadley moaned and kissed her deeply, and more courageous now, Florence slid her hands up Hadley's shirt.
The skin there was so soft, so fresh and smooth it was like nothing she had ever felt before. An urgent pulsing started between her legs.
Hadley pulled her head up and looked into her eyes. “Let's take this upstairs.”
Florence shook her head. Upstairs was too close to the kids. No, that wasn't quite the reasoning. What was it that was troubling her? Oh, yes, upstairs was seconds away, minutes even, and she didn't think she could wait that long.
“Now,” she mumbled, finally getting her lips to work.
Hadley raised an eyebrow. “Now?”
Florence concentrated as hard as she could and nodded.
Hadley's hand began pulling at her sensible skirt and Florence could feel the material sliding up her thighs. She held her breath and kept eye contact with Hadley.
“Now?” Hadley said again.
When her breath came it was ragged already and she nodded again, not trusting herself to speak.
Hadley's fingers reached the edge of her underwear and hesitated. “You know, there is such a thing as foreplay?” she said.
Florence cleared her throat. Authoritative came to her so naturally that the words didn't need thinking about. “Let me be clear. If you don't touch me right here and right now there will be consequences.”
There was a smirk on Hadley's lips and Florence felt wetness soaking through her underwear. “Consequences, huh?” said Hadley. She pursed her lips as though considering this. “Consequences could be interesting.”
Florence narrowed her eyes and let her hand drift up over Hadley's soft skin, feeling the ridges of ribs, feeling the swelling of her breast, realizing she wasn't wearing a bra, and finally, finding the hardness of a nipple. Ever so gently she tweaked. Hadley gasped.
“Now,” Florence said.
“Now,” Hadley agreed.
Suddenly, fingers were pushing her underwear aside. Suddenly, she was being touched. Suddenly, she knew what all the fuss had been about.
Yes, she was technically a virgin. But that didn't mean that she'd never been touched. Clumsy boys and her own fingers had both been there. Sometimes even bringing her to satisfaction. But it was nothing like this.
As Hadley's fingers slipped into her slick wetness Florence's entire body focused on that one sensation. Everything else ceased to exist and all she could do was feel and breathe. Hadley stilled and Florence let herself slowly get used to the idea of being touched like this.
Then the fingers moved, sliding up, dragging wetness with them, making slow circles that sent a pounding wave of sensation over Florence. She groaned involuntarily and Hadley smiled.
The curve of her cheek, the scent of her so close, the feeling of her breath, it was all too much. Too much and yet not enough.
Without thought, Florence pushed herself against Hadley's hand and in response Hadley began to stroke her. Fingers agile and sure, Hadley began to coax more and more from her and Florence threw her head back, gasping for air, hands gripping both sides of the refrigerator now as she tried desperately to exert some kind of control.
“Let it go,” Hadley whispered.
She came in close, her other arm cradling Florence against her, holding her gently as her fingers worked below.
Florence could feel herself on the edge, feel herself swaying as though the wind were blowing her. Hadley quickened her touch and Florence felt so full, so ready, that she didn't know what to do.
“Trust me,” whispered Hadley. “Just let go.”
And Florence did.
Soaring through the air on waves of pulsing pleasure she gasped and Hadley held her still, keeping her safe, keeping her warm until slowly, slowly she began to float back down to earth, she began to breathe again.
Slowly, slowly, the world started to return to her. The refrigerator hummed, her breath gasped, Hadley's shirt stroked her cheek. She closed her eyes, centering herself.
“Jesus Christ,” Hadley said.
Florence pushed back so that she could look Hadley in the eye. “Jesus Christ?”
“I don't care if you believe it or not,” said Hadley, eyes heavy-lidded and lips swollen. “That was the sexiest damn thing I've ever seen in my life.”
It was Florence's turn to raise an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. We'll see about that.”
“You mean there's more to come?”
“I mean you haven't had your turn yet and we should always strive to be fair and equal.”
Hadley smirked again. “I won't disagree with you there.”
In one move, one strangely garnered from an almost forgotten self-defense class, Florence gripped Hadley's wrist and spun her so that she was the one backed against the refrigerator.
Only when she was there, curly blonde hair splayed against the metal, lips parted, did Florence's heart-rate start to rise again.
Carefully, slowly, she unbuttoned Hadley's shorts. Then, losing her nerve, she skimmed both hands up over the curve of the waist, up until each cupped a full breast.
Even the feel of them in her hands made her wet again.
Her breath came faster, but Hadley was the one who groaned as Florence's thumbs brushed over her nipples.
“Now?” Florence said, asking this time rather than demanding.
“Now,” Hadley said, eyes almost closed. “Please, now.”
Florence swallowed, took a breath, then let her hand flow back down to the waist-band of Hadley's underwear.
And again she lost her nerve. Her fingers were trembling, her heart was beating out of her chest. “I, uh, I've never done this before,” she admitted, very, very quietly.
Hadley lifted her chin with one finger so that they were eye to eye. “You don't have to do anything. There are no requirements here.”
“No!” said Florence, quickly. “I want to. I just, I want you to know that I've never done this before, that I've got no damn idea what I'm doing.”
“I like this new, sweary Florence,” Hadley grinned. “Touch me the way you'd touch yourself. That's all you need to do.”
Florence nodded, took another breath, and let her fingers creep below the elastic of Hadley's underwear.
Hair, thick and wiry greeted her touch. She took another breath and moved further. Then she felt it. Wetness and smooth, silkiness. Her heart pounded, her insides melted all over again and suddenly she was on the brink of coming again just from the idea that she'd done this, that she'd made Hadley this wet.
“Touch me,” groaned Hadley. “Please.”
Obediently, Florence allowed her fingers to move, thinking carefully about what she liked, about how to choreograph this.
Slow, wide circles came first until she felt Hadley's hips moving under her hand. She pressed harder, focusing the circles more on the swelling hardness she could feel until Hadley was pushing hard up against her.
“Faster,” gasped Hadley.
Florence obeyed, her breath coming faster even as Hadley's did.
Hadley pushed further against her, every nerve and atom of her trembling and then there was a millisecond where nothing moved.
Everything was still. Everything was silent. The world stopped just for that instant.
And then Hadley was thrusting against her and crying out and Florence had to hold her up as she shook and gasped her way through her climax.
For a minute or two or ten they stood there, entangled together, the refrigerator holding them both upright. Florence wanted to wonder what she'd done, wanted to analyze this and pull it apart and think. But she couldn't. She just couldn't.
All her senses were filled with Hadley and in that moment it was all that was right with the world.
Then Hadley was pulling away, shifting her, taking her hand, pulling her a step or two over and yanking out a kitchen chair.
“Sit,” Hadley said.
Florence frowned. “Why?”
Hadley sighed and in one lightning-fast movement stooped, slid her hands up Florence's thighs, grasped her underwear, and pulled them straight down. “Now sit.”
Florence was backed against the edge of the seat and had no choice but to sit. Then Hadley was kneeling, parting her thighs, her blonde curls rubbing against the soft inner skin there and Florence was about ready to lose her nerve yet again as Hadley inhaled her scent and moved closer.
“Again?” Florence asked, trying to sound light, not at all sure that she could do things this way.
“Say stop and I'll stop,” Hadley said.
Florence gulped, but said nothing.
Hadley smirked again. “In that case, let me be clear. You might be the authoritative one, but you're not the boss of me.”
“Mm-hmm,” said Florence, feeling Hadley's breath on her center as the words left her mouth. She was quaking, already flooding her seat with wetness that trickled onto her thighs.
“And if this is your first time, there are some things that you definitely need to experience.”
“Mm-hmm,” Florence squeaked as Hadley's lips drew nearer.
“Trust me,” Hadley said.
And then there was nothing but the swelling, rolling, pulsing waves of sensation as Florence let Hadley take control.



Chapter Twenty Four
Over breakfast the next morning, Hadley couldn't help but share sly smiles across the table.
She also couldn't help but want more of what she'd already had. Which was unusual for her. Usually she'd be the first to take her money and run. But this, this felt different.
Florence was different.
She couldn't quite put her finger on why, or how, just that there was something there, something that made her want to treat Florence as precious, special.
She sighed and forked up some eggs. The kids were bickering and the day was a cloudy one, the first she could remember for ages.
“Ms. Florence, telephone.” Mrs. Mercier popped her head around the door.
“Thank you,” Florence said, delicately dabbing at her mouth with a napkin before getting up.
Now who could that be? Hadley wondered. The children's father most probably. Florence didn't seem like the kind of person who gave out her employer's phone number.
But then, what did Hadley know? That was the scary and the exciting part. She knew next to nothing about Florence. All she knew was that this connection existed and that she wanted to find out more.
“Charlie, don't touch your food with your fingers,” she said, absently.
He stuck his tongue out and she laughed, was still laughing as Florence came back into the room.
Immediately, she knew that something was wrong. Florence's face was gray, but she took her seat and picked up her fork just like nothing at all had happened.
“Is everything alright?” Hadley asked.
“Fine,” Florence said, flashing a smile that was far too bright to be real. As she spoke, a flash of rain blew against the window, pattering on the glass.
Charlie groaned. “It's raining,” he whined.
“There are lots of things we can do when it's raining,” Florence said, sensibly. “You children have spent weeks outside now, isn't there something you look forward to doing inside?”
“Oooo,” Emily said, her eyes wide. “Daddy bought me a new shop, Charlie and I can play in there.”
“No,” Charlie said grumpily.
“I'll let you be shopkeeper first,” Emily offered.
Charlie grinned. “With the money and everything.”
“Course! You can't be shopkeeper without money.”
“Okay then,” Charlie agreed.
“See?” said Florence. “And what about you, Henry? What would you like to do?”
“Watch TV.”
Hadley could see Florence swallowing down irritation. “You have screen time in the evening, when the twins are in the bath, remember? What about during the day today?”
“I. Want. To. Watch. TV.”
“Henry, if you won't be reasonable, you'll lose all your screen time today,” Florence said calmly.
Hadley watched as Henry stuck his lip out. His outbursts had become less common over the summer weeks. But that didn't mean he was an easy child.
All three of the kids had problems with their parents splitting up. But the twins had started to do better with the stability of having both her and Florence around. Emily's accidents seemed to have stopped. Charlie had stopped trying to please everyone, and was beginning to speak his own mind about things, like arguing over playing shop with Emily. A couple of weeks ago he'd have agreed immediately just to keep his sister happy.
Henry though, he was something else.
There was anger burning inside him, and Hadley could see when he was about to lose control of it.
“Henry, how about you and I build a fort in the basement,” she offered.
Henry's lip pulled back in and he grinned. “For real?”
“For real.”
“But I want to go in a fort,” Charlie said.
“Too bad, so sad,” said Henry. “It's my fort.”
“Our fort,” Hadley corrected. “Henry and I will build the fort, but we'll invite you to snack time inside when we're done. Deal?”
Charlie nodded and Henry shrugged, apparently content with the idea of playing architect.
“That sounds like a fun morning,” Florence said, nodding in Hadley's direction.
“Well, if you're all done, let's get started,” Hadley said cheerfully.
She waited as all the children filed out of the dining room and then ran off, stalled long enough in the doorway that Florence had to brush by her. As soon as they were in proximity, Hadley's skin tingled and she felt a flood of desire.
She touched Florence's arm, but Florence drew back. “Not while the kids are awake,” she said.
Hadley took a deep breath, balancing her want against making a smart decision, then she nodded. “Right. Yes. You got it.”
She managed to take a step backward, but that attraction was hard to ignore. “You off to the coffee shop?”
Florence nodded.
She frowned. She didn't want Florence to leave. Even if she couldn't touch her she could watch her. “That stupid money,” she said. “I wish I knew where the hell it had gone.”
“It's already been spent by some opportunistic thief,” Florence said. “There's no point even thinking about it.”
“Except we wouldn't need to be working at the cafe if we'd been more careful,” Hadley pointed out.
Florence sighed. “Money gets more depressing the longer you think about it, so my advice is don't think about it.”
Which sounded weird to Hadley who'd never thought of cash as depressing. “Are you really okay?” she asked.
“Fine.”
“This isn't about last night, is it?” she asked.
They'd finished the night curled up on a couch together, but had slept in separate beds, just in case one of the children woke up. But they'd parted reluctantly and Hadley for once had been sure that Florence was on the same page as she was.
“No. No!” Florence's cheeks flushed and Hadley wanted to kiss her. “Not at all. I swear. I, okay, we don't have time to discuss things. But please, don't think that I regret last night. I absolutely don't. I swear to you.”
Yet there was still something not quite right. “Who was on the phone?” she asked suddenly.
Florence flushed again. “Nobody. It was nothing. A wrong number.”
A wrong number that asked for Florence by name, at least according to Mrs. Mercier. Though Hadley supposed that maybe the caller hadn't asked for her, maybe Mrs. Mercier had simply thought Florence the best person to deal with a nuisance call.
She sighed and let her fingers almost touch Florence's skin again. “Okay,” she said, finally. “You have a good day out there.”
“I'd rather be out there than in here,” said Florence, glancing over at the stairs. “Henry seems like he's in a difficult mood.”
“I'll talk to him,” Hadley promised. “He'll be okay.”
Florence nodded. “Okay, I guess I'll get going then.”
But still she paused, hesitated, until Hadley grinned at her. “Thinking about a goodbye kiss?” she teased.
Florence bit her lip and her eyes widened just slightly and Hadley was about to push her up against the door and show her what she was really missing out on.
“Imagine the kiss,” Florence said eventually. She blushed again and the color in her cheeks made Hadley laugh.
“Get out of here. Go provide the masses with caffeine. We'll be waiting here when you're done.”
Florence shot her a lingering glance that was full of so much promise that Hadley was about to need a change of underwear, then walked away.
Hadley watched her go.
They had so much to learn about each other.
For instance, she was almost definite that there was something wrong right now, that Florence was worried about something. But she couldn't know for sure. Maybe Florence was just getting used to the idea of last night.
Or maybe there was someone else, a boyfriend, say, whose name hadn't been mentioned, but who had called on the house phone to talk to her.
No, that couldn't be right.
She was pretty damn sure that Florence wasn't the cheating kind.
There was a thumping sound from upstairs and Hadley shook herself out of her thoughts. She had a job to do.
She took the stairs two at a time and then stuck her head around the twins' bedroom door. In the corner of the room there was a small shop set up, with a counter and a register and an assortment of plastic fruits and vegetables and boxes. Charlie was proudly manning the register and Emily was throwing goods into a wire basket.
Hadley grinned, they were engrossed in their game, Charlie counting out dollar bills bright and green as Emily shopped.
She left them to their business and knocked on Henry's door before creaking it open. “Ready to build that fort, bud?”
He rolled his eyes at her. “Do I look like I am?” he snapped.
He was lying on his bed, headphones plugged into his ears. Hadley shrugged. “I'm ready when you are.”
“Whatever,” he said, rolling over so that he was facing away from her.
She sighed, reined in her temper and said calmly: “I'll give you ten minutes of alone time and then I'll be back and you and I will get started on the fort.”
He grunted in reply and she backed out, closing the door.
Sometimes it was better to leave him alone rather than pressing matters.
Besides, it gave her a chance to have an extra cup of coffee before getting down to the important business of fort-building.



Chapter Twenty Five
Florence poured the coffee and handed the take-out cup to the customer. In return, he handed her cash and she gave him change and then he left.
“Are you okay?” Eleanor asked.
“Sure,” Florence said. “Why?”
“Um, because you managed to complete that entire transaction without saying a word to the customer.” Eleanor scratched her head. “Is this about the other day? Because if it is, I'd like to clear that up right now. I can guess what you think you saw, but you just happened to walk in at an unfortunate moment. Not a thing was happening, I can promise you that. I'm very much married.”
Florence had almost forgotten about it. As strange as it seemed, so much else had happened in the intervening hours that she'd nearly forgotten about something that had torn at her heart so badly that it had left her breathless.
“No, no, I get it. It's fine. Actually, it's probably one of those things that we'll look back on and laugh at, right?”
“Mmm,” Eleanor said doubtfully. “So you're sure you're okay then?”
Just for once, Florence wished she could sit down, put her feet up and close her eyes in silence. She wasn't alright, she knew herself well enough for that.
The night spent with Hadley had left her muscles aching in good ways and her mind busy in analytical ways and she didn't quite know what to make of things.
Add in the fact that ARK Financing had finally tracked her down and rung the house phone directly rather than her cell, and she was feeling sharp and jagged and like she could sleep for a month if she could persuade her brain to stop thinking for a moment.
It wasn't so much that she felt bad right now, it was more the anticipation of future badness. Okay, Hadley said she was whole-heartedly interested and Florence wanted to believe her, but could she really? Or was she setting herself up to get hurt?
And would someone eventually show up at the house from the debt collecting agency?
Her stomach turned over at the thought.
“Is this about Hadley?” Eleanor asked.
“What?” Florence was shocked out of her thoughts.
“It's absolutely none of my business,” said Eleanor, turning away.
“No, it's not,” agreed Florence. “But...” Eleanor turned back. “But things there are complicated.”
“You don't need to put a label on them,” Eleanor reminded her.
“I know. That helped a lot, actually, thanks. It's not so much that. It's... it's more that I don't know where things are going. More that I feel like I've jumped into a lake and I don't know when I'm going to hit bottom, if that makes sense?”
Eleanor grinned. “That's supposed to be the fun part.”
“It is?” Florence asked in disbelief.
“Yes, Florence. It is. The discovery part, the new part, that's supposed to be fun. We don't always know where life is heading, so enjoy what you have while you can, that's my advice.”
“I just... I don't know if I can believe all this, if I can believe her.” The words sounded feeble and Florence hated that she sounded immature and child-like.
“For what it's worth,” Eleanor said. “I like Hadley. She seems like she's got a good sense of right and wrong even if she isn't always the most dependable person on the planet. And I think she really likes you. Before you start understanding other people's feelings though, you need to understand your own.”
“Which would be the problem,” Florence said.
Eleanor shrugged. “It's all a discovery process. You have to live through it, think through it. I guess if I had to give some advice it would be not to confuse feelings with emotions.”
Florence frowned, not getting it and Eleanor smiled at her.
“Lust is a feeling, love is an emotion,” she said. “It can be easy to confuse the two, but they're actually very different. Especially at first, especially if you don't have much experience, it can be tough to know that what's actually just a summer fling isn't the true love that you've been waiting for.”
Florence nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I can see that.”
The bell rang and a customer came in, head craning up to look at the menu painted high on the wall.
“You'll figure things out,” Eleanor said. “The rest of us do, and you'll be no different. Now, shall we try actually having a conversation with this customer so that he doesn't think you're mute?”
Florence laughed. “Right, yes, I'm on it.”
SHE COULD TELL as soon as she walked in the door that Hadley was frazzled and overwhelmed.
“Henry?” she said at a guess.
Hadley nodded. “He spent most of the morning in his room. When I finally persuaded him to come out and build the fort with me he punched Charlie and swore at Emily. He's in a hell of a mood today.” She bit her lip. “I, um, I let him watch TV for an hour. I shouldn't have, but I needed the break to be honest.”
Florence swallowed away her irritation and nodded. “Sometimes walking away is the best thing.”
Hadley smiled gratefully and Florence went to change her clothes.
Dinner was subdued, with all three children snappy and cranky. A product of being stuck inside all day, Florence thought. But the atmosphere was starting to get to her too, and she felt jumpy and out of sorts.
Hadley took the twins up for their bath and Henry went off for the screen time he was actually allowed to have, and Florence helped Mrs. Mercier clean the table.
“Got the devil in him today, that boy has,” Mrs. Mercier said as they cleaned.
“He's a troubled young man,” Florence said primly. “His behavior isn't always under his control.”
Mrs. Mercier nodded thoughtfully. “Guess I know that. He used to be such a good boy. So sweet and considerate. That was before all this, of course.”
“The divorce?” Florence asked.
Mrs. Mercier sniffed and nodded. “That's when things started to go downhill, for sure. Then Ariel left, and he did adore her.”
“Ariel?” asked Florence, stacking plates.
Mrs. Mercier glanced around to make sure there were no children present. “Their nanny. Had been since Henry was born. But, well, I don't like to talk out of turn nor gossip, but she had to go. She was... implicated, shall we say, in the divorce.”
“Ah,” Florence said, pulling a face. That definitely would have made things worse.
“Just hope he pulls himself out of this,” said Mrs. Mercier, picking up her tray of dishes.
Before Florence could respond there was a scream and then a flood of curse words from upstairs. She put her stack of plates down. “I'd better see to that,” she said.
Mrs. Mercier nodded and went back to clearing the table.
HADLEY GROANED AS Florence came out onto the deck. “Please, tell me he's asleep.”
“He's calm,” Florence said. “But not sleeping yet.”
“I don't know what's gotten into him today.”
Florence grimaced. “I can make a guess. You know it's only two and a half weeks until the end of summer?”
“So?” Hadley asked.
Florence told her about Ariel and her theory that Henry was acting out because he knew that she and Hadley were going to leave sooner rather than later.
“Poor kid,” Hadley said. Then she reached out, tangling her fingers into Florence's and pulling her closer.
Florence trembled at her touch, wanted more, needed more, but forced herself to pull away. Hadley's face fell.
“Talk to me, Florence.”
Florence took a deep breath and considered telling her everything. Considered telling her about the debt collectors, about the possibility of them coming to knock on the door, about her doubts, about how she couldn't analyze how she felt and how much that scared her.
But then Hadley's green eyes were sparkling and her lips were inviting and Florence about choked on her words. When she looked into Hadley's eyes she couldn't doubt her. It was only after, when she was alone, that she couldn't figure things out and put them neatly in boxes.
Instead, she said: “We're walking a dangerous line here, Hadley. There have to be limits. There are children around and we have a professional responsibility. Last night was amazing, please, believe that. But we have to remember why we're here.”
Hadley sighed then nodded. “You're right. But the kids aren't here right now.”
“They could get up for a glass of water any second,” Florence pointed out. “I'm not saying no to you. Far from it. I'm... I'm enjoying this even though I don't really understand it. You're right, I am curious. But I also don't want to risk my job and my reputation.”
Hadley scratched her nose, her fingers drifted to lay against Florence's thigh and Florence's heart beat a tattoo, her pulse quickened, her core melted, and she was a millisecond away from breaking her own rules and searching for Hadley's lips with her own, wanting the instant demands of her body met.
But then there was the crash, loud and cracking, echoing in the silent night.
Then the screams came.
And both she and Hadley were moving before they could think about what could have happened.



Chapter Twenty Six
Hadley ushered the twins into the waiting room. Both were still in pajamas, and both clung to blankets around their shoulders. Florence had already gone through the swing doors with Henry and all she could do was wait.
Wait and re-run the pictures through her head.
Henry lying there on the ground, screaming and clutching at his arm.
The window flapping open above him.
The pale, wide-eyed look on Florence's face.
Her stomach wouldn't settle and her hands were shaking and she knew that something bad had happened. Very bad.
“Will Henry be okay?”
She looked down into Emily's little face and tried to smile. “He's gonna be fine,” she said. Which was almost certainly true. She had enough first aid to know what a break looked like, and Florence was far better trained and had definitely said it was a broken arm.
Whether or not she'd be okay was another question.
The waiting room was pretty empty and she corralled a few chairs together to make impromptu beds for the twins. Charlie was uncharacteristically quiet, so she bundled them both together and began telling them stories.
It took a while, but eventually the lateness of the hour caught up with them both, and they fell asleep twined together and Hadley covered them with a blanket.
“Are they okay?” Florence had come back through the swing doors.
Hadley nodded. “A little freaked out, but fine. Henry?”
“The arm's broken, they're pretty sure, they're doing an x-ray right now.”
Hadley nodded again, then looked at the floor and cleared her throat. “Um, Florence?”
Florence sat down next to her. “Yes. I know what you're about to say and yes, we don't have any option. We've got to call the parents.”
It was only now that Hadley really realized that they'd been building paper castles all summer. The money going missing, the extra job, Henry's obvious behavior problems. She'd thought that they could fix everything, that in the course of one summer they could make the world perfect again.
The truth was that they'd been deceiving everyone, themselves included.
“We should have called them before,” she said now. “When the money went missing.”
“We should have,” Florence said, and she was still pale. “I don't know why we didn't. I don't know why I didn't insist. I guess I just... I didn't think things through. Hiding things from our employer, hiding things from the parents of the children we're supposed to be caring for, it was stupid.”
“And now someone's hurt,” Hadley said.
“Which is debatably our fault,” finished Florence. She let out a breath and Hadley wanted to hold her hand, but she didn't, even though the twins were asleep.
“This is going to be a tough phone call to make.”
“It needs to be made though,” Florence said.
She looked.... different. No, not different, more the same, more like the old Florence. There was something in her bearing, the way she was sitting up straight, the way her hair was sleeked back and formal, the way her glasses were straight.
There was something in the way so that even though Hadley longed to reach out and touch her, she didn't quite dare.
Florence's walls had gone back up.
“Can I see Henry?” Hadley asked.
Florence nodded. “Through the doors, first bay on the right. He should be back from x-ray any moment.”
Relieved to be out of the waiting room, but anxious about what she was going to find, Hadley followed the instructions and walked into the bay just as Henry was being wheeled back in.
“The doctor will be with you shortly,” said the nurse.
Hadley raised an eyebrow at Henry. “Want to tell me what you were doing?”
He sniffed and looked down at his hand laying across his chest. “Nothing.”
She took a seat next to his bed. “Henry McLeod-Allan, don't you lie to me, not when you're in a hospital bed. What on earth were you doing climbing out of a window?”
“Running away,” he mumbled.
She laid a hand on his leg and stroked his knee. “Running away? Why would you be doing that?”
He looked up at her defiantly. “Because I'm not allowed to watch TV.”
She nodded. “Uh-huh. Not because you're worried about what will happen after the summer? About what will happen when Florence and I leave?”
He shrugged and she stroked his knee again.
“Henry, running away isn't a solution.”
“What is then?” His eyes were red-rimmed from crying.
“Sometimes there's no solution at all. Sometimes we have to do difficult things and just wait until the better times come. Just keep on keeping on as my dad likes to say. Other times there are solutions, but you need other people's help to get to them.”
Henry sighed. “You know, being a grown-up sounds confusing and stupid, right?”
Hadley laughed. “It is sometimes. But whether there's a solution or not, there is always something that helps. Talking. Communicating. When things get too big or bad or scary, when the world looks like a horrible place, when you think that you're all alone and no one will care or understand, then the best thing to do is to talk about it with someone.”
“Like you?”
“Maybe.” She was painfully aware of the fact that she was almost certainly not going to be around for much longer. “Or Florence, or your mom, or your teacher, or a doctor, or a friend, or anyone that just happens to be close by. It doesn't always matter who. It just matters that you say the words.”
He was quiet for a while, then he nodded. “I'll try.”
“Good boy,” she said, rubbing his knee again. “Now, I'm gonna go call your mom, and Florence is gonna come back in here to sit with you, okay?”
She slipped out of the room and pulled her phone out. Even as she pressed on Maeve's contact number she wasn't really expecting an answer. Who had a cell phone at an ashram? It was Florence that was more likely to have problems with the kids' father.
But to her surprise, Maeve picked up on the second ring.
“Hadley, darling, I'm so glad you called. Anything to get me away from lentils for the hundredth time. I have to say, this isn't at all what I thought it was going to be. Lentils and getting up at three in the morning, honestly. You'd think that I wasn't paying to be here—”
“Maeve,” Hadley interrupted. “I'm calling because there's been an accident. Everyone's fine. But you need to know that we're at the hospital right now with Henry and that he's got a broken arm.”
“Oh, thank heavens!” Maeve said sounding overjoyed. “Well, not really, of course. I don't want my angel hurting, but I do need an excuse to get out of here. Don't you worry your head about a thing, Hadley. I'll be there by this time tomorrow.”
The call was ended before Hadley could say a thing and she stared at her phone for a moment before heading back to the waiting room for Florence.
“Ms. McLeod is coming, she'll be here tomorrow.”
Florence nodded solemnly. “I'd better call Mr. Allan.”
She disappeared off and Hadley looked down at the sleeping twins.
She hadn't realized until now how attached she'd become, how much she actually liked what she was doing. Now that it was about to be taken away from her, and she was fairly sure that it would be, she realized that looking after the McLeod-Allan children was by far the most satisfying and rewarding job that she'd ever had. She realized that she didn't want to leave.
When Florence came back she was if anything paler than she'd been before. Even her lips were color-less, like she'd been out in the cold for far too long.
“It's not good news,” Hadley said, and it didn't need to be a question.
Florence shook her head. “He's in China, on business, important business by all accounts.”
“There's no need for him to come, Maeve is coming, and besides, Henry is fine, it's just a broken arm.”
“I think you underestimate just how acrimonious this divorce was,” Florence said. “Mr. Allan had no intention of coming when I told him about Henry. But as soon as he heard that his ex-wife was going to be here, he said he'd be on the first flight.”
“Jesus,” Hadley said. “It's like a competition over the kids.”
Florence nodded and Hadley looked at her from across the room and wanted to hold her, to hug her, but didn't dare move.
“I'd better go to Henry,” Florence said.
Hadley let her go, not stopping her until she was right at the door. “Flo, we're going to be okay, aren't we?”
Florence closed her eyes for a moment. “I don't know,” she said, finally.
And Hadley didn't know if she was talking about the job or the relationship or something else entirely.



Chapter Twenty Seven
The red-haired woman blew through the house like a hurricane, leaving a trail of suitcases, shawls, and airline paraphernalia behind her.
Florence gritted her teeth as she picked up a scarf and folded it as neatly as it could be folded. The material was slippery and silky and the design obviously Indian. Maeve McLeod was home, and she rushed straight off to dote over her children.
In Florence's opinion, the best thing that Maeve could have done was to be sensible, caring, but not over-indulgent. By fussing over Henry the way she was, his mother was only going to end up with a son who milked his injury for all it was worth. Still, that wasn't going to be her problem for much longer.
The town car carrying Mr. Allan had slid into the driveway in the late afternoon. Mr. Allan had climbed out, stalked into the house, spent three minutes talking to his children, then disappeared away again, telling Florence he'd deal with her later.
Whatever later meant.
Florence couldn't quite believe that she'd entertained The Sound of Music fantasies about the man. Actually, when she settled down to think about things, there were few things about this summer that she could really believe.
It was after nine by the time Allan appeared again, and this time he snapped at Florence to follow him to his study, a room that had been locked up until now.
“Quite the summer you've had,” he said, settling into his desk chair.
Florence stayed standing and silent.
“I've been doing some digging around, and do make sure that I've got this straight, you've done half the job that you've been employed to do, you've lost a credit card and an immense amount of cash which you've then covered up, and you've sought outside employment despite being contracted to work for me.”
Florence looked at the carpet. “Yes, sir.” There wasn't exactly much point in denying it.
“At least that makes my decision an easy one,” he said. “You're fired. Please collect your things. There'll be a car waiting to take you to the station first thing in the morning.”
Florence wanted to defend herself, but she couldn't. How could she defend herself against the truth?
“Sir, yes, sir.”
She walked out of his study on shaking legs, wondering what she was going to do, and where she was going to go.
✽✽✽
 
The look on the children's faces as they were engulfed in hugs from their mother made Hadley grin despite herself. All three kids surrounded their mom, chattering ten to the dozen and asking question after question.
She was about to step away, to give them all some space, when she heard Maeve tell Henry that of course he could go and watch TV. It was on the tip of her tongue to say something, to remind Henry that he didn't have screen time right now, but she bit down on her lip and said nothing.
“And what about you two?” Maeve asked the twins. “What are we going to do?”
“Ice cream!” Charlie said, spotting his chance.
Maeve laughed. “Alright, then the two of you go get started with Mrs. Mercier and I'll be right there after I talk to Hadley, okay?”
They ran off and this time Hadley couldn't help herself. “It's a little late for ice cream,” she said. “Right before bed and all.”
“Ach, it'll be fine. They don't look tired to me, given the chance they'll be on the go until midnight,” Maeve said.
Given the sugar from all that ice cream they'll be on the go until midnight, Hadley thought but didn't say.
“And you look like you've done a wonderful job, they're so happy and all. A broken arm can happen to anyone, I don't want you worrying about that,” Maeve continued.
Hadley sighed. “Actually, things haven't been quite that smooth,” she found herself admitting.
“I'm sure they were fine!”
She didn't have to say anything, Hadley knew that. She could keep her mouth shut and Maeve would be happy and the kids would be and maybe she'd even keep her job. Except she really couldn't. Really couldn't.
“Um, well, that's not really true,” she said. Hesitantly at first, she began to tell Maeve about the summer, about the money and the coffee shop and taking care of the kids. About not sending them to expensive camps or day trips, about swimming and dressing up and treasure hunts.
But all Maeve did was laugh and tell her what a wonderful job she'd done and how creative she'd been. Hadley had a growing sense that things might be turning out better than she'd expected. Right up until Maeve was leaving to go catch up with the twins.
“I've arranged for a car to come for you in the morning,” Maeve said.
Hadley frowned. “What? Sorry?”
“To take you to the station,” said Maeve. “You must be glad to have the end of the summer to yourself, I know I would be.”
“But...”
Maeve smiled at her. “Oh, you're not being fired, dear. But I'm back now, I'm here and I'm ecstatic to have time with my angels. You've done a fantastic job, but I'll be taking over now.”
And just like that it was all over.
✽✽✽
 
Florence sensed Hadley standing at her open door even though she had her back turned.
“I'm finished,” she said.
“So am I,” said Hadley.
Only then did Florence turn around to see her, outlined by the light from the corridor, curls tumbling over her shoulders. “Well then, I guess the summer's over.”
Hadley nodded.
And Florence knew that this was a turning point, knew that there were decisions that needed to be made right now.
But she also knew that her debt was mounting, that she had nowhere to go, that she had no job. And she couldn't let those things slide, couldn't forget them, couldn't not make them a priority.
Hadley took a breath. “And what about this?” she said. “What about you and I?”
In an ideal world Florence would rush into her arms and confess her love and have a happy ending. Hell, in an ideal world, they'd have solved the parents' problems too and given the kids back a happy family and everything would work out perfectly.
But this wasn't an ideal world.
“What about us?” she said, roughly. “Wasn't this just a summer experiment? Something to pass the time?”
She didn't know why she'd said it, except that the thought still lurked in her mind. She still couldn't quite believe that someone like Hadley would like someone like her. And she continued before Hadley could say anything.
“Why did you need this job?”
“Why did you?” Hadley countered.
Florence laughed bitterly. “Because I'm in debt up to my ears and this is the only damn thing I can do. What about you then, poor little rich girl?”
For a second she saw that Hadley wanted to lie. But she didn't. “I needed to hold down a job to prove to my father that I could so that he'd give me my allowance back.”
To give her her due, Hadley didn't look proud of the fact.
“That's the difference between us then, isn't it?” Florence said, pushing t-shirts into her suitcase.
Because this was all a pipe dream. Whatever Hadley was about to say, it didn't matter. It couldn't matter. Hadley would tire of her sooner or later. The woman had to prove to her own father that she could commit to something. And when Hadley tired of her, she'd be even worse off than she was right now.
Hadley stepped into the room. “The thing is...” She cleared her throat and then started again. “The thing is, I think I might be falling in love with you.”
✽✽✽
 
It was the hardest thing that she'd ever said even though she was sure now that it was said that she meant it. And she was sure that it was going to make a difference. Florence's back was turned, but she knew that this was it. They'd move in together, they'd figure something out. Things would work.
So when Florence turned back, her face a mask of pain, it came as a shock.
“No. I'm not your plaything, I'm not your project, I'm not a game you can play until you get bored of me and want to try something else.” Florence's voice was calm, but her eyes were fiery. “You played at being a nanny, you get an allowance from your father, you're a child. A rich child.”
“I'm not, I—”
“No, Hadley. Understand this, listen to me, I can't risk this on you. I can't risk everything on someone who doesn't know the meaning of hard work, of commitment, of anything that I hold dear. I don't deny that I have feelings for you, but I can't let those feelings be confused with emotions. I can't let those feelings rule my decisions.”
Hadley couldn't find words.
“Hadley, I can't love you.”
Hadley's heart started to crack, started to crumble in her chest. Why couldn't Florence just believe her? Why did everyone think she was never serious? Why couldn't Florence see that she was being honest, open, that she was putting herself on the line here?
In the end, perhaps Florence was just like everyone else. Someone who didn't take her seriously. Someone who only saw a flake rather than the person that she was, someone who was finding herself.
And there was nothing else left to do.
Hadley closed the door gently and walked away.



Chapter Twenty Eight
She couldn't believe that she'd slept. But after Hadley had gone, Florence had curled up on her bed and wept for the first time in a long, long time. Somehow, she'd fallen asleep. Which meant that she was now tugging hastily-packed suitcases down the stairs.
Just as she reached the bottom, Mr. Allan came out of his office. “Ah, Florence.”
“Ah, Mr. Allan.” She stared up at him as though daring him to speak.
“Your final pay check will be sent to your bank account,” he sniffed. “And do remember, this is for the good of the children. I can't possibly leave my children in the care of someone with a dubious relationship to the truth.”
Florence pressed her lips together and started to walk to the front door.
But then it all began to catch up with her.
She had nothing.
Hadley was gone, the job was gone, the children were gone. Her reputation was gone. And maybe she was to blame for some of those things, but right now she had nothing to lose. Nothing to lose and a whole lot that should be said. That needed to be said.
So she snapped.
She turned back, dropping her cases. “Before I go, in the spirit of honesty, since my relationship with the truth isn't quite as dubious as you'd think, you might want to take a good, hard look at what's happened around here.
“Ms. Underwood—”
“Perhaps what you don't realize, Mr. Allan, is that your detachment, your personal issues, are impacting your children in ways that are far worse than Hadley or I could ever model. We at least showed them the benefits of hard work, caring, consistency, and a safe, warm home.”
“Ms. Underwood—”
“Florence?” Ms. McLeod came out of the living room. “What on earth is going on here?”
Florence took a step back so she could look at both of them. “What's going on here is a little taste of home truths. The two of you are supposed to be the adults, you're supposed to be the parents. But you're so wrapped up in hating each other, competing against each other that you don't see what effect it's having on your kids.”
“That will be quite enough, Ms. Underwood,” Mr. Allan said.
“No, let her finish,” said Ms. McLeod. “What do you mean, dear?”
Florence took a breath, feeling the blood in her cheeks. “I mean that your daughter still wets the bed, that your youngest son is so afraid of anyone disliking him or starting a fight that he placates everyone around him, and your oldest son is feeling so lost and alone that he broke his arm trying to run away.”
“You think that's all a reaction to the divorce?” Ms. McLeod asked, leaning against the doorframe.
Florence nodded. “Of course it is. They see you guys fighting, they feel the competition between you. And they've had their whole safe world taken away from them. Everything they knew and depended on. Including, if I might say, their old nanny. They're hurting, and the two of you don't seem able to see that you're not helping them.”
“Ms. Underwood,” Mr. Allan began.
“No, Colby,” said Ms. McLeod. “Listen to her. She's an expert. From everything you said she's immensely qualified to look after our kids, and she's trying to tell us something that perhaps we need to hear. You hired her, now listen to what she has to say.” She turned back to Florence. “So what do we need to do?”
“No fighting in front of the children, no bad-mouthing each other, as far as possible you should be polite to each other in their presence. You decide between the two of you how the children will be taken care of, where and when, and then stick to your decisions, do not involve the children in your arguments. And above all, you need to give them some consistency, a routine, something to depend on.”
“God that sounds awful,” Ms. McLeod said. Florence scowled at her. “But, of course, we can always try it,” she added.
Mr. Allan rolled his eyes. “For God's sake, Maeve. They both lied, they both say they lost money, though we've got no idea whether they truly did lose it or if they took it.”
“Colby...”
“Our children didn't go to day camps, didn't go to museums, they did nothing all summer,” Mr. Allan continued.
“And it was the best summer ever,” said Charlie, bouncing down the stairs. “Can we do it again next summer, dad? Please?”
“Yes!” squealed Emily, following Charlie down the stairs.
“Darlings,” Mr. Allan began, but he was interrupted.
“Where are you going?” Henry was standing at the top of the stairs, arm strapped across his chest, glaring at Florence's suitcases.
“Darling, Ms. Underwood has to leave us,” Mr. Allan started.
“No,” Henry said simply. He trotted down the stairs. “I don't want her to. I say no.”
“Henry,” said his father.
“I. Said. No.”
“Henry,” his mother began.
“Fuck off!” shouted Henry, stamping his feet. “No!”
Florence gave Henry a stern look. “Henry McLeod-Allan, you apologize to your parents for that language immediately and then get yourself in for breakfast. You can help the twins pour cereal. Now, please.”
Henry looked up at her, eyes narrow, mouth half-open, as though he were calculating the odds of what would happen if he defied her. Then he took a breath, looked down at the floor, and mumbled sorry before leading the twins off to the dining room.
“He's angry,” Florence explained. “Because he can't control what's happening around him. His anger needs an outlet.”
She saw Ms. McLeod flash a look at her ex-husband.
“Don't look at me,” he said. “There's still the question of the money, one that's far from being settled to my satisfaction.”
Florence could feel hope slipping through her fingers.
“If it's only money,” Charlie said, coming out of the dining room. “You can have this if you want.” He passed a fifty dollar bill to his father who chuckled.
“Thanks for the help, son, but play money isn't...” He trailed off as he rubbed the bill between his fingers. “This is real. Charles, where did this come from?”
Charlie, who was on his way back to his breakfast, shrugged. “There's a whole bunch of it in Emily's grocery store,” he said before disappearing back to his cereal.
Florence groaned. “I never thought to check the twins' room,” she said. “I assumed it had been stolen, I thought...” She shook her head.
“Let's settle the matter then,” Mr. Allan said, marching up the stairs.
Florence made to follow him, but Maeve caught hold of her sleeve.
“Listen, if I can persuade him, will you stay?”
Florence cocked her head. Stay here with no Hadley. Stay here with the children. Maybe start paying off some of that debt. It wasn't everything, it wasn't the happy ending that other people got, but it was better than nothing.
After all, her career was the most important thing.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
Maeve laughed. “I know that I'm the typical hippy mom who lets her kids run around being free and not having a bedtime. I get that. But I love my kids, I truly do. And Colby, for all his faults, loves them too. You're right that we haven't been thinking about the effect all this has on them, we've been too wrapped up in ourselves. I thought I could take care of them alone for the rest of the summer.”
Florence bit her lip. She'd never spoken out of turn before, never made a splash or a fuss about anything. Yet maybe that was what it took to be taken seriously.
“But I saw the way my kids look at you, and I saw the way Henry respects you, and as much as you and I might disagree about methods, my kids want you to stay. Which means I do. If that little outburst from Henry was any indication, I'm going to need your help. So what do you say?”
“Jesus Christ,” Mr. Allan's voice came from upstairs. “There's thousands of dollars in here.”
Unbelievably, Florence laughed. She couldn't help herself. The thought of all that cash just sitting up there in a toy cash register was pretty funny.
And perhaps there was a little glimpse of light in her future.
She'd been serious about what she'd said to Hadley. Like Eleanor had said, she couldn't confuse feelings with emotions. And she couldn't afford to take a risk on Hadley.
Maybe there was another future for her though. One that wasn't so bad. One that could start right now.
“Yes,” she said, finally. “I'd be happy to stay if your ex-husband agrees.”
“Perfect,” grinned Maeve. “Let me go and talk to him for a minute. Wait here.”
Florence looked at her suitcases in the hall, heard the chatter of the kids in the dining room, thought about what the hell she was going to do about the debt agency.
Then she looked back toward the living room, thinking that she saw a flash of blonde. But there was nothing there. Hadley was gone and Florence would go on without her. It really was that simple.



Chapter Twenty Nine
Hadley pulled her keys from her pocket and slid them into her front door to let herself in.
The apartment smelled of dust and sun, like it had been empty for months rather than weeks, but she hadn't exactly had time to arrange for the cleaning company to come. She wheeled her cases in and slammed the door behind her.
She'd left in the middle of the night. She'd packed her things, looked in on the kids as they slept, then snuck out of the house and started back for the city.
There'd been no point in staying, not really. Not after she'd been fired and Florence had turned her down. Not after she'd opened her heart, committed to something for the first time, and then had it thrown in her face.
She kicked off her shoes and didn't bother to undress before throwing herself onto her bed and finally letting herself cry. The tears came, the sobs wrenched at her throat, until her world was fuzzy and stuffy and eventually she fell asleep.
WHEN SHE WOKE it was already afternoon and her eyes were sticky. She took herself off for a shower, then took a long, hard look at herself in the mirror.
“Maybe you are a flake,” she muttered to her reflection. “Maybe this is what you do. Maybe you only told Florence you were falling in love with her because you knew she'd turn you down. Maybe you're incapable of committing to anything.”
In the background, her expensive speakers were streaming out music. Her feet sank into deep-pile bathroom mats. She was wrapped in a thick, expensive towel and reeked of potions and perfumes. And she shook her head at herself.
“So what?” she said. “So what if you are. Is this life so bad? Is it?”
She had her own apartment, she had money, she had friends. So what if she didn't have a partner? So what if she didn't have a full time job? Or a calling, for that matter. Who cared?
“I was happy before,” she said to the mirror. “So I should just go back to how things were then. That makes sense. It's logical. Right?”
She pulled herself up, spine straight and gave herself a brisk nod. “Operation Back In Business,” she said, and started to get ready.
Ten minutes later, she was sitting on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, phone pressed to her ear.
“Brent? Can you hear me?”
There was a crackling and then: “Yeah, I got you, babe. What's up?”
“Oh, just wondering how that bus tour thing was going.”
“It's pretty dope, sucks that you're not here.
Hadley crossed her legs. “As it happens, I'm back in the city.”
“No shit, really? Listen, we're up somewhere in New Hampshire or something, just trolling around. But I gotta be back in the city in a week or so for my brother's birthday. You still be there then?”
“Sure,” Hadley said, laying her head back on the couch cushions.
“Well, we're heading up to Burning Man right after, and there's a free seat with your name on it still,” Brent said.
“Say no more,” Hadley said. “What time can you pick me up?”
Brent laughed. “I'll get back to you on that one. And, Had?”
“Yeah?”
“Glad to have you back. I kind of missed the old Hadley.”
“Yeah,” Hadley said. “Me too.” Except she wasn't entirely sure she believed that.
That was part one of the operation handled. A few days at Burning Man, a bus tour, that sounded pretty good to her. After that, well, the world was her oyster, she could do anything. Pending solving certain financial problems, of course. Which led to part two of the operation.
She pressed the icon and waited for the call to connect, then grinned down the phone. “Dad? I'm back in town.”
Was it just her, or was there a slight pause? “So soon?” her father said. “I mean, I'm damn glad to have you home, honey, of course I am. But I thought you were up at the lake for another couple of weeks or so yet.”
“Ah, well, one of the kids broke his arm, so of course the parents came home,” Hadley said.
“Ah, yeah, I guess I would have too. What the hell happened? Is the kid okay?”
“It's a long story,” said Hadley. “But yes, Henry's fine. Listen, I was wondering if you wanted to do a celebration dinner, you know, since I'm back and all?”
Her father laughed. “I guess I could. Want to meet at the steakhouse on fifth in an hour or so?”
“Sounds like a plan.”
She hung up. An hour to get ready, that wasn't bad. Except she hadn't unpacked any of her stuff.
She started on a hunt for a clean outfit and tried not to wonder what Florence was doing.
Where was she going to go? Was she just going to disappear out of her life forever? Not that Hadley could do anything about it. She didn't even have Florence's phone number, she realized. Which at least stopped her from changing her mind, she guessed.
Because she couldn't do it. Not in the end. If she'd thought that she could, she'd have stayed. But begging wasn't her style. Being disbelieved wasn't her style. How could she have thought that she was falling in love with someone who couldn't even see the real her? Who just made a shallow judgment based on how different she was from Florence herself?
“I'm better off without her,” she grumbled as she finally pulled a decent enough dress out of the back of her closet. “I really am.”
Better without someone to boss her around, someone to judge her, someone to constantly nag her. Of course she was better off.
Her old life had been a happy one, even if it was a little precarious from time to time. She was young, she had time to figure out what she wanted in life. All she needed to do was pretend that Florence had never happened.
All she needed to do was forget the softness of her skin, the warmth of her breath, that one, incredible night in the kitchen.
To Hadley's surprise, tears were forming in her eyes. She sniffed and blinked them away again.
No. She wasn't going to cry again. She was going to ignore all of this and go on with her life. Just like before.
She dressed herself and made herself up and was presentable and ready to go. Except she couldn't find her damn keys.
She searched high and low, the treacherous voice in the back of her head telling her that Florence would know where the keys were. Florence always knew where everything was. It was like her superpower.
Finally, Hadley decided that she just didn't care. She'd call a locksmith when she got home if she had to. But when she slammed the front door behind her, she saw her keys swinging in the outside lock where she'd forgotten them.
“Idiot,” she told herself, locking the door and pulling out her keys.
Yeah, that wouldn't have happened to Florence, said the voice in the back of her head.
Hadley grimaced and rushed off to meet her father.
HADLEY RAISED HER wine glass and clinked it against her father's.
“Welcome home,” he said.
“It's good to be back.”
The restaurant was humming, but they had the best table. Her father always got the best table. He was looking at her now, studying her.
“Was it worth it?” he asked. “All this tough love? Forcing you to hold down a job for the summer and all?”
She laughed and nodded, though the laugh felt hollow. Hell, everything felt hollow. She drank more wine. It was normal, she told herself. Perfectly normal to feel a little... not herself. She just had to ignore the feelings and they'd go away.
“I'm proud of you, Had,” her father was saying. “And I understand that you didn't quite meet your end of the bargain, what with leaving early and all. But I also understand that it wasn't your fault. It wasn't a case of you quitting or changing your mind or finding something more interesting to do.”
A woman walked past with dark hair slicked back against her head and for a painful instant Hadley thought it might be Florence. But it wasn't.
“Given that,” her father continued. “I think it's only fair that I reinstate your allowance. What do you say?”
An allowance. Like a kid. An allowance for undependable, flaky Hadley.
Instinctively, she wanted to say no, knew she should say no. But then, how was she supposed to go back to her old, flaky life without the money to fund her adventures?
It was a heartbeat too long, but in the end she smiled at her father. “Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate it.”
“It's only money,” her father grinned. “There are far more important things in life.”
And Hadley knew that there were. But money would just have to fill the hole that the more important things had left.



Chapter Thirty
Florence watched as the twins sprinted down the little lake beach, slipped and slid their way into u-turns, then came all the way back.
“Way to go,” she said, as they arrived back at her feet huffing and puffing, little cheeks red with effort. “Nice work.”
“Now what?” Charlie gasped.
“Now it's reading time,” Florence said. “Come on, everyone get out their reading books and sit in the shade.”
There were groans and moans, but she pretended not to hear them until each child had his or her book and they were settled comfortably on a blanket under the trees.
“Can you read that word?” she asked Emily, pointing at the longest word she could see on the page.
“Refrigerator,” Emily said immediately. “That one was easy.”
“No it's not,” Charlie said.
“Is so,” said Emily.
“Is not.”
“Reading time!” Florence barked.
She wished she hadn't started this now. Wished she hadn't asked and sure as hell wished that the word she'd picked hadn't turned out to be refrigerator.
She wondered just how long a piece of kitchen equipment was going to remind her of a foolish experiment gone wrong.
That's what it all had been, she was telling herself, though whether or not she believed herself was another matter. It was a decent enough explanation. After all, people experimented all the time, didn't they?
And Hadley was gone. Gone without even saying goodbye, which stung every time she tried not to think about it.
Gone after declaring her possible love, said a voice at the back of her head. Which could explain just why she'd run away so fast. But then, that did seem to be Hadley's way, didn't it? Running away from things, not committing, not sticking with what she'd agreed to do. If she'd truly have been falling in love, she'd have stayed, wouldn't she?
Florence was better off this way. She'd done the right thing. She had responsibilities and a career and bills to think of.
She felt her breath hitch as she thought about the money. The debt. She was going to need to get a second job, or she was going to have to win the lottery. Something like that. The one thing she couldn't do was ignore this much longer.
The company had called the house already. How long before they showed up in person?
“This is booo-ring.”
Florence sighed. “Read your book, Henry.”
“No, it's boring.”
“Then choose another.”
“It's not just the book. It's all this. This is boring. You're boring.”
Ouch. Little pinpricks of pain littered against her skin. Not something she'd normally let bother her. Children had to do the boring things in life, that's how they learned.
“I wish Hadley was here,” Charlie moaned, rolling over on top of his book.
“Me too,” said Emily.
“And me,” Henry added.
Florence sighed.
She'd done her best. That little race down the beach and back had been one of Hadley's tricks to tire the kids out before they had to sit and do something less exciting. But somehow, when Hadley did it, it was more fun.
Florence didn't know what she was doing wrong.
“What would you rather be doing?” she asked, aware that this was a question she'd never actually asked one of her charges before.
“Anything,” said Henry.
“Something fun, like when we dressed up and played chase with Hadley, or when she made us put our clothes on backward, or... or when we swimmed with her and she said we were mermaids, or something.”
Florence thought it was the most words she'd ever heard Emily say. “Swam,” she corrected automatically. “You guys had a lot of fun with Hadley.”
“Yes,” said Charlie. Then he put a little hand on her arm. “But sometimes you're fun too, Florence. Like when you jumped in the water with all your clothes on.”
Emily screamed with laughter and even Florence smiled a little.
“You miss Hadley,” she said. “That's understandable. But she's not here. She had to go away, she's an adult, she had other friends and other things to do. I'm sure she misses you a lot. But you know that the summer's almost over and it's only right that your summer nanny has to go.”
“You stayed,” Emily said, making it sound almost like an accusation.
“I'm glad you stayed.” For a second, Florence was sure Charlie had spoken, but then she realized that it was Henry.
“I stayed,” she said, smiling at him.
“And you're not always boring,” Charlie said, earnestly. “Sometimes you are, but sometimes you're fun.”
Emily slipped her hand into Florence's. “Do you miss Hadley?” she asked.
Florence's heart stopped beating for a moment and tears pricked in her eyes. She was so taken aback by the question and her response to it that she nearly let herself cry.
“I do,” Charlie said. “Don't you, Florence?”
She sighed, collected herself, then nodded. There was no point in lying to the children. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I miss her.”
“Let's do something that Hadley would do,” Henry suggested.
She looked at him, not sure if he was trying to needle her with the suggestion. He looked genuine enough though, and when she saw the twins' faces  light up she realized that their big brother had said the right thing.
“Like what?” Charlie asked.
“Like an obstacle course in the water,” Florence said promptly. “Henry, you go and get the hula hoops from the storage room. Charlie you get three balls, and Emily get the big brick that's sitting next to the back door. Be careful with it though!”
The children ran off to take care of their assignments and Florence looked out into the lake. For a moment she could see Hadley there, see her smooth skin, almost feel it. And there was an emptiness inside, a loneliness that she couldn't remember having before even though she'd been lonely all her life.
Then the children came running back laughing, and the vision was gone.
MAEVE SCOOPED EMILY up and kissed the top of her head. “Of course, my darling,” she said.
Florence grimaced as Emily was put down and then ran off to get ice cream out of the freezer. “She didn't finish her dinner,” she said quietly to Maeve.
“Oh, pish,” Maeve responded. “She's a little girl. What little girl likes broccoli?”
Emily did, Florence almost said, but she stopped herself. “In general, it's good to be consistent about the rules,” she said instead, still quietly.
“I completely agree, my dear. But then, it is the summer holidays, and they're only small for so long. Let them have a little fun, don't you think?”
“Of course, Ms. McLeod,” Florence answered.
“What about some wine?” Maeve asked. “And please, do call me Maeve, we've talked about this.”
“No, thank you,” said Florence, politely.
Maeve was holding the bottle and reaching for a second glass nevertheless when Henry came bolting into the dining room.
“Mom, Emily took my tablet!”
Florence frowned. She'd had no idea that Henry had been given his tablet back.
“Then go and watch TV in the den instead,” Maeve said calmly. “There's nothing wrong with sharing with your sister.”
Something that Florence could actually agree with. Florence felt a little sick inside, but she'd been hired to do a job, hired because Maeve had persuaded her ex-husband to keep Florence on. She presumed that was because she'd been persuasive about the kids needing help. Which meant she had a responsibility to them.
“Ms. McLeod, sorry, Maeve.” It felt odd to call her by her first name. “Henry has responded quite well to having his screen time restricted...”
Maeve waved a hand. “I know, I know, and don't go thinking I've undone all your hard work. I've simply told him that he can have an hour of screen time whenever he chooses to take it. A little more flexibility, do you see? You can't schedule everything!”
Why on earth not, Florence wanted to say, but didn't.
“You need to relax a little more,” Maeve said, pouring a second glass of wine and sliding it toward Florence. “I see what you're doing, and I appreciate it, but there needs to be a little balance in life, don't you agree? A little light to go with the shade, a little warm to go with the cold?”
A balance, Florence suddenly thought, that Hadley had given her. A balance that had made the children happy, not undisciplined. A balance that maybe she was missing.
The thought was uncomfortable. Florence hadn't believed in doing her job any other way other than the way she'd been taught. The strict, old-fashioned way. And yet she couldn't deny that the kids had thrived with a little of Hadley thrown into the mix.
“Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes, I guess so.”
She took a sip of the wine and Maeve laughed. “It's not poison, you know.”
Charlie bounced in. “Mom, Emily says I can't stay awake 'till midnight, but I can, right? Can't I, mom? Can't I?”
Maeve shrugged. “As long as you get up in the morning, I don't see why you can't try. You won't know anything unless you try.”
Florence sighed but didn't countermand her. And Charlie went happily off to tell his sister the news.
Maeve had a point about balance, Florence thought. But even irresponsible, undependable Hadley wouldn't have let Charlie stay up until midnight.
She sipped a little more of the wine to be polite and then got up to start clearing the dinner table. Her job was changing. Or she was changing. And she wasn't sure she liked the transformation all that much. What was once black and white had become gray. She picked up a stack of plates. Gray was her least favorite color.



Chapter Thirty One
Hadley stood surrounded by piles of clothes. She was throwing yet another black tank onto a similarly colored stack when her phone rang.
“God-dammit,” she said, digging through a heap of pants.
The phone continued to ring.
“Where the hell is it?” She moved on to a precarious tower of sweatshirts.
“Hello?” She finally found it in her shirt pocket and was breathless when she answered.
“Hadley? Is that you?”
She looked around at the flea market her apartment had become, frowning and wondering how she'd created so much mess in such a little time. “Yep, speaking,” she said, distracted.
“It's Eleanor. From the coffee shop.”
Hadley snapped to attention. “Wow. Cool. Hey, I'm so glad you called.”
“I'm about to make you even glad-er,” Eleanor said. “I've got your last paycheck sitting here and I've got no idea where to send it to.”
“Oh, have you got a pen?”
She waited while Eleanor found something to write with, still secretly thrilling at the word paycheck. How could she not? A paycheck felt good.
There was a difference somehow, and she didn't quite know what it was. Okay, getting her allowance was pretty nice, going to an ATM and seeing those numbers, it felt good, she'd be lying if she said otherwise. But it wasn't the same as getting a paycheck, even if the paycheck numbers were a whole lot smaller than her allowance ones.
“Okay, got it,” Eleanor said.
Hadley reeled off her address.
“Right, I'll get that in the mail,” said Eleanor. She paused. “You doing okay?”
Hadley looked at her wreck of an apartment again. All she was trying to do was pack a bag for the Burning Man trip. But somehow it had turned into a huge clear-out. She'd been looking for a t-shirt but had gotten dragged into how disorganized her stuff was and before she knew it she was... tidying.
“Yeah, I'm fine.”
Tidying? Seriously? What a... Florence kind of word.
“Really?” asked Eleanor. “Because you skipped out in kind of a hurry and, well, I did sort of wonder. I guess I'm being nosy. I just... I felt somewhat invested in you and Florence, you know?”
Her name hurt. It was an odd feeling, a bit like being stuck with a pin.
“Yeah, well, sometimes things just don't work out,” she said as carelessly as she could.
“Right.” Eleanor paused again. “Look, I know this isn't your ideal job. I get that you've probably got better things to do. More interesting things to do. But if you wanted to come back, I'd hire you like a shot, just so you know.”
Hadley closed her eyes. Better things to do. More interesting things to do. Eleanor thought she was as flaky as everyone else did. Was it really that surprising? She'd ducked out on the job without giving any notice. So maybe Eleanor was right.
Which meant that maybe Florence was right.
Which hurt even more.
“Nah, I'm good, thanks,” Hadley said.
“The offer's open.”
“Thanks. But really, I'm good. I'm going on a trip, so...” Or at least she was if she could ever get a damn bag packed.
“Not a problem. You look after yourself, Hadley. You deserve it. Don't let... Don't let life get you down. Don't let life suck the joy out of you. You're a joyful person, and it's one of the nicest things about you.”
Hadley felt herself blushing, warming. She hadn't expected the compliment and didn't know how to respond. “Thanks,” she said. “I'll... I'll try.”
When she hung the phone up she collapsed onto a sofa strewn with dresses and looked around her.
This wasn't like her.
For sure, she could see the end point. She could see how having an organized closet would be great. But actually doing it? Doing it right here and now? That was Florence's influence. Don't put off a job you can do today until tomorrow, she could almost hear Florence's voice saying the words.
And tears sparkled in her eyes making the light from the window split into a kaleidoscope of colors.
“Hadley? Had?”
She looked up and her father was standing in the doorway, her keys dangling from his hand.
“What are you doing here?” Her father rarely came to her apartment, preferring to give her privacy.
“You left your keys in the front door. I let myself in before somebody else did.”
“But why are you here?” She sounded defensive and she knew it was because he'd caught her almost crying and she wanted to hide the fact.
“Sit down,” her father said. “I'll make coffee. You clear a place for us both to sit.”
She didn't feel like arguing, so she did as she was told whilst her father made two mugs of instant coffee.
“You're not yourself,” he said, coming to sit down and passing her a luke-warm mug. “That's why I'm here. Don't think I missed it. There's something wrong and... well, I thought maybe it was something you might like to talk about.”
She rolled her eyes. “Don't you have better things to do?”
“Better things than finding out why my darling youngest daughter is moping around and pretending that her life is fine when it's obviously not?”
A fair point. She shrugged.
“Had, what's going on?”
“Nothing.”
“Is it a woman?”
She opened her mouth then closed it again. Her father never talked about her dating life, and even now he looked awkward. But she couldn't lie to him. She nodded and he smiled.
“Well, at least it's nothing more serious than that. Someone you met over the summer?”
She nodded again.
“And someone who isn't in the picture now?”
A third nod.
Her father sighed. “It would help if you were a little more forthcoming, my dear.”
And she didn't want to say anything, not to her father of all people, yet he was the one sitting there and the words came bubbling up before she could stop them.
“Her name is Florence. She was another nanny with the same family.” He looked confused and she shook her head. “It's a long story. But... but I thought maybe, oh, I don't know. It's stupid, I suppose. We'd known each other for such a short time but I thought she understood me but it turns out she thinks the same about me as everyone else does.”
“And what's that?”
“That I'm a flake. Undependable. Unreliable. She said she couldn't risk herself on someone like me and...” she trailed off.
“And you're afraid that maybe she's right?” The question was quiet and gentle.
Hadley nodded. “Isn't she? Isn't that what you think?”
Her father laughed. “If you're a flake then so am I. I understand you better than you think, Hadley. Out of the three of you, you're the child most like me and I pity you that sometimes. But know this, I didn't get rich by focusing on one thing. I tried and tried and tried again, leaving projects half-finished until I found what I needed to go where I needed to go. If I'd spent all my energy on just one project, I'd have denied myself all the other chances that I've had.”
“So it's genetic then?”
“Maybe,” he laughed. “But I know what you mean. I truly do. And the best way to prove people wrong, I've always found, is just to go ahead and do what they think you can't.”
Now Hadley found a smile. “Seriously, dad? That's like the most trite advice ever.”
“It's trite for a reason, because it works.” He sat forward a little. “You know, when your mother died, everyone expected me to get married again. Or they expected me to hire a host of nannies and housekeepers to take care of the three of you. Nobody thought I could raise you alone.”
“But you did,” Hadley smiled quietly, remembering all the evenings at the dinner table, all the school recitals and sports days and everything else.
“I had to prove them wrong,” he said simply. “Your mother would never have wanted you raised by someone else, so I did what needed to be done. I think you'll find that if you turn your mind to something you really can do whatever it is you need to.”
The words were soothing, whether she chose to believe them or not. But she couldn't help asking the question, now that they were talking about personal things, talking about love. “Will you get married again?”
His smile was so sad that it almost wasn't a smile at all and she instantly regretted asking the question.
“If I ever find a woman who annoys me as much as your mother did, then I just might.”
She burst out laughing. “Annoys you?”
He nodded. “The way I see it is that if you care enough to be annoyed by someone then you must have deep feelings for them. How could you not? If you didn't, then those little annoyances would be nothing, they'd be the quirks of a stranger and none of your business. But when you start to take them personally, when they get under your skin, that's the sign that there's something more going on.”
She took the words in, turning them over in her mind, examining them and finding that she couldn't argue with him.
“You'll do what's right, what's for the best,” he said. “I believe in you, Hadley. I don't think you're a flake at all.”



Chapter Thirty Two
Florence hardly went out onto the deck anymore. Without Hadley there, there seemed no point. But it was where she eventually found Maeve, sitting in the moonlight with her glass in her hand.
“The twins are settled and Henry's put his tablet away. I've given him permission to keep his light on so that he can read for another half an hour.”
“You've got him reading?” Maeve said, raising an eyebrow. “Quelle surprise.”
Florence shrugged. “It's simply a matter of getting him into the habit is all.”
“Then your job's done for the night. Come on and sit down. Give me a little company.”
Not that her job was to provide Maeve with company, Florence thought. But she didn't have the strength to make polite excuses, so she sat down anyway.
“The children miss Hadley,” Maeve said, coming straight to the point. “All of them have said as much.”
“I know,” Florence said, wearily.
“It's not something that I'd put that much stock into, staff do come and go,” Maeve said. “Or I wouldn't, if I didn't think that you missed her too.”
Florence shifted, the words taking her by surprise. “Ms. McLeod...”
Maeve waved a hand at her. “I know, I know, it's none of my business. Tell me to shut up and I will. I'm counting on the fact that you're far too well-mannered to do any such thing though.”
Florence closed her mouth because Maeve was correct. She couldn't tell her employer to shut up, no matter what she was saying.
“I don't like to see people unhappy,” Maeve continued. “That's part of my problem with disciplining the children, I suppose. I do so hate to see them sad. And you are unhappy, aren't you, Florence?”
“I'm very satisfied with my role here,” Florence said because it seemed like the right thing to say.
“Not what I'm talking about,” Maeve said. “I've got eyes in my head. I could see from the moment that I walked in that there was a connection there. I used to think I was psychic, you know, but I've learned not to believe in such ridiculous superstitions. No, I could see your energy lines, stretching out between the two of you.”
Florence cleared her throat and definitely did not laugh.
“I'm only saying this because I've let love go,” Maeve went on, picking up her wine glass. “It's the biggest mistake I've ever made in my life. I let love walk away and I wouldn't wish that pain on anyone else in the world. Especially not you, Florence.”
It was beginning to dawn on Florence that Maeve might not be quite sober. And also that the divorce might have had an effect on more than just the children.
“You can't give up hope,” she said. “I mean, the two of you shared so much, there's always the chance that Mr. Allan and you might have a change of heart and...” She stopped talking because Maeve was laughing. “What?”
“Me and Colby? Is that what you think? Oh no, dear. He and I were over a long time ago. And that's just as it should be. No, no, there was someone else. A nanny too, as it happens. Ariel, her name was. She looked after the children before you and Hadley. And, well, she and I, we connected. Really connected.”
And Florence put the pieces together. Mrs. Mercier had told her that Ariel had been involved in the divorce. Like an idiot, she'd assumed that it was Mr. Allan that had had the affair, but apparently she'd been wrong.
“I let her go,” Maeve was saying. “Let her just walk out and then I went to India because I thought it would make things better. It hasn't though. Not at all.”
“Perhaps you could call her?” Florence said, gently. “Explain things. Perhaps it's not as over as you think.”
“I sent her away,” said Maeve. “Told her she was too young for me, told her she needed to live her own life before she could fit into someone else's.”
“There's no shame in admitting you made a mistake,” Florence pointed out.
Maeve smiled a little. “You're a smart girl,” she said. “Smarter than you think you are, smarter than you're behaving, certainly. If you could see your way to a little balance, a little flexibility, I think you'd find life a lot easier. Let yourself go sometimes.”
Florence wondered how much of this conversation Maeve would remember in the morning.
“And you need to talk to the town agony aunt,” Maeve said. “Not to me. Eleanor is far better versed in matters of the heart than I am. You must go to the coffee shop, I insist. Have the morning off tomorrow, go and see what Eleanor has to say about matters.”
Florence already knew what Eleanor had to say about things. But she did owe Eleanor an apology for leaving her short-handed, it was the least she could do to say sorry face-to-face. Plus, there was a desperately-needed last paycheck to pick up.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Just talk to her,” said Maeve. “Don't be unhappy if you don't need to be.”
But what if she did need to be? Florence sighed and smiled and left Maeve to her bottle of wine and her thoughts.
THE COFFEE SHOP bell dinged as Florence pushed through the door. She carried a bunch of flowers as an apology, and she found Eleanor stacking cups onto the shelves behind the cash register.
“Oh, Florence, how lovely to see you. Are those for me?”
“They are, along with my apologies,” Florence said, handing over the flowers.
“I'll put them in some water. You'll stay for a coffee, I assume? As you can see, I'm run off my feet here.” Eleanor gestured around at the empty shop.
“Er, yes, yes, of course I will,” Florence said, though she'd been thinking about going for a quiet, calming walk, time to clear her muddled head.
“And you've nothing to apologize for,” said Eleanor as she went behind the counter and started the coffee machine.
“I left you in the lurch, I'm afraid.”
“You did what you had to do. It's those little kiddies that are the most important, don't you worry about me.”
“No, I should have given you notice,” Florence protested.
Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “I'm far more worried about you. You're pale as ice, Florence. Are those kids running you ragged without Hadley there to help?”
Florence couldn't help but flinch at the mention of Hadley's name. It still stung her. “No, no, it's fine.”
Eleanor came back, putting two cups down. “Then what is it? You can tell me. I can see that you're unhappy Florence. A trouble shared is a trouble halved and all that. Don't keep things to yourself.”
“It's... it's all...” Florence sighed. She hadn't intended to talk to Eleanor. But she'd forgotten just how comfortable Eleanor made her feel, how much like sharing she made her feel. “It's a lot.”
“Then start at the beginning,” Eleanor said, picking up her coffee.
To her surprise, Florence found herself spilling her heart to Eleanor's pleasantly listening ear. By the time her coffee was drunk, her story was told.
“So, you see, how could I take the risk of telling Hadley how I feel without any kind of security?” she said. “I have so much debt to pay off, and Hadley isn't the most dependable of people. She wouldn't understand. Not really. I need to concentrate on my career, not go waltzing after women I barely know.”
“But you have feelings?” Eleanor asked.
Florence raised an eyebrow. “You told me not to confuse feelings with emotions,” she said. “And that, one night, one time, that doesn't make a relationship.”
Eleanor smiled at her. “Oh, but it does, Florence. In fact, that's all a relationship is. A steady sequence of one night and then another, one day and then another, slowly, slowly it builds into something greater than you could ever imagine.”
Florence's heart hurt.
“I did tell you not to confuse feelings with emotions,” said Eleanor. “But equally, you shouldn't confuse emotions with lack of emotions, if you see what I mean.”
Florence sighed. “I miss her. I wish I didn't. I wish I could just go back to the same way as things were before, before I even met her. But now it seems like I just have an extra set of problems on top of the ones I already have.”
“You can't pretend that someone hasn't touched you, that someone hasn't loved you, that someone hasn't inhabited you. It shows on your face, it indelibly marks you, Florence. You can't just pretend that love doesn't exist.”
“But how do you know?” Florence protested. “I can't afford to take risks here, not for a million reasons. So how do I know if I love her, or if I'm starting to love her?”
Eleanor laughed. “You don't,” she said simply. “You just have to take your courage and jump.”
“What if I don't have any courage?” The question was plaintive and quiet.
Eleanor reached out her hand and took Florence's. “You have all the courage you'll ever need. You just have to find it. If this is what you really want, of course. Life is full of risks, Florence. And that's scary. But it would be terribly boring if there wasn't an element of chance involved.”
Florence squeezed Eleanor's hand, not at all sure that she was any better off than she'd been before. “Thank you.”
“You're welcome,” Eleanor said. “As for the financial stuff, I do suggest that you stop ignoring your debt collectors. You have to face them, you have to face the problem. The sooner you do, the sooner you'll solve things. You can set up a payment plan, come to an understanding, but no one is going to help you unless you make the first move.”
Florence shook her head. “I've been stupid, haven't I? Burying my head in the sand, thinking the world should just be the way I want it to be.”
“A little,” Eleanor smiled. “But everything's fixable if you find the right tool. And there's always a job here for you if you need a little extra cash.”
“Thank you,” Florence said. And she meant it.



Chapter Thirty Three
Hadley sat on the edge of the curb kicking her sneakers against the tarmac, backpack packed full beside her. The sun was slanting down across the street and warming her skin and she should be feeling great.
Warm sun, a new adventure, new beginnings.
But her stomach was in knots and she was slightly worried that she was going to barf all over Brent's new bus.
There was a black smudge on the toe of her sneaker and she thought about wiping it off. Florence would have a tissue in her bag. Probably one of those fancy wet ones. Mind you, Florence would also be telling her that she'd packed too much stuff, that she was sitting out on the street and it was dangerous, that she should be doing something productive while she was waiting.
Hadley sighed.
This was all so... wrong. But she didn't know how to fix it. She didn't know how to make herself happy again. Sure, she could just go and find Florence and spill her heart, but the last time she'd done that she'd been turned down. Hardly encouraging.
Besides, she had a life to get back to. An exciting, full life of discovery, finding out what she really wanted to do.
The twins would be arguing over breakfast by now. Henry would be teasing them. It was just the kind of day that they could all spend at the lake, swimming and racing and playing. A long day that would leave them suntanned and tired and ready for bed.
A satisfying day.
A loud, two tone beep came from her left and Hadley craned her neck to see a big, yellow school bus rounding the corner of her street. She stood up, grinning. The huge vehicle pulled up in front of her building, blocking traffic and attracting stares.
“Wow,” was all she could say as Brent climbed down, his long legs and arms making him look like a teenager.
“She's quite something,” he grinned and then swept her up into a bear hug.
“It's an actual school bus,” said Hadley, once she could speak again.
“An actual school bus,” Brent agreed. “Let me show you around.”
He literally walked her around the bus, which... looked like a bus. But once inside, she could see that the seat had been removed and benches put in, there was a small kitchen area and large speakers for a sound system.
“It's not the comfiest ride in the world,” Brent said. “But she's big and she saves on hotel bills.” He paused. “Only, um, the whole bathroom and showering thing needs some work.”
“I've got a gym membership,” Hadley said.
Brent brightened. “Awesome. And I gotta say, I'm stoked to see you. What have you been up to?”
Hadley took a breath, then shrugged. “Nannying.”
He frowned at her. “For real?”
“For real.”
“Kids?”
“Three of them,” she grinned, thinking of Charlie's face if he could see the inside of this bus.
“That sounds... interesting.”
He didn't make it sound interesting. “Actually, it was awesome,” she said. “Best job I've ever had for sure.”
“For real?” he asked again.
He was perched on one of the benches, sun shining on his dreadlocks and there was dust dancing in the air around him. Despite the makeover, the bus still smelled of boxed lunches and new crayons. It wasn't the sort of place she'd imagined that she'd have an epiphany.
“For real,” she said. And she meant it.
It really was for real.
Why on earth hadn't she realized it at the time? Why hadn't she realized that it was the perfect job, that it was the only job that she'd ever had where she woke up in the morning and wanted to work? She looked around the bus.
Suddenly, disappearing on the road didn't sound quite as exciting as it had before. Her hands were shaking as she picked up her backpack. “Uh, actually, Brent, I really appreciate this, but...”
“But you're not gonna make it?” he hazarded.
“Uh, I think I have something to do,” she said. “Um, I think I have a life to plan. Does that sound weird?”
“Very,” Brent said, but he was standing and squishing her into another hug. “There's no point in freedom if we don't make choices,” he whispered into her ear. “You go and do you.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, pulling back, feeling guilty that he'd stopped for her, waited for her.
“Had, you look like you've suddenly found the Holy Grail or something. The way you're shining right now, I don't think anything could stand in your way. Go find it. Go find her. Whatever it is that you need to do. Life doesn't wait for anyone, you gotta go grab it.”
And then she was kissing his rough cheek and clambering down from the bus and watching it drive away leaving her alone on the street.
Her heart hurt, her stomach hurt, every muscle hurt, and her hands were still shaking. But the bus had been wrong. Her old life was wrong. There was no fit there anymore. Because she wasn't looking anymore, she'd found what she needed, she just needed to get her act together and do what needed to be done. Just like her father had said.
She looked down at her bursting backpack. She'd known this for longer than she'd realized. Her pack was full of stuff that made sense for the mountains but not for the desert. She'd packed to find Florence, she'd packed to find her life.
With one hand she hailed a cab, with the other she pulled out her mobile.
“Take me to the train station,” she said, climbing into the back of the cab.
The phone was already ringing.
“Eleanor?” she asked as the phone on the other end picked up.
“Yes,” said a cautious voice.
“It's Hadley. That job offer still open?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“But nothing, I'll be there this afternoon. Any chance you know of any place that can put me up? A couch or something will be fine, no for anything special.”
“I've got a spare room,” Eleanor said. “It's yours if you want it.”
Hadley grinned. “Thanks. See you soon.” She ended the call.
Baby steps. That's what she needed. She'd loved looking after the McLeod-Allan kids, and she was a hundred percent sure that she'd found what she was meant to do, though how she was meant to do it was another question.
She'd need to go back to school, that was for sure. So that was going to be step one on her list.
In the meantime, she needed a job, which the coffee shop could offer, and a sense of stability, which she'd get by building a life, making changes. All of this and she'd prove to Florence that she wasn't a risk, that if anything she was a sure bet, a definite thing.
She'd already started to place the other call, waiting until her father picked up.
“Dad?”
“Had?”
“It's me, listen, I need to tell you something.”
“Sure thing, honey. Are you in a car? Where are you? Not on that damn bus already?”
“No dad, I'm not on the bus. I'm not even getting on the bus. I'm in a cab to the station and I'm going back up to the mountains.”
“Has Ms. McLeod offered to take you back on?”
“Not exactly,” Hadley grimaced. She was pretty sure she'd burned her bridges there. “But I have decided to take your advice. I'm going to do what needs to be done. I'm going to prove everyone wrong.”
He laughed. “Give 'em hell then, and let me know if you need anything.”
She looked out of the window at the city speeding past. “Actually, that's why I'm calling.”
“Sure.”
“It's less that I need something and more that I don't need something. Uh, dad, I really appreciate it, but I think it's time that I gave up my allowance. I think it's time that I started looking after myself.”
He was quiet for a minute. “You sure?”
“I know that the safety net is always there dad, and I know that that security is a luxury. I also know that if I don't make my own way in the world then I won't be able to look myself in the face every day. Does that make sense?”
“It does,” he said, slowly.
Hadley smiled. “I'll call you when I'm settled in, okay?”
“Don't be a stranger, Had, I don't want to lose you to the mountains.”
She laughed. “Don't worry, dad. I'll call, promise.”
She was about to put the phone down when he spoke again. “Had?”
“Yes?”
“I'm proud of you.”
Her heart beat harder and she had never been so sure in her life that she was doing the right thing. She glanced at the clock. A train was leaving soon and she intended to be on it.
The only thing she hadn't figured out, was just how she was going to get Florence to talk to her in the first place.



Chapter Thirty Four
Florence took a deep breath and then dialed the number she'd found online.
“This is ARK Financing Corp, how may I direct your call?”
It was time. Time to start facing reality, time to come back to earth, time to stop burying her head in the sand.
“This is Florence Underwood, I'd like to talk to someone about consolidating my debt and approving a payment plan.”
“Just one moment.”
The words had been hard to say but now that she'd said them, she felt immeasurably lighter. She even smiled a little as she looked out of the window at the kids playing on the lawn.
“Hello Ms. Underwood, my name's Carrie and I'd be happy to help you,” said a voice on the other end of the phone.
Florence took one last deep breath and then got started getting her life back on track.
A half hour later she had the beginnings of a financial plan, one that she thought she could handle. She hung up the phone with relief in her heart, then looked down at the children again.
Her finances weren't the only thing she needed to change.
All her life she'd worked toward becoming the traditional idea of a nanny. All her life she'd thought she had a calling. All her life she'd sworn to give up a real life of her own, her own children, her own partner, in order to care for others.
The problem was, now she'd had a taste of something else, she didn't have the same commitment.
The problem was that now, every time she closed her eyes she could see Hadley. Every time she saw a refrigerator she could feel Hadley. Hardly ideal for someone who was supposed to be devoted to others.
She'd been wrong, she saw that now. She saw how inflexible and cold she must have seemed, saw how by reacting to the way she'd been brought up she'd simply swung to the opposite side of the pendulum.
Sharing a job had been a nightmare. From the very first time she'd seen Hadley get out of the cab she'd known that her life was changing, though she hadn't known how. Being co-nannies had been a ridiculous idea from the start.
But it had shown her something.
She'd seen with her own eyes how the kids had responded to both her and Hadley, seen that the balance between the two methods was what was right, what worked.
Which was all very well and good, but as the kids didn't hesitate to tell her, she was boring. There was no way she could become half-Hadley. And perhaps no way that she wanted to.
She put her hand on the glass and watched Henry pick up Emily and carry her around the garden. She'd done good here, there was no denying that. Leaving would be hard, there was no denying that either. Leaving Henry was probably a mistake, especially after he'd just found some kind of stability.
What else was she supposed to do?
She was going to quit. Then, she was going to march into the coffee shop and tell Eleanor that she was on board for as many shifts as she could be scheduled for. That should keep her bills paid for the time being until she figured something else out.
The uncertainty of it, the risk of it, filled her with fear, but she was going to do this.
Because one day, not now, not now because it still hurt too much to think of being touched by anyone other than Hadley, but one day, she might find somebody else. Somebody who balanced her, somebody who would make her feel the way Hadley did.
That seemed like a risk worth taking.
A few weeks, that was all it took. A few weeks and one, long night and Florence understood the world so much better than she ever had before.
Eleanor was right. It was time to jump. She'd played around on the edge of the cliff for far too long. Her life wasn't perfect and she wasn't going to settle for less.
Emily screamed outside as Henry dropped her and Florence rolled her eyes. She'd better get down there before they actually hurt each other.
Once upon a time she'd told Hadley that there were more important things in life than being liked or even loved.
Finally, Florence could see those words for the lie that they were.
“IT'S JUST A grocery store,” Maeve said doubtfully.
“But we want to go,” Henry whined. “Please, mom?”
Maeve looked at Florence and raised an eyebrow. Florence shrugged in response.
She wasn't stupid. Clearly the children were up to something and had some kind of plan of their own. So far though, she couldn't see what it was.
“And Florence has to come too,” Charlie said, pushing his hand into hers.
“But—” Florence began. But Charlie looked up at her with his big eyes and gap-toothed smile and she sighed. “Really? The whole family has to go to the grocery store complete with nanny?”
Charlie nodded.
“We're not buying ice cream,” Maeve warned.
Mrs. Mercier looked up from the stove. “Actually, you could add some to the list.”
Maeve groaned. “Why don't you guys stay here with Florence and play some kind of game or something?”
“No!” Henry said. Then he caught sight of Florence's look and breathed in so hard his nostrils flared. “We'd really like to all come, mom, please,” he said, more quietly.
Maeve finally nodded. “Fine. But whatever the three of you are up to, I can't say that I like it. Florence?”
Florence looked around at the grinning faces and she was suspicious. A month ago she'd have steadfastly refused to let the kids go. Now though, well, apart from anything else, she was curious about what exactly they were planning.
“Fine,” she said.
THEY WERE JUST driving into town when Emily spoke up from the back seat.
“I have to pee!”
“There's a bathroom at the grocery store,” Florence said from the passenger seat.
“I can't wait. I have to go now!”
“We'd better stop,” Florence said to Maeve, knowing Emily's history of accidents.
Maeve pulled into a parking space and Florence pointed out the coffee shop. “Run in there and tell Eleanor that I sent you in,” she said.
“But we all need to go in,” Henry whined.
“Enough of this,” said Florence. “Henry, take your sister in please, right now.” The firm tone of voice came quite naturally and Henry didn't dare disobey.
All three kids climbed out of the car, Henry with a very worried look on his face, and disappeared into the coffee shop.
“I'm thinking about staying here,” Maeve said, when the kids were gone. “Staying up here in the mountains, enrolling the kids in school here, not going back to the city. What do you think?”
Florence nodded. “It might be good for them to have a fresh start. It would certainly be good for them to have a garden to play in and a safe town to walk around.”
“It might not be bad for me either,” said Maeve, smiling. “The thing is, well, if we stay up here, I was wondering if you'd consider staying with us. Joining us full time, that is.”
“Maeve...”
“I know, I know, you and I have our differences. I'm not going to tell you that you'd be my first choice of nanny. But I see how you are with the kids, I see how much they like you. And I think that you and I together are starting to understand each other. You're becoming a bit more flexible. I'm becoming more authoritative.”
Florence smiled a little at this. Maeve was definitely trying, but she was never going to be the strictest of parents.
“So what do you say? Would you stay here with us?” Maeve pressed.
Florence didn't know how to say no. She was formulating the words in her mind, trying to find the best way of turning Maeve down, when Henry came rushing out of the coffee shop waving his arms.
“What on earth...” began Maeve, but Florence was already getting out of the car.
“Come quick,” Henry said, running back inside.
Florence followed, Maeve on her heels, banging through the shop door and then skidding to a halt.
All three children stood in a neat line. All healthy, all uninjured, all with beaming grins on their faces. Florence's heart beat slowed a fraction.
Then she looked up and her heart sped up out of control.
Because standing behind the three grinning children was Hadley.



Chapter Thirty Five
The children cheered and Henry held up his mobile phone.
“I knew she was here the whole time,” he said gleefully. “Hadley texted me when she came back!”
“And now you don't have to miss her anymore,” Charlie added.
Hadley could see the shock on Florence's face and really didn't want the children to be in trouble. “It was all my idea,” she said. “I wanted to surprise you.” And I wasn't sure you'd meet up with me if I actually asked you, she added to herself.
Eleanor appeared out of the back room. “I was complicit too,” she said.
Hadley saw Florence groping for something to say, anything to say and knew that she had to rescue her. “I was wondering if perhaps you'd like to go for a walk?” she asked. She flicked a glance up at Maeve, who grinned in response.
“I'm taking the meddling kids to the grocery store,” Maeve said, ushering the children out of the shop one by one.
“And I'm running a business here, not a dating agency,” Eleanor said, but she was smiling.
Hadley did what she had to do, stepping toward Florence, looping her arm through Florence's, trying not to let her knees buckle at the first touch.
“A walk?” Florence spoke finally.
“Just down the street,” Hadley said. “All in public, not more than ten minutes. I swear to you. I just want to talk, that's all.”
“This whole charade was to get me to talk to you?” Florence asked.
Hadley felt herself blush. She nodded. And for a small moment she thought that perhaps Florence stifled a smile. “Come on,” she said.
She unhooked her arm from Florence's and walked out of the coffee shop into the warm  sun. She felt Florence follow her.
“What are you doing back here?” Florence asked, as they walked away from the shop.
Hadley took a deep breath. She had to be careful to explain herself properly. There was no room for miscommunication here.
“I came back,” she said. “I'm sleeping in Eleanor's spare room, but I'm looking for an apartment. And I'm working at the coffee shop full time until the university semester starts.”
Florence stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and for a second, Hadley thought she was going to walk away. Then, suddenly, she laughed, long and loud.
“What?” Hadley asked, confused.
Florence shook her head and wiped her eyes. “Just that we seem doomed to apply for the same employment opportunities, that's all,” she said. “Eleanor offered me a job too, and I was about to take her up on it.”
“You can have the job,” Hadley said immediately. “I mean, I'll find something else, it's not a problem.”
Florence looked at her, blue eyes half-shaded by her glasses. “Why are you really here?” she asked, quietly.
Hadley looked down at the cracks on the sidewalk. “Because I screwed things up,” she said, being as utterly honest as she could. “Not with what I told you, but with how I told you. And because I need to explain things to you Florence, and because...”
The breeze stirred Florence's hair and Hadley was afraid to look at her in case she lost her nerve.
“Because I don't want to do this without you,” she finished.
“Don't want to do what without me?” Florence asked.
“Life,” Hadley answered.
Florence started to walk slowly and Hadley watched her go, heart falling.
“Well?” Florence asked. “Aren't you coming for this walk?”
Hadley hurried to catch up. “We're not so different, you and I,” she said, when they were walking in step.
“We're not?” asked Florence, looking ahead.
“We're two sides of the same coin, isn't that the saying?” Hadley asked. “You're afraid of risk, you told me so, and you have every right to be. But here's the thing, so am I. You're afraid of taking a risk where things change. I'm afraid of taking a risk where things stay the same.”
Florence said nothing.
“But here's the point, Florence. I've realized that without risk we don't move forward. Everything's a risk if you want it to be. Getting out of bed in the morning is a risk, driving to work is a risk, every step of your day is a risk. We can't live without it.”
“You're right,” Florence said. “I can see that. I can see how I've been so invested in how things should be that I haven't been thinking about how they could be, and that's on me, that's me blinding myself.”
Hadley puffed out a breath. “You want to know why I'm back here. I'm back here because I'm willing to take the risk. I've got a job, I've signed up for classes when the semester starts, I'm settling down, at least for the next couple of years.”
Florence stopped again. “Are you doing all that for me?”
Another warm gust of breeze blew down the street.
“No,” Hadley said. “I'm doing it for me. I'm doing it because to move onto the next stage of my life I need to take a risk. And I'm ready for it.”
Florence nodded and started walking again.
“But I do want you to be there,” Hadley said. Her heart had stilled in her chest and Florence just kept walking.
“You know what I see?” Florence asked, after a long minute.
“What?” Hadley asked.
Florence paused, checked the street for traffic, then crossed and started walking back toward the coffee shop on the shady side of the street. Hadley knew she should be anxious, knew she should be nervous or afraid, but suddenly she wasn't. She was oddly comfortable, just walking down the street by Florence's side.
“I see someone who's far braver than I have ever been,” Florence said. “Someone who's beautiful and smart and rich, but so much more than that. Someone that's willing to jump in with both feet when the situation demands it. And it makes me so proud of you. Prouder than I have any right to be probably.”
Hadley laughed. “I don't know about that.”
“It inspires me,” Florence said, quite seriously. “It makes me want to be like you.”
It was Hadley that stopped this time, looking up at Florence.
“It makes me want to do this,” Florence said.
In a fraction of a second, Florence's hand was cupping Hadley's cheek, and then her lips were brushing softly and gently against Hadley's. Then the feeling was gone, so fast that Hadley thought she might have imagined it.
“Florence, I like you,” Hadley said, looking down at the ground again.
“Hadley, I like you too,” Florence murmured.
Hadley looked up now. “I'm not standing here saying I love you, I'm not saying be my girlfriend. I can't promise you anything. I have no idea where any of this is going. I don't know that we're the perfect fit, I don't know that things will work out in the long term, I don't know if I'm really what you need. All I do know is that I have to try this, I have to.”
Florence looked into her eyes.
“I can't promise you anything,” Hadley said again. “I can't give you certainty about anything. Except one thing. I'm here. I'm here for the long run, I'm here until whatever this is has run its course or we die old and wrinkled on the porch together. I'm here, Florence. And I want to take that risk with you.”
She could feel the tears pricking in her eyes. She could feel Florence reaching out to take her hand.
“Hadley, you are so brave. You are so beautiful, and I can never believe that someone as beautiful and perfect as you could love someone like me,” Florence started.
Hadley backed up a step. “Then I'll prove it to you,” she said stoutly. “I'll prove it to you every day until you believe it.”
But Florence was reaching for her again. “I wasn't finished,” she said, her voice holding a note of its old authority.
“Sorry,” Hadley mumbled.
“But whatever this is, whatever we are, then I want to take the risk with you too,” Florence said.
For a long moment they stood in the warm air, hints of autumn coming down from the mountains and starting to turn the leaves orange. For a long moment they simply looked at each other, Florence holding Hadley's hand and Hadley holding Florence's hand, letting the world spin around them as they re-oriented themselves to this new reality.
“What now?” Hadley asked, eventually.
“I have absolutely no idea,” Florence said. “Isn't that supposed to be the exciting part?”
“It is,” Hadley allowed. “However, and this is out of character for me, we should probably decide what we're going to do in the short term.”
“Aha,” said Florence, seriously. “Well, unless I'm wrong, I'm thinking that Eleanor is probably about to explode from curiosity. So our first stop might be stopping that from happening.”
“Agreed,” Hadley said. “And then the kids and Maeve will probably be wondering what's going on.”
“Hmm, yes, we might be expecting a visit from them at the coffee shop too,” Florence said.
“And after that?”
Florence shrugged and grinned. “Who knows?”
Hadley laughed. “I think I might have created a monster here.”
“Well, I for one am excited to find out,” Florence said.
And hand in hand they walked toward the coffee shop as the warm breeze blew down the street and the very first leaves started to fall.



Epilogue
Florence wriggled in her seat to get a better view, but frankly, couldn't have picked Hadley out of the crowd if she were being held at gunpoint.
“Where is she?”
Eleanor craned her neck, looking down at the neat rows of students, all clad in caps and gowns, then she shrugged. “Damned if I know. Just clap generically, it'll be fine.”
“It's hot as hell out here,” Florence grumbled.
“What happened to you not cursing?” grinned Eleanor.
“Hell isn't cursing. And there are no kids around.”
Eleanor broke out a bottle of water from her tote and handed it to Florence. “We're sitting on bleachers around a football field in the middle of June, it's hardly likely to be chilly.”
“They could have set up awnings or something.” Florence gulped some of the cold water, then handed it back.
“And you could have had an attitude readjustment,” said Eleanor, accepting the bottle. “Jesus, Flo, you're jumpier than a cat on a hot tin roof and you kind of sound like you're about to start yelling at these kids to get off your lawn.”
“Am not.”
“Are too,” said Eleanor, sliding the bottle away again. “This is supposed to be a happy and joyous occasion, or so I've heard.”
“I am happy.” She was, really she was. Just... she was other things as well. Most notably at the moment these included far too hot, uncomfortable with sitting on a metal bench, and anxious.
The anxiety had been growing over the last few months, though it had taken her a while to  identify what was going on. Slowly at first, it had begun sneaking up on her, tinging everything a gray color that she hated.
“Hadley's worked her butt off for this,” Eleanor was saying. “Four years of school and she's finally done, I'd have thought that you'd be a little happier for her.”
“I am happy,” Florence said again, but slightly less convincingly.
On stage, a man was droning on about something. The sound system squealed, but the words still didn't reach the bleachers as anything other than melodic mumbling.
Eleanor turned to look at Florence. “Wanna talk?”
“What are we currently doing?”
Eleanor sighed. “Flo, what's going on? Come on, you know you can talk to me. What's all this about? Are you worried about the business, because I thought all that was in hand?”
“No, no. It is all in hand. Hadley's father helped us put together a business plan, and he's even invested some money himself. I'm luckier than I have any right to be.”
“Are you in debt again?” Eleanor's face was kind, but she was always direct and to the point.
“No more than usual,” Florence said. “I mean, I'm keeping up with my payment plan, and it's definitely under control.”
“So what is it then?”
“Nothing!”
Eleanor narrowed her eyes. “It's Hadley, isn't it?”
“No!”
“Don't lie to me, Florence Underwood.”
It was Florence's turn to sigh. “You know, I really regret teaching you and Hadley the secret to my authoritative voice,” she said. “But you should know that it doesn't work on me of all people.”
“Talk, Flo.”
She looked back out over the crowd of students, wishing she could pinpoint which was Hadley. Then she shrugged. “I don't know, it's just, well, this seems like an ending to things, you know?”
“An ending,” Eleanor laughed. “She's graduating, surely that's a beginning.”
Florence looked down at her hands. “Maybe. But what if it's a beginning of something else, what if...” She trailed off, not wanting to put real words onto what she was afraid of.
Eleanor reached out to take her hand. “Flo, you're being silly.”
“I know.” Knowing it didn't make it any better.
“Look at the last four years,” Eleanor said reasonably. “The two of you have moved in together. You've spent Christmas with her family, and Thanksgiving with yours.”
Florence grimaced at the memory of the disastrous Thanksgiving they'd spent with her parents. Her mother had made a nut roast instead of turkey, and her father had tried to get Hadley high on some plant he claimed the Native Americans used all the time.
It had been fun though, she had to admit to herself. Curled under a blanket and laughing with Hadley as they drank glasses of her father's homemade wine.
“You're about to start a business together,” Eleanor continued. “Do you really think that Hadley's going to run off without you now?”
Florence wiped her forehead, put into words it did sound silly. “I don't know,” she said truthfully. “School's been tying Hadley to this place, and now she's done, well, maybe she's going to find that she wants something different, somewhere different. Someone different.”
“Psh,” scoffed Eleanor. “You've been tying Hadley to this place, nothing else. And you're an idiot if you can't see how absolutely besotted she is with you.”
“But why?” Florence asked plaintively.
Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Because, despite the fact that you can be annoying as all get out, inflexible, old-fashioned, and just occasionally a spoil-sport, you're also funny, smart, attractive, kind and a beautiful person. Sometimes I think you're the only person that doesn't see that, Florence.”
“But Hadley is all those good things too,” Florence pointed out.
“Which is why you're the perfect match,” said Eleanor.
Music started to play and Florence's words were drowned out so she turned back toward the stage. Maybe Eleanor was right. On the other hand, maybe she was wrong. Either way, her anxiety was only slightly calmed.
“HERE! OVER HERE!” Hadley waved her arms madly and Florence grinned as soon as she saw her, running over.
“Congratulations,” she said, clasping Hadley in her arms and marveling just like always at her warmth and softness.
“Officially a graduate,” Hadley beamed proudly.
“And looking very smart in your cap and gown.”
Hadley rolled her eyes. “I'm boiling and I can't wait to get out of them.”
Florence felt a beat in her stomach, a pulsing between her legs and Hadley leaned in closer which made the feeling even worse.
“You know, your cheeks flush when you're turned on,” Hadley whispered. “It's a dead give away.”
Florence pulled back. “We're in public,” she said.
“Fine,” huffed Hadley. “But remember those feelings for later, please.”
“I'm so proud of you,” Florence said.
“I'm proud of me,” said Hadley. “Four years, who'd have thought that I could stick things out that long?”
“Four years isn't that long.”
“It's an eternity,” Hadley said. “It's so long that I've forgotten what life was like before school and books and everything else.”
Forgotten what life was like before me, Florence added in her head. She swallowed and was about to say something, when Hadley's phone rang.
“Hold on,” Hadley said, pulling her mobile out from the depths of her gown. “It's dad. I'll just talk to him for a minute. Don't move!”
She rushed off with her phone pressed to her ear and Florence watched her go. She didn't blame her for walking away, Hadley's father hadn't been able to attend the ceremony due to a minor but urgent operation, and it was nice that he'd called.
Perhaps it was best that she'd been interrupted too. Perhaps she needed a little more time to figure out what to say and how to say it. A little more time to think about how to offer Hadley her freedom if that was what she wanted.
Eleanor was right, they'd been through a lot in the last four years. And they were planning to open a business together. But that didn't mean that they had to stay together as a couple. If Hadley needed her freedom back, if she needed to experiment again, then the last thing that Florence wanted was to stand in her way.
Even though letting her go would break her heart irreparably.
Hadley smiled at her from across the courtyard and Florence almost gasped at the pain of thinking that one day that smile might not be for her.
But the last thing she wanted to do was trap Hadley. The last thing she wanted was for all of this to turn sour and bad and wrong.
She'd talk to her, she decided. After all this was over and done with.
Hadley came dancing back. “He's fine and sends his regards, and we'd better split or we're going to  be late for the party.”
Florence nodded, letting Hadley link her arm, feeling the warmth of her, the comfort  of her. She felt so perfect. The space she would leave would be echoingly empty.
“You okay?” Hadley asked.
“Perfectly fine,” said Florence, blinking behind her sunglasses. “And you're right, we don't want to be late.”
THERE WAS A cheer as Florence and Hadley walked into the coffee shop, and then a flood of hugs and kisses as everyone crowded around Hadley to congratulate her.
Eleanor winked at Florence across the room. It had been her idea to hold the party at the shop, and she and Maria, her wife, had done an amazing job with the decorations and catering. Florence reminded herself to write them a thank you note the next day.
“Hadley! You can be our nanny now!” Emily said, clasping Hadley around the legs.
“You're far too old for a nanny,” said Maeve coming to join them.
“And besides, aren't I enough?” asked Ariel, coming up on the other side.
“You're a step mom, not a nanny anymore,” said Emily.
“But you're very nice,” added Charlie, just in case anyone's feelings were getting hurt.
Florence grinned at Ariel. The younger woman was tall and tanned, with short dark hair, and was very, very competent. Florence had had no qualms about leaving the children in her care once Maeve had finally decided to ask Ariel to live with her. Ariel was the perfect balance for Maeve's unpredictability.
“Anyway, if we had a nanny again, it'd be Florence, right Florence?” said Charlie.
“You definitely don't need a nanny again,” Florence said.
“Because we all need to take responsibility for ourselves and our own experiences,” said Henry. He blushed a little. “That's what my shrink says anyway.”
“And she's right,” said Florence. “Look at you, I swear you've grown another foot since I saw you last week.”
“You might actually be able to beat me in a swimming race this summer,” Hadley said. “Which reminds me, do you guys want to go to the waterfall tomorrow? We could take a picnic.”
The twins smiled and even Henry grinned.
“That depends on whether homework is done or not,” Ariel said.
Henry groaned. “Maybe you should come back, Florence,” he joked.
“Florence and Hadley are going to be far too busy with their new jobs,” Maeve said. She turned to Florence. “I've been meaning to get these three signed up, or is Henry too old?”
“No one is too old,” Hadley said immediately. “It's an after school program, so as long as you go to school, you're very welcome. Even the teachers can come if they want.”
“You might not have as many kids as you'd like if you invite the teachers,” Henry said.
Hadley clutched Florence's hand. “We'd better go mingle.”
“Right,” said Charlie. “Just don't forget about the surprise.”
“What surprise?” Florence asked Hadley as Emily kicked her twin.
“Nothing,” Hadley said, far too innocently.
HADLEY DINGED HER fork against her glass. “Order, order!”
The room quietened and Florence watched as her far too beautiful girlfriend grinned at all her gathered friends.
“First of all, I want to thank you all for being here,” Hadley started. “And for supporting me and putting up with me when I was grumpy and studying and generally being a bear to be around. I couldn't have done any of this without any of you.” She raised her glass to cheers.
Florence's heart hurt. She could see it now, see that this was an end and not a beginning and she knew that she had to offer Hadley the freedom that she'd been denied for so long.
She didn't want to.
The thought of being alone again, the thought of Hadley not being her girlfriend, was as scary as the thought of Hadley being her girlfriend had once been. But it was only fair. Hadley must be getting antsy, she had to be.
And who would want to stay in a small mountain town with someone like Florence? Someone unexciting and old-fashioned and boring.
She'd just have to run the after-school program herself, she thought. Then she realized that she was already planning for a life without Hadley.
“But there's someone else, someone without whom none of this would have been possible at all,” Hadley was saying.
Florence looked up.
“Someone beautiful, kind, generous. Someone who supported me in ways I didn't even know I needed. Someone who makes getting up every morning worth it.” Hadley looked down at the ground for a moment, blinking. “Someone who I can't believe I'm lucky enough to wake up next to every morning.”
Florence frowned, and then realized that Hadley was looking at her.
“With that said, the kids have something that they want to say,” said Hadley. “Henry?” She pointed to Henry, and he stood up, holding a large piece of poster-board decorated with glitter and painted, the word 'Will' written in large letters.
“Emily?” Hadley said.
Florence turned to where Emily was clambering up onto a chair, she raised her poster-board, showing off the word 'You' written in swirling pink pen.
“Charlie?” asked Hadley.
“Yes!” Charlie cried, jumping up onto his chair and waving around a piece of poster-board with the word 'Marry' written in bold capitals.
Florence was barely following this, barely understanding the words.
“And finally,” Hadley said. “Me.” She held up a piece of poster-board of her own, the word 'Me' and a question mark neatly written.
Florence opened her mouth, the room was silent, all eyes turning to her. “Me?” she asked.
Hadley laughed. “Florence Underwood, you are the sun to my moon, or the other way around if you prefer, and I told you once a long time ago that the only thing I could promise you was that I was here. And now, if you'd let me, I'd like to make that promise official. I want to be here every moment of every day until the world turns to dust or until you can't stand the sight of me anymore.”
Florence could feel the tears trickling down her cheeks but couldn't stop them.
“Florence, will you marry me?” asked Hadley, and her voice cracked right at the end.
It was the crack that did it. That small imperfection, that small indication that for all her confidence, for all her public facing charm, Hadley was nervous, terrified even. Florence wiped her eyes.
“Of course I will,” she said.
And the room erupted into cheers once again.
ON THE WALK home, arm in arm in the warm of the evening, Florence's heart was filled with wonder.
“You didn't have to do that,” she said. “I mean, you didn't have to ask me in front of all those people.”
“Oh, I did,” said Hadley. “I very much did. Because you still don't always believe it, do you? Believe what we have, I mean. So I had to ask in front of everyone, so that you know just how important you are to me, so that there's witnesses to support you should you ever feel doubtful, so if I'm not around there's always someone else to tell you how much I love you.”
Florence shook her head. “I was going to let you go,” she admitted. “I was going to tell you that if you wanted to, you were free to go and travel or do whatever it is that you've been missing out on during the last four years.”
Hadley stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and put her hands on her hips. “For real?” she said. “I've missed out on nothing, Florence, you need to get that into your head. You need to understand that you have made me a better person, you have changed me in all the ways I couldn't change myself, and that if anyone should be doubtful, it should be me.”
“You?” Florence asked.
“Yes,” said Hadley. “You've given me so much, supported me for so long, I don't know how I'm ever going to repay you.”
“You owe me nothing,” said Florence.
“Oh, I do,” Hadley said. “We both owe each other everything. We owe each other love and happiness, a family of our own one day, children, puppies and holidays and arguments and making up and the whole world.”
“Children?” Florence stuttered.
“Of course,” said Hadley. Then she looked worried. “Hold on, we've never talked about that, have we? I just assumed, I mean, if you don't want...”
“No,” Florence said. “No. I do. I just never thought...”
And Hadley was standing right there, her blonde curls gleaming and her blue eyes round and sparkling and Florence could see the child that they would have. She could see a little girl with Hadley's golden curls. She could see a little boy with her own dark eyebrows, sliding glasses up his nose with one finger.
“I love you.”
The words spilled out without her even thinking about them. For the first time they weren't in response to Hadley saying them. For the first time they were uniquely and definitely Florence's own words.
“I know,” grinned Hadley. “I love you too.”
Florence's heart filled up so much she thought it might burst and she didn't know what to do or say. She just stood there looking at the woman who would be her wife, until Hadley took her by the hand and started to lead her home.
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Count on You
Chapter One
The day Carson Maxwell's world fell apart began quite nicely.
The alarm on the bedside table started to play a calming tune, the volume gradually increasing in tempo with the light that was becoming brighter. Carson opened her eyes, yawned, stretched, and sat up.
It was a rare treat to be at home.
She showered in her own shower, using full-sized bottles of product instead of hotel miniatures.
She had her pick of a row of designer suits from her closet, rather than depending on a suit bag and a dodgy dry-cleaning service.
She even allowed herself to choose a particularly daring pair of high heels, since she knew a day at headquarters wouldn't require that much walking.
In fact, by the time she left her minimalist apartment, travel mug of expensively brewed coffee in her hand, she was feeling chipper, confident, and content with the world.
Anyone looking at her could have seen that she was rich, powerful, ambitious, and ready to take on the week, which was what they were meant to see. Her short, dark hair was slicked back with gel, her leather briefcase hung from one hand, her cell phone was slipped discretely into her top jacket pocket.
She grinned at her own reflection as the elevator doors slid open and spat her out into the foyer.
The morning was bright and already warm.
“The world is ending!” cried out the normal crazy on the corner of fourth street as she waited for the light to change.
She rolled her eyes and looked away, traffic streaming past.
“Beware the end is nigh!” he called out again.
Except this time, just for a second, she'd been sure he'd said your. 'Beware your end is nigh.' Which didn't make any sense at all, so she dismissed the thought.
As if her end could be nigh.
Her end wasn't even in sight.
Her career trajectory had been so steep, so fast, she couldn't imagine ever slowing down. She hadn't even reached the peak of her performance yet. Another couple of years on the traveling team would really let her make her mark.
Then... Well, then she'd be happy to settle into a comfortable VP position and move on to the next planned section of her professional life. VP to President was the ideal, but she'd be willing to slide across to another company if she had to in order to make that leap.
Not that Schuler and Mason had been bad to her, far from it.
She was so busy thinking about this that she missed the next curb and scuffed the toe of her shoe on it.
For fuck's sake.
Focus, calm down, get to the office without falling on your ass, she told herself. And determinedly made the rest of the walk with her chin up and ignoring the millions of other people on the sidewalk.
Schuler and Mason smelled of money, which was fitting since they made quite a lot of it.
As soon as the lobby doors slid open Carson's mouth watered at the scent of it, watered at the idea of the numbers flying around the floors, the deals being made behind closed doors, the buying and selling channeling through the cables.
It definitely didn't occur to her that the next time she walked through the doors she'd be blinking hard and trying desperately not to embarrass herself by crying.
“Girl, you look like you just came back from Cabo,” Nichelle called out.
Carson smiled as she saw her colleague, competitor, and friend waiting by the glass elevator. “New Mexico, not Cabo,” she said.
“I swear, you're looking younger by the day.” Nichelle leaned in. “Tell me, do you feed on the restructuring? Suck down the closings? Is this like some weird vampire thing you've got going on?”
Carson snorted. “I'm an accountant.”
Nichelle lifted an eyebrow. “There some rule I don't know about that says accountants can't be vampires?”
“There's some rule that most adults know about that says vampires don't exist,” said Carson, as the elevator doors opened.
“Still, you're looking good,” said Nichelle as they both climbed in. “And since we're both in town together for once, what do you say to drinks tonight? My treat?”
“Sounds good. DeLuca's at eight?”
“Make it seven,” Nichelle said. Carson caught her eye. “I just got back from Florida, and frankly, I could use the alcohol.”
“What went down?”
“What do you know about marine rentals?” Nichelle asked.
And they disappeared into a world of office talk and numbers that would have meant nothing to the average person.
CARSON BREEZED PAST the assistant's desk, already preparing to ask for another coffee, her first now empty.
“Ms. Maxwell?” the girl stopped her.
Carson turned and tried to remember her name but honestly couldn't. She was in the office so little, and the assistant was shared between her and several other accountants. It was pointless having an assistant of her own, she so rarely needed one.
“Yes?”
“Mr. Mason has asked to see you. I was going to pencil him in as a three o'clock, we didn't expect you so early.”
Carson smiled at the girl. Mason was the only executive still working. Schuler had taken his money and run years ago, and privately, Carson was grooming herself to take Mason's position one day.
And it wasn't unusual for the man himself to want to congratulate her.
She checked her watch. “Is he free right now?”
The assistant clicked something on her computer, then nodded.
“Call his assistant and let him know I'm on my way.”
Carson dropped her briefcase off and then set off to Mason's office.
She was still bright and bouncy on the inside, fully expecting Mason to be more than complimentary about the job she'd done in New Mexico. The trading company she'd audited could definitely be turned around, and with the changes she's recommended in her report Schuler and Mason could be making a fair amount of profit from their new acquisition by this time next year.
“Mr. Mason will see you now,” said a dark-haired assistant as Carson glided past.
She took a quick second to breathe slowly, to calm herself and wipe the satisfied smile off her face before she opened the door.
“Ah, Carson.”
It was something about the 'ah.' It wasn't happy enough, it didn't resound enough, something was off. Carson was immediately on her toes.
“Morning, sir,” she said, taking one of the big leather chairs in front of his desk. Best to tackle the bull horns first. “Something wrong?”
Yes, she was professional. Yes, she could seem cold. But that didn't mean she didn't have feelings. She definitely did. She'd just learned to bury them deep and not let them surface. Like the funny flip-flopping sensation in her stomach right now. She certainly wasn't about to let anyone know about that.
“New Mexico,” Mason said.
“You've received my report?”
He nodded and it was clear that the report wasn't the problem. So what was? Carson could taste coffee acrid in the back of her throat.
Mason sniffed and his white mustache wriggled. “Ms. Maxwell,” he began.
Carson just about threw up right there. He never called her that, ever.
“You do understand that your role in this company is an important one? You determine whether a new acquisition is viable or not, whether a factory has to close down or can be run at a profit, whether people lose their jobs or whether we expand an endeavor.”
Carson nodded and didn't trust herself to speak. She had no idea what was coming, no idea what was happening here.
“Therefore, it could be seen in the wrong light should you choose to... fraternize with employees of an acquisition.”
She almost laughed, breathing out a sigh of relief. A normal warning, someone from HR making sure all the boxes were ticked. She was absolutely definite that she hadn't fraternized with anyone. Whatever the word fraternized was supposed to mean here.
“Of course,” she said smoothly. “That's not a problem.”
She was expecting Mason to smile back. But he didn't. And her relief trickled away.
“There has been a report made,” Mason said, face grim. “You were seen to be, um, fraternizing, with a certain Samuel Fisher?”
Cold ice started creeping through Carson's veins. Sam Fisher. Of course. How could she have been so stupid? How could she possibly have thought that they were both adult enough to handle what had happened?
Her legs felt shaky and her mouth was dry.
“What happens now?” she asked.
Because she wasn't going to cry, she wasn't going to make excuses or justifications or anything else. Because she wasn't going to be a difficult woman, a reputation that would follow her for the rest of her career.
No.
She refused to give Fisher that much.
In the same way she'd refused to give Fisher anything else.
Mason cleared his throat. “You'll be based here in headquarters until HR have run a thorough investigation into what exactly happened,” he said. “After that, well, it rather depends on what that investigation uncovers.”
It took every molecule of strength that she had to stand up, thank Mason, and walk calmly from his office.
But she did it.
Because that's the kind of woman Carson Maxwell wanted people to see her as.
The kind of woman that was professional and confident and reasonable.
Even if her world was falling apart.



Chapter Two
The sound of someone imitating an ambulance siren made Katie slide the tray of instruments she was carrying onto the counter and rush out into the waiting room.
“Emergency, emergency,” Rob Lincoln called out in a fair version of a robot voice.
He was clutching a small child, who in turn was clutching a clump of paper towels to his head. Small fingers were already stained with blood and red-rimmed eyes showed that the kid had been crying.
“Is that Mikey Stillwater I can see under there?” Katie asked, heartbeat slowing a little as she realized there was no real urgency here.
The child nodded and sniffled.
“Have you been in the wars, Mikey?” she asked.
Another nod, another sniff.
“That's not even the half of it,” Rob said. “I heard there were pirates and rabid dogs, and there's a rumor there was a dragon involved.”
Mikey sniffed again, but a smile was tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Weren't no dragon,” he mumbled.
“You should know better than to believe everything you hear,” Katie said to Rob in mock disapproval. “And shouldn't you be off flying?”
“Already finished the morning goods run,” said the pilot. “Nothing on for the rest of the day. I was just heading home for a nap when I saw Sheena picking up this one. I offered to run him over here so she could get the rest of the tykes under control.”
Sheena was the local teacher, and the school was right across the street. It was a small school. Hell, it was a small street. Hartley wasn't a big town, but it was an isolated one, which was why the blonde, brawny pilot was necessary. His junked-up sea plane was even now bobbing on the water at the lake on the edge of town.
“So, what did happen?” Katie asked, stepping in closer.
“Fell,” Mikey said, eyes narrow and suspicious.
“You should tell Nurse Katie the truth,” Rob advised. “She's the one with the scalpels and the needles. I heard that the size of the needle you get is directly related to how honest she thinks you're being.”
“Rob,” Katie started, already scowling at him for scaring the kid further.
But Mikey had decided to come clean. “I was fighting and then Tammy-with-a-y pushed me and then I ran away and then I fell over 'cos I didn't tie my shoelaces even though Ms. Sheena told me I had to before break and then I hit my head on the trash can and then it was bleeding.”
He took a big shuddering breath and Katie thought she'd better step in before he started talking again. “Get him over into the first cubicle in there,” she said to Ron. “Let me take a look.”
Rob carried the boy over and laid him on the bed. Katie gently pried away Mikey's hand and then pulled off the paper towels. The cut looked clean and straight enough. She pulled a dressing from her tray and put it over the cut to mop up any stray bleeding.
“You'll have a nice scar,” she said. “But there's nothing serious. Let me get Doctor Donna to come check on it, then we'll get you all sewn up.”
“Did I hear my name?” Donna Ridgeway stuck her head around the corner. “Well, well, well, if it isn't Mikey Stillwater. Been fighting dragons again?”
Mikey snorted and Rob looked satisfied. “Can you just take a quick look at his cut?” Katie asked.
Donna angled the light to get a better view and gave Mikey's head a quick look-over. “Looks good and clean,” she said. “You okay with handling the stitches and dressing?”
“That's my job,” said Katie, grinning at her boss.
“You're in good hands, Mikey,” Donna said. “Nurse Katie does the best stitching in the state. Maybe even the country.”
“Really?” Mikey asked, eyes wide.
“For realz,” said Donna, disappearing back out of the curtain.
“Did you call his mom?” Katie asked Rob as she laid out the materials she needed.
Rob blew out a breath. “She's at work, got a new gig up at the canning factory. You know as well as I do that Rita Stillwater can't afford to miss a day of work. Not now that Donny's gone.”
Katie nodded. She shouldn't be doing this without parental consent, but she knew that Rob was right, that Donna would cover her ass, and that this was all part of living in a small town. They looked after each other. It's just what people did.
“He won't be able to go back to school after this,” she told Rob.
Mikey's face brightened at the thought.
“He won't?”
“He's got a head wound, he's going to need someone to keep an eye on him for the rest of the day, and Sheena can't do that with thirty other kids to take care of.”
Thirty kids that ranged in age from four to twelve.
“Then looks like it's you and me, kiddo,” Rob said.
“You sure? We can keep him here.” She bit her lip, thinking of all the trouble energetic little Mikey could get into in a clinic.
“Nah, he can come help me spruce the plane up a bit, get some cleaning done. He can sit in the pilot seat and supervise, right, Mikey?”
The boy nodded enthusiastically and the dressing slipped off his head. Katie shrugged and got down to work, the sooner this was stitched up, the sooner Mikey could be off on his adventure with Rob.
She was just finishing up when Donna stuck her head around the curtain again.
“Olive's in for her shot,” she said.
“Be right there,” said Katie. Then, louder: “Be right there, Olive!”
“No hurry,” came a voice from the next cubicle. “I've got all day.”
Katie slapped a large band-aid over the edge of the dressing and grinned. “All done,” she said.
“Let's get out of here then, kiddo,” said Rob.
“Keep an eye on him. Any sign of nausea or unusual sleepiness, bring him right back here,” Katie told him. “I'll get on to his mom around lunchtime and try and catch her on break. I'll let her know what happened and that he's with you.”
“Perfect,” Rob grinned. “Now, your chariot awaits.”
He bent down so that Mikey could climb onto his back and then the two of them set off out of the clinic. Katie smiled as she pulled off her gloves and disposed of the sharp needles she'd used in the appropriate container.
When everything was cleaned up, she went on through to the other cubicle, where Olive Renley was waiting for her regular arthritis shot.
“You know, I could teach you to do these shots yourself, Olive,” Katie said. “Save you the trip over.”
“Then where would I get my gossip?” Olive grinned, wrinkles making her eyes almost disappear. “No thank you, I'm perfectly happy here with you. Now tell me, how's your love life?”
“In Hartley?” Katie said. “If there's ever anyone single and available I'll let you know. I don't even require a full limb-count at this point.”
Olive laughed and Katie flicked at the little glass bottle of medication before drawing some out.
“Just a little prick,” she said.
And Olive laughed at the innuendo just like she did every week.
BY THE TIME she got home, she was dead on her feet. But in a good way. She kicked off her shoes and cast her eyes over her tiny apartment. It was clean and tidy, except for a stack of books, notes and study guides on the table by the couch.
The book-pile stared at her for a second, making her feel guilty, then she shrugged it off.
There'd be time to study later. She definitely deserved a sit down and a meal first.
The fridge was almost empty and she'd really need to put an order in at the store on her way to work tomorrow. That or eat at the diner for the rest of the week.
Her stomach grumbled at the thought and she was just about to say 'screw it' and put her shoes back on to head out for some over-easy eggs on toast when the phone rang.
“Katie Robinson.”
“I know who I'm calling,” Donna's voice crackled. “Do you get many calls from people who don't?”
Katie sighed. “Haven't I literally just seen you? What could you possibly have to call me about?”
“You left before I got through my inbox,” Donna said. “I got an email, it's probably nothing, but I thought you should know.”
“What's probably nothing?” Katie asked, an icy feeling settling in her stomach.
“It's the clinic,” said Donna. “It's been bought out by some company. Like I said, it's probably nothing and it'll probably change nothing, I just thought you should know. We'll be getting business cards with different headers, I guess, and I suppose it'll change the names we put on insurance forms. But not much else.”
She was probably right. Probably. But Katie couldn't shake the icy feeling. Little cold fingers crept up her spine.
“Who bought us?” she asked, more because she needed something to say than she actually wanted to know.
“Never heard of them,” answered Donna. “Place called Schuler and Mason.”
Get Your Copy of Count on You from Amazon Now!


cover1.jpeg
L
\
!
QY
) 4
> N\
i F -
il
N q e~

ATCHING
WA

The Bestselling Author of The Wrong Date






