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Rescued Hearts: Prologue

 

 

“Ashley, wake up,” Sara Rand whispered to her twelve-year-old sister.

Grabbing Ashley’s slender shoulder, Sara gave it a shake, then covered her sister’s mouth with her hand when she sat up with a yelp of surprise. Even in the bedroom’s dim light, Sara could see the dark bruise on Ashley’s cheek.

“Daddy’s passed out,” Sara said softly, “but I don’t know for how long.”

Sara had already thrown T-shirts, jeans, and underwear in their father’s old duffel bag and had dragged it out to the wreck of a car in the driveway. She and Ashley didn’t have much. Most of their clothes were thrift store castoffs. Still, it was enough to give them a start. 

At least their drunken excuse for a father hadn’t found the envelope Sara had hidden under the mattress. If he had, they wouldn’t have had even that little bit of money to help them escape. At sixteen, Sara had been working nearly three years, but Daddy usually took every cent. She’d learned to hide what she could early on.

Sara dropped a T-shirt and jeans on the bed and shifted anxiously from foot to foot as Ashley dressed. She held her breath, listening for the slightest sound from the living room where her father had sprawled on the sofa after polishing off a pint of gin. 

Once he went down for the count, he rarely woke until morning. But there was that rare occasion he roused during the night, shouting and stomping down the hall, demanding that Sara get up and make him something to eat.

Sara hustled Ashley through the living room past their snoring father. When Ashley kicked over an empty beer bottle, sending it clattering across the floor, Sara thought her heart would stop. But Hank Rand didn’t stir. They slipped from the house without incident and made it to the ancient sedan, Sara in the driver’s seat, Ashley beside her.

Sara released the parking brake to let the car roll silently from the driveway. She was just about to start it when Ashley grabbed her arm. “Mama’s picture! I forgot it!”

“We’ll have to leave it behind.”

Tears filled Ashley’s eyes, trickled across the ugly bruise on her face. “Sara, please. I hid it on the closet shelf.”

How could she say no? Sara yanked on the parking brake and shoved open the car door again. Running across the lawn, she slowed to tiptoe up the wooden porch steps. When she opened the front door, her father still snored on the sofa.

As quickly as she could, she hurried to the bedroom she’d shared with her sister for nine years. It took her a few moments to find the photo. Her sister had shoved it in the back corner of the closet shelf to keep their father from finding it. The photo had been folded in half, the crease running across their mother’s chin, but the image was still dear to Ashley.

Sara had nearly made it to the front door when her father woke. “What the hell’s going on?” he yelled.

She was too terrified to look back at him. Fumbling with the front doorknob, she thought for sure he’d catch her before she could flee. His footsteps thundered in her ears as she wrenched the door open, his shouted curses striking her like blows.

By some miracle, Ashley had gotten the car started and had backed it into the street without hitting anything. Shoving open the driver’s side door, Ashley scooted over to give Sara the seat. Sara got inside and slammed the door, barely avoiding their father’s punishing grasp. Hitting the accelerator, she prayed the car wouldn’t stall. She took off, fishtailing down the street.

“Did you get it?” Ashley asked.

Her hand shaking, she handed the crumpled photo to her younger sister. Nodding in response to her sister’s fervent thanks, Sara looked in the rear view mirror. If her father was there, he was lost in the darkness.

Turning toward the freeway, Sara took deep breaths to calm herself. They were free. They’d left the nightmare behind.

She pulled onto the ramp heading west, and Sara and her sister heading toward a new life.

 


Rescued Hearts: Chapter 1

 

 

Sara Rand waved good-bye to her next-to-last student as the boy climbed into his mother’s minivan. Jeremy offered Sara a rakish grin before the door slid shut, then the minivan retreated down the gravel drive of the Rescued Hearts Riding School. The car turned right onto Stony Creek Road toward Hart Valley where Jeremy would get the bowl of ice cream at Nina’s Café that his mother had promised him. 

Only Grace Thorne remained, the last of Sara’s charges in this week’s summer horse camp session. Grace’s mother had dropped her off this morning, dashing in here in her well-worn sedan, turning Grace over to Sara’s teen assistant, Dani, before high-tailing it out again. She’d left in such a hurry Sara hadn’t had a chance to talk to her or even meet her.

She’d hoped to have all the children picked up before Keith Delacroix arrived. The Rescued Hearts program director, Jameson O’Connell, had arranged for Delacroix Construction to volunteer a few man hours to fence the pasture into paddocks. Sara would need some time to show Keith around and give him a rundown on how she wanted the pasture divided. She hated to ask Dani to stay behind to keep an eye on Grace. Her only alternative was to let the little girl tag along as she gave Keith his tour.

She suspected the builder might object to Grace’s presence. She didn’t know him except by reputation, had never met him. Although she often saw the Delacroix Construction trucks around town, she’d only crossed paths once with Keith himself in Nina’s Café.

The tall, broad-shouldered man with dark blond hair and a serious face had finished his meal just as she sat down. His gaze had passed over her as he took his check to the register, then he’d glanced back at her as he took his change. Her stomach clenched at the lack of emotion in those piercing blue eyes. Not coldness, but emptiness.

It might be her own history that made her so wary of Keith Delacroix. But she’d just as soon Grace was gone before he arrived.

The eight-year-old girl perched on a wooden bench beside the covered riding arena, hands folded in her lap, fair blond head tipped up as she stared out into the trees beyond the pasture. She didn’t squirm with impatience as most 8-year-olds would. There was not an ounce of fidget in Grace’s small feet. She sat perfectly still, perfectly quiet.

Like many kids whose world had careened out of control, where everything they’d trusted had been torn away, Grace held tightly onto the only thing she could—her own behavior. 

She’d completed every task asked of her today without the least insurrection. Halter the horse, lead the horse, tie the horse and brush it. Clean its feet, bring out the saddle and bridle. She did it all. Sara had never seen a more compliant eight-year-old.

Except when Sara asked Grace to share her name with the other children in the camp group. No amount of prodding could push Grace to make a sound. The little girl hadn’t spoken once in the entire six hours she’d been here today.

The sound of a car engine caught her attention, and she tensed in expectation of seeing one of the white Delacroix Construction trucks approach. She’d learned to feel comfortable around men after years of conscious effort. She’d even managed to forge friendships with a few. But she couldn’t seem to squelch the fear, however faint, when she first met someone new. Her brief encounter with Keith in the café only seemed to make the anticipation worse.

A rattle-trap muscle car packed with teens came into view on Stoney Creek Road, its engine roaring. The sudden jolt of sound sent her heart rate up, adding to her anxiety. Then the Bondo-splotch wreck sailed by the NJN Ranch front gate and disappeared toward town. 

The late spring heat and the weight of her auburn hair on her neck added to her discomfort. Sweat plastered the thick ponytail against her back where her tank top dipped low. She lifted her hair from her neck and let the faint breeze cool her skin.

Sara had insisted Grace wait in the shade and now she turned to the towhead with a smile. “Your mother should be here soon.”

Grace’s gaze flicked in Sara’s direction, the faintest trace of rebellion in the little girl’s blue eyes. Then she returned her study of the tall pines beyond the pasture. Rebellion, because she didn’t want to see her mother? Or because she didn’t want to leave?

Sara checked her watch. Nearly three-thirty. Keith was due any minute.

She held a hand out to Grace. “Let’s go see what Dani’s doing, sweetheart.”

Grace scooted off the bench and they started toward the pasture where her teenaged assistant was coaxing a dose of bute into old Dudley. Dani had mixed the bitter-tasting anti-inflammatory with some sweet feed, hoping to get enough of the medication into the twenty-five-year-old gelding to ease his arthritis.

“Can you watch her a few minutes, Dani? Just until her mother gets here?

Dani smiled in welcome. “Come on in, short stuff.”

Sara unhooked the gate to let Grace through, then headed back toward the arena. She might as well get the tack organized while she waited.

She’d just gathered up a halter and bridle left behind by the campers when she heard the sound of tires on gravel. There was no mistaking the big white pickup truck turning into the drive. The sun’s glare on the windshield obscured the driver’s face, but she could see his well-muscled arm resting on the open window.

Keith drove slowly along the drive, minimizing the dust kicked up by his truck’s passage. The dust did the horses no good, especially the somewhat elderly geldings and mares she used for the camp program. Keith’s small kindness eased the knot inside Sara.

The truck angled toward the parking area at the far end of the arena and pulled in next to Dani’s little red car. A bit too close, he could only open his truck door half-way. Sara remembered those broad shoulders, the tall frame. There was no way he’d be able to squeeze his way out of his truck unless he moved it.

The door shut again and he slid across the bench seat. When he unfolded himself from the cab, the mid-afternoon sun marked his face with shadows. The distance between her and him afforded Sara only the impression of his size, the stiff set of his shoulders, the length of his legs.

She couldn’t hold back an habitual stab of fear. She’d become adept at acknowledging it, then setting it aside. As he drew close enough, she could make out the rugged lines of his face, the sharp blue eyes. Her fear faded, washed away by a sense of awareness that caught her off-guard.

“Sara Rand? Keith Delacroix.” He put out his hand as he approached.

Reflexively, she thought of her father’s hands and what they’d done to her and her sister. Her father’s face flickered in Keith’s, a habitual reaction she couldn’t always control.

 She forced herself to shake his hand anyway. When Keith pressed his warm palm against hers, the illusion of her father’s face vanished, and his warmth seemed to seeped into her. 

For a moment, she could only stare up at him. What was he, six-foot-three or four? And with those broad shoulders he could probably tote two fifty-pound bags of grain without breaking a sweat.

If only there weren’t such desolation in his blue gaze.

 “I’m sorry, Mr. Delacroix. I don’t think we can do this today after all.”

If anything he looked even grimmer than that day at the café, and full of tension. “I canceled an appointment to be here.”

With him so close, she struggled against her fear. “I’m sorry. One of the students is still here. Her mother’s late picking her up.”

He directed his gaze toward the pasture. “Can’t the girl watch her?”

Of course she could. She’d already arranged it with Dani. “I’ll have to excuse myself when Grace’s mother arrives.”

His jaw tightened, in irritation she supposed. But then he relaxed his face into careful neutrality.

Sara turned to check on Dani and Grace. They’d pulled grooming tools from the caddy by the pasture gate and were brushing Dudley as the old gelding grazed.

When she turned back to Keith, he stared down at her, the intensity of his blue eyes unnerving. “Let’s get started.” He put his hand on Sara’s arm.

Even that light press of fingers frightened her. She jerked her arm away.

She rubbed where he’d touch. “Sorry.” She wasn’t even sure what she was apologizing for. “If you’ll follow me.”

She led him past the small octagonal structure that served as her home and office. He walked alongside her, shortening his stride so she could keep pace with him. “You teach kids to ride here?”

“Not exactly. We use the horses in equine assisted therapy sessions. It help the kids work through their problems.” He felt too close again and she edged away. “Sometimes they’re on horseback, sometimes on the ground.”

They reached the knoll that overlooked the pasture and arena, a good vantage point to explain how she wanted the paddocks laid out. Below them, Grace and Dani fed carrots to the horses.

“The horses represent the problems these kids face.” Sara looked out over the gently rolling landscape. “They learn to handle the horses and deal with their frustrations, their fears, their grief at the same time.”

He paced across the knoll, his work boots scuffing through the dry grass. “Nice spot.”

She gestured out at the pasture. “I want six paddocks, each about twenty-five by fifty feet. On that end where the oak trees will give the horses some shade.”

“Easy enough.” Propping his boot on a boulder jutting from the knoll, he bent to tighten his laces. His thigh muscle flexed under his jeans as he pushed off and resumed his restless stroll. “Beautiful piece of land. Jameson could have gotten a hell of a lot of money for it if he’d sold it.”

“I would have thought he would. Build a house for him and Nina.”

He paused to pick up a piece of quartz crystal. “Too many bad memories.” He dropped the quartz in the grass.

Sara glanced over at him, wondering if he’d elaborate. She doubted he would, any more than he’d share the bad memories in his own face. “So Jameson’s a friend of yours?”

“Yeah. Worked for me a couple years ago. Damn good carpenter.”

That was a surprise. Still fairly new in Hart Valley, Sara knew Jameson was co-owner of the café in town with his wife, Nina. She’d heard whispers that he’d once been in prison and that some of his grandmother’s wealth had filtered down to him. Jameson had leased the land to Rescued Hearts and another non-profit for a dollar a year each, but it was his grandmother, Lydia Heath, whose largesse mainly funded the program.

Down in the pasture, Grace wrapped her small arms around Dudley’s neck. The patient old horse stood stock still. “I’ll need to get a barn up before winter. These old horses will need shelter when the rains hit.”

He looked over his shoulder at her. “I’m only here to fence the paddocks.” Those blue eyes seemed to bore into her, digging into the layers and barriers she kept around herself. “I can’t build the barn as well.”

“I wasn’t asking you to.”

“It was a royal pain setting aside the time as it is. If Jameson wasn’t a friend—”

“I appreciate anything you can do.”

If anything, he looked even more annoyed. “Fencing is easier with a two-man crew, but I can’t spare anyone for this.”

Did he want her help? In another man, she might have suspected it was a smarmy attempt to get close to her. But his shuttered expression told her he’d rather she wasn’t around at all. Certainly he wouldn’t ask if the need wasn’t genuine.

“I’d be glad to help.”

“Do you know a damn thing about fencing?”

“I worked a summer on a dude ranch. I’m not the expert you are, but I know which end of a hammer to hold.”

“Fine, then. I’ll do what I can on my own, give you a holler if I need a second pair of hands.”

“It won’t be a problem as long as the kids aren’t here. I just want the work done.”

He nodded. “What kind of barn?”

“Just pipe panels, metal roof.”

His mouth set in a hard straight line. “This week is all I could spare. Just for the paddocks.”

“I realize that.”

“Jameson should have mentioned the barn.”

“I’m sure he didn’t want to overburden you.”

Dani’s laughter snagged Sara’s attention and she turned to see her assistant bringing Grace toward them. Keith watched them as well, his gaze riveted on the pair.

His voice was hoarse when he spoke. “Is that Grace?”

“Yes. Grace Thorne. Her mother should be here any minute.”

“My God.” He wheeled away, started back toward the parking area.

She and Dani exchanged puzzled looks, then Sara followed Keith. “Mr. Delacroix—“

He shouted back at her. “I’ve got to go.”

He’d just rounded the end of the arena when a car pulled into the drive. Grace’s mother, here at last.

Keith froze as Alicia Thorne bypassed the parking slots and stopped over by the arena gate. He stared at Alicia’s car as if the devil himself were inside.

Dust still swirling, Alicia stepped from her car and stood thunderstruck. “Keith?”

His hands balled into fists as he faced Grace’s mother. “Hello, Alicia.”

 

* * * *

 

Why couldn’t the past just leave him alone?

He’d done everything he could to avoid Alicia the past year. The few times he’d seen her in town, having dinner at Nina’s Café or up in Marbleville doing her marketing, he’d left as quickly as he could. He’d felt like a complete coward and a total jerk, but he just didn’t want to deal with the memories.

And now, watching Grace walk over to her mother and give her a polite hug, the memories returned with a vengeance. It didn’t help that the bubbly little girl he remembered had warped into someone else, someone old and world-weary. The child she’d been a year ago had been sunny and good-natured, confident she was the center of her universe. It seemed the last twelve months had hollowed all that goodness out of Grace’s dainty body.

He felt Sara Rand’s gaze on him, could sense the questions. Damned if he’d answer any of them. She’d rattled him enough already with her determined expression, the auburn hair that wisped around her cheeks where it had escaped her ponytail, the fire in her eyes. Their hazel color seemed to shift with the light—now green, now light brown with gold flecks. Why couldn’t the woman’s eyes settle on a single color?

It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going there. She was a nice enough woman, but so was Alicia, so were the dozen or so eligible women in Hart Valley. Nice didn’t matter to him anymore. He was just managing to hold his life together. A woman, nice or otherwise, might make it fly apart again.

Sara looked from him to Alicia. “You know each other?”

Alicia stared at him, a universe of pain in her pale face. “Everyone knows everyone in Hart Valley,” she said softly.

If he didn’t get out of here, he’d explode. “Can we finish this later?”

“When?”

He stepped carefully around Alicia. “Tomorrow morning.”

What happened next, stopped him in his tracks. Grace left her mother’s side and lifted her arms to him. The pain inside him, a constant companion, sharpened to a knife edge.

“Hi, sweetheart.” He knelt and gave her a hug, her small arms barely spanning the breadth of his shoulders. “How are you?”

Of course she didn’t answer. That was why she was here, apparently. She was one of Sara’s “kids with problems.”

As he straightened again, Alicia met his gaze briefly and he saw the glint of tears. Then she turned to Sara. “I’m so sorry I’m late.” She tipped her chin up. “I’m afraid Grace won’t be able to continue with camp.”

The little girl, still holding his hand, tensed beside him. He ought to leave, didn’t want to know anything more about Grace’s and Alicia’s lives. But those small fingers tightly gripping his hand kept him rooted to the spot.

Sara looked up at him, concern in those intriguing eyes. “I really think she’ll do well with the program if we could just give it a chance.”

Alicia shook her head. “There’s no way get her here every morning or pick her up on time in the afternoon. My boss nearly had a coronary today when I left early.”

He really ought to keep out of it, ought to just walk away. “Could she bring her early, pick her up late?”

“I’m sorry.” He heard real regret in Sara’s tone. “The insurance company is very picky about when the kids are here. Only during program hours.”

Beside him, Grace seemed to shrink even more into herself. She let go of his hand and grabbed her mother’s, clinging as if the world’s weight would snatch her away.

“Maybe in the fall,” Alicia said. “My work load might lighten up.”

He suspected she only said that to soothe Grace, not because she thought it might be possible. He had only to see the little girl’s bowed head to know Grace wasn’t buying it.

Without thinking, he jumped on a hand grenade. “Someone else could bring her.”

Sara’s gaze fixed on him. “Are you volunteering?”

No! He couldn’t. There was no way. He couldn’t take this path again, risk tearing open those soul-deep wounds.

He nodded toward the teenage girl now heading for her car. “How about her?”

Sara shook her head. “Dani’s only sixteen. She still has a provisional driver’s license. She can’t transport anyone without an adult present.”

Grace looked up at him, hope in her sweet face. He’d be here every day, it made perfect sense to transport her. How could he refuse?

“Sure,” he said, with a casualness that was a complete lie. “I can work around it. What time?”

Sara studied him and he saw the questions again. “We start at eight-thirty. You can bring her as early as eight. Dani will be here.”

“Fine. That’s no problem.”

“Camp ends at two-forty-five, so we like the children picked up by three.”

“Most days I’ll be here working, but if I’m not I’ll be sure to be back.”

It was a miracle he could keep his voice so even, so neutral, even though inside he felt close to melt down. He’d managed to avoid that kind of catastrophe for months, didn’t intend to let go now in front of Sara.

“I should go. Be back in the morning.”

Alicia grabbed his hand. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

He pulled away. “You still live in the same place?”

“Yes,” Alicia said. “But she’ll be at day care. The Johnston’s place.”

“I’ll pick her up there at quarter to eight.”

He nodded to Sara and something in her face steadied him. Approval? Compassion? Whatever it was, it quieted the roiling pain inside him. For a startling instant, he wanted to hold her in his arms, feel the warmth of her for just a moment. He forced himself to look away, his gaze falling instead on Grace.

The look of gratitude on her delicate face was like a punch to the gut. His throat tightened in reaction and he thought he was lost again.

Turning away, he high-tailed it to his truck. He had to gulp in a lungful of air to stop the shaking, had to count to ten before he felt he could safely drive. Then with sheer force of will, keeping his mind utterly blank, he pulled slowly down the drive and out onto Stoney Creek Road.

 

* * * *

 

Considering the tension she’d seen in him, Sara half expected Keith to gun his engine and tear down the drive, spitting gravel. But he controlled his speed, only raising the minimum of dust on the bone dry driveway. He didn’t accelerate until he reached the paved road at the end of the drive, turning away from Hart Valley.

Alicia started her car and backed away from the arena, Grace turning toward Sara and lifting her hand in the smallest of waves. Sara smiled and waved back, the sweetness of Grace’s gesture clutching at her heart.

Sara had once tried to resist the emotions the kids stirred in her, tried to pretend they didn’t touch her deeply. But not only had it been impossible, it wasn’t necessary. These children, so many of them as broken as she, would never be her enemy.

Keith Delacroix was another matter. She’d never be able to let her guard down with him, not completely. An unfortunate by-product of his gender, his size. She could be friendly to him, if he opened up even that much. She could work beside him. But the walls would stay up.

So who was he to Alicia and Grace? The little girl hadn’t offered a hug to anyone else here, hadn’t seemed to have that kind of affection in her. She barely responded that warmly to her own mother. But Keith represented something to her, something that went beyond being a simple father figure.

Sara didn’t know what was the more intriguing puzzle, the silent little girl or the imposing, serious-faced man. Lucky for her, it wasn’t her job to suss out Keith Delacroix’s psyche. That path of discovery might just be treacherous. Better to stay on the familiar ground of a troubled little girl.

 


Rescued Hearts: Chapter 2

 

 

The next morning, Keith walked Grace down the front walkway at Linda and Wes Johnston’s house, Linda following along behind them. Linda had questions in her eyes and twitching on her lips, but at least she waited until Keith had Grace and her pink Hello Kitty backpack tucked away in the truck.

“I didn’t know you and Alicia were still in touch,” Linda said the instant the pickup’s passenger side door slammed shut.

Linda might not be an official member of the Hart Valley busybodies, as Jameson O’Connell liked to refer to the gossiping old biddies that gathered at Nina’s Café. But the babysitter relished scandal.

“We’re not,” Keith said as he rounded the front of the truck. “Just doing Alicia a favor.”

Linda couldn’t leave it at that. “Could have knocked me over with a feather when she called last night to say you’d be driving Grace to horse camp. How long’s it been since—”

“Gotta get to work.” There was no way in hell Keith would be rehashing the past with Linda Johnston.

Before he turned at the stop sign, he took another glance in the rear view mirror. Linda was hurrying inside, no doubt to tell her husband, Wes, all the little details, real and imagined, about her encounter with Keith Delacroix.

Let her talk. He was immune to gossip. It had been the least of his worries a year ago when the busybodies served him and his troubles up like a banquet. He didn’t let it get to him then and he wouldn’t now. Better to keep his focus on the present.

But channeling his mind into the here and now brought his thoughts to equally dangerous territory—Sara Rand. Her stubborn expression, the auburn hair that wisped around her cheeks, the fire in her intriguing eyes. That he’d noticed her at all, had had any awareness of her as a woman startled him. He’d thought he’d numbed himself so thoroughly that nothing as sweet as Sara Rand could creep under his skin.

Not that he’d let her get any farther. Keith redirected his attention on navigating his way out of the Johnston’s rabbit warren of a housing development. The Sierra Nevada foothills housing boom had arrived in Marbleville County, turning what used to be expansive pasture land into quarter acre parcels with cookie-cutter houses. Delacroix Construction had built several in this development over the past two years.

He’d been reading over the plans for a house the next block over from the Johnstons the night he got the phone call from Deputy Gabe Walker. He could still remember the bitter taste in his mouth when Gabe told him solemnly about the accident. He’d dropped the phone, his cell skittering and clattering across the kitchen floor.

The nastiness that had followed just piled more horror onto his grief. It had been fodder for Hart Valley’s active rumor mill for weeks afterward, turning him into a near hermit during the few hours he wasn’t working. If he’d been a workaholic before Melissa’s death, he was a mindless machine afterward, piling as many hours of labor into his life as possible to drown out the pain.

He shook off the memories. “Looking forward to camp today?” Keith asked the slender child beside him.

Several long seconds passed before Grace shrugged. The youngster’s silence was downright eerie, especially since he remembered her endless chattering before her father died. It had been difficult for Melissa sometimes when they visited the Thornes, listening to Grace, knowing their own son would have been her age if he’d lived.

Keith put a lid on the emotion that crept up inside him. He rarely let himself think about Christopher, didn’t like revisiting the bleakness of when that short life ended, the excruciating guilt. He’d learned it was best to turn away from the agony of that time, to refocus on the present.

And again Sara Rand’s pretty face popped up in his consciousness like a prickly sprout of blackberry vine you could never quite eradicate. Blackberries grew everywhere in the foothills, bursting up out of the ground with hardy vigor in the most inhospitable place. If you could live with the thorns and their uninvited presence, the mid-July berries were a taste of heaven.

Like Sara Rand would be if he were crazy enough to let himself get that close. He wouldn’t—he had enough thorns piercing his heart.

 

* * * *

 

The moment Keith pulled into the drive at the ranch, something sparked inside Grace. She squirmed in her seat, the vinyl backpack crinkling as she hugged it to her chest. As he parked his truck beside the red car, the little girl turned as far as she could in her seat belt. She fixed her gaze on the arena where the old gelding rolled in the dirt, her expression eager.

He scanned the immediate vicinity for someone he could hand Grace over to, but he saw only the teenage girl—Dani?—he’d seen yesterday. She walked along the far side of the arena, leading a fly-specked gray pony and a bay mare, one on each side, toward the tie racks by the tack room.

If Sara was here, she was well-hidden. He’d assumed she lived here in that small house, but maybe she didn’t. There wasn’t another car in sight. Maybe Sara had been dropped off by her boyfriend or even her husband. Keith hadn’t noticed a ring, but working around horses, she probably left her rings at home.

What did it matter if Sara was involved, married, or single? It was none of his concern. He just needed someone to take charge of Grace so he could get to Nina’s Café to meet a client. He hadn’t been able to reschedule after he’d committed to the work here.

Extricating herself from her seat belt, Grace rose to her knees and stared out the back window at the pony and mare Dani had brought to the tie rack. It was as if the horses were a talisman that called her from her silent world.

He might as well take Grace over there. He wouldn’t feel right leaving her with Dani, not when the teenager had the horses to deal with. But he could wait a few minutes until one of the other helpers showed up.

Or until Sara did.

It really didn’t matter if it was the auburn-haired program director or someone else. Any other responsible person would be fine. Then he could leave with a clear conscience.

As he approached, Dani greeted him with a smile. “Hi, Mr. Delacroix. Hey, Grace.”

No answer from the eight-year-old. Her face as solemn as ever, she stuffed her backpack into one of the cubbies set up outside the tack room, then stood silently as if waiting for directions.

Keith took another look around. “I hate leaving you here alone with her. I know you’re busy with the horses.”

On tiptoes, Dani grinned at him over the withers of the mare she was grooming. “That’s okay. Sara will be right back.”

He ignored the rush of excitement inside him. “I wanted to go over the materials list with her.”

Which he could do later, after his meeting with his new client. But if they discussed the list beforehand, he could pick up what was needed before he returned. At least that’s what he told himself.

With a crunch of gravel, a pristine four-by-four pickup arrived, jacked up on massive tires. A man in a power suit stepped from the truck. He was probably one of the Johnstons’ well-heeled neighbors. The little boy who caromed from the other side of the pickup ran so fast toward them he sent up clouds of dust and startled the old mare from her doze at the tie rack.

The man in the suit barked an order at his son, stopping the boy in his tracks. Even as the child stood shame-faced the man continued berating him until Keith was about to give the father a piece of his mind.

Sara’s firm voice cut off the businessman’s harangue. “Jeremy, someone misplaced Sable’s bridle yesterday. Would you go look for it in the tack room?”

She stepped past the horses, with a glance to Dani, then passed within inches of Keith. He caught the faintest whiff of her scent, as if she’d slept in a bed of lavender.

She stood with shoulders back, confronting the abusive businessman. “Thank you, Mr. Wilkins. We’ll see you at three.”

“The hell you will,” the man said in a nasty tone. “The ex is picking up the brat.”

With two strides, Keith stood beside Sara. “You keep a civil tongue in your head when you talk to her.”

“Who the hell are you?” Wilkins blustered in response.

Keith gripped his hands tight at his sides to keep from giving the businessman a poke. “It doesn’t matter. Just watch your mouth.”

He gave Keith a dismissive once-over. He wasn’t quite as tall as Keith’s six-foot-three, but The businessman’s shoulders were broad. From gym workouts, no doubt, rather than honest labor.

With a sneer, the man turned on his heel and marched back to his one-ton truck. A thick cloud of dust billowed up in the pickup’s wake. He nearly sideswiped a battered jeep pulling into the drive.

Sara turned on Keith, hazel eyes snapping with anger. “I don’t appreciate you interfering.”

Her ire stung. “I couldn’t let him talk to you that way.”

“Believe me, I know how to handle rude parents. Rile him up and he’ll just take it out on his son.”

Shaking the tension from his hands, he dragged in a breath, then regretted it when he caught the fragrance of lavender again. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I just...” He couldn’t seem to put together the logic of what he’d intended. “Sorry.”

He wasn’t really. The man had needed more than a verbal dressing down. He’d needed his butt planted in the dirt, that fancy haircut messed up.

Sara’s gaze narrowed on him, then she looked over his shoulder. “Ryan, help Grace clean Pearly’s feet.”

The jeep’s driver, a teen boy with long hair, took Grace’s hand and led her to a plastic caddy filled with brushes and hoof picks that hung on the arena rail. A steady stream of cars and people were arriving now.

Sara returned her focus to him. “I have to get to work.”

He ought to leave her be and hightail it out of there, but he couldn’t let her go yet. “If I could just get a minute.”

It didn’t look as if she wanted to give him even a second. She shifted her glance to her arriving students, then back to him. “What is it you need?”

 

* * * *

 

As innocent as her question had been, a strand of heat trickled down Sara’s spine at the unintentional innuendo. When a man looked like him—wide shoulders straining the knit of his T-shirt, angular face and brilliant blue eyes, close-cropped blond hair begging to be touched, no question seemed innocent.

But she wasn’t about to let herself dwell on what she needed. Need had nothing to do with her life. What she wanted, she took action to acquire on her own. 

Like her job as program director. It had presented some challenges and she knew she couldn’t do all of it on her own. So she asked for help as needed, picking and choosing those who worked with her. Lydia Heath had given her that kind of latitude.

But with Keith, she didn’t have much choice but to allow him to get closer than she felt comfortable. Her wariness she understood. It was a knee jerk reaction she had with any man. But she felt a tug of attraction for him, too, and that frightened her even more.

Keith nudged her out of the way as Jeremy raced past her with Sable’s bridle. “I wanted to talk to you about materials.”

His hand on her again, he pulled her back as Jeremy dashed across her path again. She didn’t like the way his warm touch affected her, sensuality battling with the familiar fear.

When one of the children shrieked, taking the noise level up another notch, she used that as an excuse to pull away. “Let’s find someplace quieter.”

She squeezed past the children grooming horses and carrying saddles and bridles. When she glanced back to be certain he was following, Keith seemed to edge through the knot of youngsters as if to avoid making contact. He’d been affectionate enough toward Grace yesterday, however brief their hug. But that fondness didn’t seem to extend to the other children.

He caught up with her as they reached the corner of the covered arena. “We don’t have to do this now if they need you back there.”

There was that word again. Need. Why did it sounded like a proposition? “I have a few minutes.”

She led him to the pasture, where Dudley wandered in search of any wisps of hay the other horses had missed. With his five equine buddies working today, Dudley’s only company was a pair of pygmy goats.

When Dudley wandered over, Keith gave the old gelding’s chestnut face an expert rub. What would those hands feel like on her face?

Unbidden, a memory of Victor’s hands rose in her mind’s eye. The way he’d stroke her cheek tenderly, brush his fingertips across her mouth.

Before he balled them into fists. She clamped the lid on the ugly image.

She and Keith were a good three feet apart, but she stepped back anyway.

He gestured at the wire mesh fencing, slim metal T-posts holding it up and the strand of barbed wire on top. “We’ll have to replace all this fence. Not the safest thing for horses.”

“What do you suggest?”

He continued his massage of Dudley’s forehead, the play of sinews across his hand mesmerizing. “Peeler cores instead of T-posts for starters. Two-inch by four-inch woven horse wire. Stuff with holes this big you risk getting a foot through.”

A crashing in the thick blackberry vines on the far side of the pasture caught Dudley’s attention and the old gelding pulled away from Keith to look. A deer leapt from the clot of vines and dashed across the pasture. Dudley took off in pursuit, head bobbing up each time he stepped on his sore front right.

Keith watched him trot a few more steps before the gelding resumed his hay search. “He’s lame.”

“We’re hoping it’s a stone bruise, not his arthritis.” She sighed. “We were lucky to only have five kids this first camp or we’d have been short a horse.”

He swung his head toward her and his gaze fixed on her face. Although he still stood an arm’s length away, she felt a wave of heat wash over her. His study of her face seemed as palpable as a touch, a tracing along the line of her cheek, the plane of her brow. Then he edged closer and reached toward her.

She should have retreated, should have evaded him. But she stood there, frozen, as he tangled his fingers in her hair a moment, brushed her ear, the corner of her jaw before pulling back.

Turning his hand, he let a bit of oat straw fall to the dusty ground. “You had some hay in your hair.” His soft tone sent sensation up her spine again.

She could still feel where he’d touched her. If she looked in a mirror, she wouldn’t be surprised to see a mark there, a silver trail of light. That’s what it felt like.

With an effort, she gathered her thoughts again. “Peeler cores and two-by-four-inch wire.” She barely had enough air for the words. “Anything else?”

He stared at her a full five seconds before he answered. “Hot wire across the top. Instead of the barb wire. To keep them from leaning against it.”

A horse would push over a fence to reach a clump of green grass on the other side. “Would electric fencing be safe around the kids?” She had to look at him when she spoke to him, didn’t she? Just because the view was so enticing didn’t give her permission to be rude.

“It’s low voltage. Just enough to warn the horses off the fence.”

Low voltage. Unlike her response to those sharp blue eyes. “I’d better get back to the kids.” She started toward the arena.

He dogged her steps, close enough she could have brushed her bare arm against his. “I’ll just pick up the fencing material for now.”

She unhooked the latch on the nearest arena gate. He reached around her to open it for her. She slipped past him into the cool shade of the arena.

He shut the gate, latched it. Stood there, staring down at her.

She had to pull away. Her students waited in the arena, clustered around the mounting block, eager to climb on their horses.

His long fingers were still wrapped around the gate. She stretched her hand toward him, didn’t quite touch. “Thank you.”

“I have to go.” He didn’t move.

She tipped her head toward the group of horses and impatient children. “And I have a class to teach.”

He drew his gaze over her, head to toe. She didn’t know what he was looking for, but his examination left breathless awareness in its wake.

He nodded brusquely. “Later, then.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode around the arena toward his truck. Sara hurried over to the group of horses and riders around the mounting block and started the day’s first lesson.

 

* * * *

 

At two-fifteen, Keith pulled his flatbed truck through the large wrought iron arch of the NJN Ranch, the mini excavator he’d borrowed from a buddy chained to the truck’s bed. He and his friend Wade had traded equipment and services for years, Keith building a stem wall for Wade’s workshop, Wade loaning Keith the Bobcat excavator when he needed it.

Since Sara was still working with the kids in the arena, he eased the flatbed into the spot farthest away. Climbing from the truck, Keith headed over to watch the tail end of the lesson.

Sara stood in the center of the arena, a liver chestnut gelding beside her, Grace in the saddle. The other four students rode in pairs around the arena, each rider holding the end of a ribbon as their horse walked along.

“Okay, everyone trot,” Sara called out. “See if you can hang onto your ribbon.”

The flea-bitten gray pony trotted past with the bay quarter pony mare beside it. Jeremy, on the gray mare, laughed uproariously as he bounced along, almost immediately losing his end of the ribbon.

“Come on in, Jeremy.” Sara spotted him. Despite the thirty feet between them, the impact of her gaze on him was as powerful as if she stood within arm’s reach. “Grace, go take Jeremy’s place.”

With the help of the long-haired teen boy, Grace’s horse walked out to the rail where the girl on the bay quarter pony waited. As they continued the exercise with the ribbon, Sara crossed the arena toward Keith.

She kept one eye on her students. “I didn’t think you’d be so long.”

“Sorry. I didn’t either.” After his hour-long session with his client this morning, he’d had to deal with a series of crises on three of his job sites—trusses not delivered, electrician a no-show, a problem with the concrete pour. It had taken him until now to get back to the ranch and he still hadn’t had a chance to pick up the fencing supplies.

“Jeremy, trade places with Marisa!” she called out, then glanced back at him. “I’m pretty busy.”

“I just wanted to know when I should unload the Bobcat.”

She turned back to the arena. “Jeremy, your horse is too close to Grace’s.“

“The excavator’s pretty damn noisy. I don’t want to spook the horses.”

“The kids will be dismounting soon. You can drive it over then.” One of her assistants yelled for her and she took off across the arena.

His mouth went dry watching her. All soft curves in her red tank top and denim shorts, she just about stopped his heart. He felt like a regular letch watching her hips sway as she moved, even more so when she bent to pick up the ribbon one of the pairs of riders had lost in the arena footing.

He forced himself to turn away and continue toward the flatbed. He hadn’t so much as entertained a sexual fantasy since Melissa died. He didn’t like thinking about Sara that way, didn’t want the images playing out in his head.

He waited by the flatbed, making a concerted effort to keep his gaze away from the arena. The pines and oaks surrounding the ranch made a pretty picture, the turkey vultures crisscrossing the blue sky overhead a passable distraction. If his attention wandered one or two times back to Sara, at least he wasn’t leering. Not much anyway.

As the clock ticked around to two-forty-five, parents started pulling in to pick up their kids. The tractor was ready to back off the flatbed and he’d double-checked the auger bit linkages were secure. Leaning against the truck, Sara interacted with the parents as her assistants led the unsaddled horses back into the arena.

The kids ran out to meet their parents. Sara headed off toward the small octagonal house while Dani brought Grace over to Keith.

Dani smiled as she approached. “Sara will be back in a few minutes. She asked if you could wait before you unload the Bobcat.”

“Sure.” As Dani helped Grace into the flatbed, he kept his gaze fixed on the eight-sided house. He’d lost enough time today. The sooner Sara showed up, the sooner he could get things moving.

Finally she came around the side of the house and started toward him. He had enough sense to keep his eyes off her breasts, but her bare slender shoulders were almost as tantalizing.

He didn’t want to react to her, didn’t want to feel anything. He clamped tight on the stirring inside him.

She held out a sealed business-sized envelope. “This is for Mrs. Thorne.”

He hadn’t meant to touch her as he took the envelope, knew it was about the stupidest thing he could do. But somehow, he couldn’t get a proper grip on the slim white rectangle unless his fingers grazed hers, making only the briefest contact.

He might as well have burned her, the way she jerked back. The envelope fluttered to the dirt. He stared down at it a moment, feeling like an idiot.

He bent to pick it up. “Sorry.”

She shoved her hands in the pockets of her shorts. “If you could give it to Grace’s sitter.”

“Let me get the Bobcat off the truck. Then I’ll drop off Grace, be right back. I can get the holes dug at least.”

“I’ll keep the horses in the arena until you’re done.”

There was an edge to the mundane conversation, her discomfort obvious. Maybe she’d seen the heat inside him from his not-so-innocent looks at her. Maybe it was just the inadvertent touch. Either way, he’d better keep his distance.

 

* * * *

 

The roar of the Bobcat as Keith started it up pounded Sara’s ears, adding to the jitter along her nerves his touch had started. Posting herself beside the passenger side of the truck where Grace sat quietly, Sara watched his expert operation of the excavator as he backed it from the rear of the flatbed. The way the muscles of his arms flexed, his single-minded focus on task of easing the Bobcat down the ramp, fascinated her far more than she felt comfortable with.

Once he had the excavator on the ground, he sat there waiting, the powerful engine filling the air with noise. “Which way?” he mouthed, his voice lost in the din.

She turned to Grace and shouted, “Stay right here, sweetie. Okay?” The little girl nodded solemnly.

Rounding the truck, she gestured him toward the back end of the covered arena. There was a wider access to the pasture there than between arena and tack room. As he turned that way, she walked behind him.

The horses kicked up their heels a bit at the noise, but since she used a small tractor to haul their feed out to them, they were more interested in the possibility of an early dinner. They gathered along the arena rail, six heads all in a row, the more dominant ones baring teeth when they felt their personal space encroached on.

She hurried ahead to open the pasture gate and he expertly maneuvered the Bobcat inside. Once the engine cut out, she sighed with relief at the quiet. Then Keith climbed from the excavator and ambled over to her. A man that big shouldn’t move with such grace.

It struck her then that she was alone with him. She was the only adult left, no one to step between them, no one to protect her. She couldn’t help the flare of panic that surged inside her. When he reached for her, she sucked in a breath, flinching back.

His hand hovered near her cheek. “You have a smudge. Can I...?”

“Okay. Sure.” Her voice shook, but she held still as he touched her.

He rubbed at her forehead. “Did you bump your head on something?” She could swear his voice lowered an octave as he spoke.

“Probably a horse kiss,” she said, her own voice too soft. The warm air felt cool compared to the heat of his touch.

When was he going to drop his hand, pull away? After all, she needed to breathe and couldn’t as long as he maintained that gentle pressure against her brow. She could step back to break the connection, but still she stood there.

One of the horses screamed at another, then the whole group took off at a restless trot across the arena. It was enough of a distraction to bring her to her senses. She bent her head aside and he dropped his hand at last.

“Better go,” he muttered as he strode away.

She watched him stride past the covered arena, willing herself to keep her gaze on the center of his back instead of his broad shoulders, his muscular legs. Maybe she could only imagine the line of his legs in those heavy denim jeans, but fantasy could fill in an awful lot of blanks.

Her father had taught her a compelling lesson. Men were stronger than women and if a man chose, that strength could hurt. 

It wasn’t until later when she’d met other men, good men, did she understand that being male didn’t mean being a monster. A man could be a friend to her as much as a woman could be. If she was careful, if she gave a man time to either show his ugliness or demonstrate his humanity, she could usually tell which ones could be trusted to be friends.

But as Keith’s flatbed truck drove away, temptation receding, at least temporarily, Sara knew it wasn’t likely he would ever be a friend. Not because she didn’t trust him. She didn’t. Not yet.

Instead, she didn’t trust herself to see clearly if this man would hurt her. She’d already lived that nightmare with Victor. She wasn’t about to put herself through that again.

 


Rescued Hearts: Chapter 3

 

 

Was he coming back? It was nearly five and she’d started loading flakes of grass hay in the tractor’s small skip loader, on top of the senior horse pellets she’d already scooped there. It was still an hour until feeding time, but she liked to get the hay and pellets ready early if she could.

It had been three-fifteen when Keith finally left with Grace, and Sara knew the little girl didn’t live more than fifteen or so minutes away. So maybe Keith had changed his mind about doing the work today. Maybe he’d disappeared off the face of the planet, taking with him the lure of his broad shoulders and muscular arms. That he’d left behind the Bobcat was a bonus. She’d always wanted to try operating one.

She smiled at the fanciful notion as she piled the last flake of hay in the skip loader. A moment later, her ears caught the roar of a diesel engine and she sighed both in resignation and anticipation. The trick here would be to not let him get anywhere near her, either physically or emotionally. He’d dig his holes and go on his way, leaving her to the peace of her small lonely house.

Of course, she’d have to continue to maintain that distance while Keith finished fencing paddocks. Keeping men at arm’s length had never been particularly difficult for her. Not after living with her father’s brutal hands, even more so after Victor. So keeping herself safe from Keith shouldn’t be a problem. She wouldn’t let it be.

Keith stopped the truck in the middle of the parking area, then climbed from the cab, diesel engine still running. She couldn’t quite make out his face from this distance; the feed room backed up to the tack room and she stood barely clear of the edge of it. But she knew he was looking for her.

Squelching the urge to duck back inside the feed room and hide, she stepped clear of the structure and waved. He started toward her as she approached him. Her heart hammered in her ears and it shocked her that she was so glad to see him. That wasn’t good.

She made sure she stopped several feet from him. “I thought you might not make it back today.”

“A few more fires to put out at the job sites. Then I had to pick up the fencing and peeler cores.” He nodded toward the flatbed. “Okay if I pull the truck around to the pasture? Easier if I unload over there.”

“Sure. Just take it slow.” Several rolls of wire fencing alongside a pile of what looked like eight-foot long logs were tied down on the flatbed. “Let me get my gloves so I can give you a hand.”

“I have a pair.” He opened the tool box behind the cab and unearthed leather work gloves. He handed them to her. “Hop in. You can ride over with me.”

She wanted to say no, didn’t want to be in the truck cab with him. But she didn’t like being afraid, either. Fear had consumed so much of her life.

So she climbed into the truck, swallowing back her unease as she shut the door. “Did you put the fencing wire and posts on Jameson’s account?” 

“Just the fencing.” He kept his gaze on the narrow path alongside the arena. “I had the posts at my house.”

“I’m sure Jameson doesn’t expect you to donate both your time and materials.”

“Those gloves going to work?” He drove past the pasture gate, then backed the truck close to the Bobcat. “I might have a smaller pair.”

Still clutching them in her lap, Sara had forgotten about them. “These are fine.” As she tugged them on, it felt oddly intimate putting her hands where he’d put his.

They met at the back of the truck. He grabbed two of the five-inch diameter poles and tossed them to the ground. Sara took one and dropped it beside his.

They both put their hands on the same peeler core. Sara backed off and waited for him to take it. “I appreciate your time and the donation, but—”

“Did I see bags of cement over by the tack room?” He dragged two more posts from the truck. They landed with a thump beside the growing pile.

“The home improvement store donated them.” Used to hauling feed and mucking pasture, unloading the truck still had her out of breath. “It doesn’t seem right you giving so much. It’s not even your own child in the program.”

About to drag the last two posts from the truck, he froze. Just for an instant, then he dragged them off the flatbed and hurled them to the ground. One of the peeler cores jolted off the pile, striking a rock and splitting in two.

“Damn.” He pushed away from the truck, strode a few yards away. He stared off into the trees.

Sara ran back over what she’d just said, tried to understand what might have upset him. Tension clustered in her belly, a familiar anxiety. Men got angry, then they lashed out. For a moment, she couldn’t catch her breath.

When he turned, she had to squelch the urge to run. But there was nothing in his neutral expression to validate her irrational fear.

Her smile felt stiff on her face. “I do appreciate the donation.”

He reached for the first of the rolls of wire fencing. “They were just lying around my place. I didn’t have a use for them anymore.”

Sara sensed a message in his words, but she wasn’t about to press the issue. Whatever he’d intended the peeler cores for originally, it was none of her business. “I have forms in the house. So you can deduct the donation from your taxes.”

“No, thanks.” He dropped the roll of wire and started back toward his flatbed. He held his shoulders so stiffly, Sara didn’t have to touch him to know those muscles would be rock hard under her hand.

Even without the knowledge of what might be eating away inside of him, empathy welled inside her. That emotion was safe enough. It was the kind of feeling one friend might feel for another. He was a stranger to her, but she responded to the kind of pain she sensed within him. She was only being human.

That she yearned to throw her arms around him, stroke his back to soothe him, that was another matter entirely. That was how Victor had snared her, playing on her sympathies, acting like a wounded beast. In the end, she discovered he wasn’t so much wounded as just a beast. She wouldn’t let herself fall into that trap again.

 

* * * *

 

He needed her to leave. He needed some space, some time to push down the twist of grief that had again surged up unexpectedly. Sara’s innocent comment about not having a child in her program had just hit him wrong, a shot out of the blue he hadn’t seen coming. She couldn’t have known he’d intended to build a play structure for Christopher with these posts. If she’d just back off for a few minutes, he’d have himself under control again.

But she stayed, watching him wrestle the other three rolls of fencing from the truck, questions in her beguiling hazel eyes. Questions he wasn’t about to answer.

As he leaned against the last roll, ruthlessly tamping down his grief, she gazed out at the rolling pasture. She had freckles across her cheeks, a consequence of the red hair, he supposed. He wondered how they’d feel under his fingertips.

“I was thinking...” She scanned the pasture. “If you fenced the pasture into two sections, I could keep the horses on one side while you build the paddocks on the other.”

Wisps of auburn hair had come loose from her ponytail and they curled around her brow. What would those curls feel like against his palm if he smoothed them back?

She gestured toward the blackberry bushes. “It’s narrowest there. If you start at the gate and dig post holes to the blackberries, the horses would still have enough space in the smaller section.”

His sidetracked brain had better get back on the right road or his post holes wouldn’t have a chance of being straight. “Let me get the truck out of here.” He turned away from her and climbed back into the flatbed. As he inched out of the pasture gate, then back around the arena, he glanced back at her. To his everlasting gratitude, she hadn’t followed him.

But she was still there when he got back with his hundred foot tape measure and can of marking paint. Whatever craziness had him distracted by her, she seemed unaware and completely unaffected by it herself.

She walked with him into the field, taking the end of the measuring tape when he handed it to her. “You and Jameson must be good friends.”

“He got me out of a bind last year.” Moving along the line she’d indicated, he drew an X at ten feet. “Kept me solvent when a client went bankrupt.”

“Did you know him before...” A faint flush rose in her cheeks.

“Before he went to prison? Yes.” Giving the tape measure case a little tug, he backed from his mark. “Everyone knew about Jameson.”

She kept hold of the other end, keeping pace with him. “Have you always lived here?”

As he painted the next X with the florescent orange, he narrowed his gaze on her. “You planning to write the story of my life?”

“I don’t mean to pry, I just...” She clamped those soft lips shut, then bent her head. As he cranked in the tape, he realized if she hung on, he’d have her reeled in and close.

But she let it go, staying the ten feet away, gazing off toward the berry vines. He studied her, for the moment not fighting the distraction. She certainly wasn’t what you’d call a skinny woman, not one of those rail-thin model types you worried had anorexia or something. She had curves where women should have curves and hips a man could cup with his hands.

She also had a brain and spirit and he could see both when she swung her head around toward him. “You have a place here. I don’t. I just wanted to know...” She shook her head. “Never mind.” She turned on her heel and headed out of the field.

He was absolutely not going after her. If she had something stewing inside her, it was her own business. He had plenty on his plate to handle, a whole smorgasbord of pain. He wasn’t about to borrow any from her.

He thought she’d go hide out in her house, but instead she went to the arena where the old lame gelding stood with his head over the rail. She rubbed the chestnut’s face, leaning in as if whispering conspiratorially about the shortcomings of men.

He was burning daylight conjecturing over what she might be saying about him. Impatient with himself, he measured out the next ten feet, marking the spot before moving on to the next. He didn’t look at her again and so wasn’t sure when she left for her small house.

But damned if he didn’t miss her when he noticed she was gone.

 

* * * *

 

Sara peeled the last of the address labels from the sheet she’d run through her printer and stuck it on the folded flyer on her desk. Between local businesses and previous contributors to the program, she had nearly a hundred flyers ready to go out in the mail.

She glanced out the window above her desk to check Keith’s progress. She told herself she only wanted to know when he’d be done, when the din of the excavator would stop. But she knew better. Without conscious will, her gaze had drifted to him again and again as her hands went through the motions of pressing address labels to flyers.

From this distance, she could barely make out the piles of newly turned dirt where he’d already drilled holes. The brush obscured the deep red soil, and she’d lost count of how many times he’d moved the Bobcat from one orange X to the next. Was he on his ninth hole? Tenth?

Picking up the stack of flyers, she evened their edges and secured the bundle with a rubber band. This was her first fundraiser. Up until now, she’d relied on Lydia Heath’s bequest and the occasional individual who sent in a donation from the Rescued Hearts website. It had been Dani’s idea to ask local businesses to sponsor a horse and then acknowledge the businesses with an ad in the Marbleville Gazette. The tiny weekly was glad to donate the ad space.

Keith raised the auger from the hole it had just punched in the ground and maneuvered the excavator to the next mark in the dirt. He was nearly to the blackberry bushes, so he must be on the last couple. Good thing; it was past feeding time for the horses and they were getting restless in the arena.

No more restless than she felt watching Keith work. From her vantage point in her bedroom office, she couldn’t make out the play of muscles in his arms and across his back, but she could imagine them all too easily. The stack of flyers bent in her hands as the fantasies unreeled in her mind.

She shoved back her wheeled chair with a huff of impatience. It was a bad idea, no, a rotten idea to even consider Keith Delacroix as someone to fantasize about.

The chair wheel had caught on her large canvas handbag and when she tried to extricate the handle, half the contents spilled out of the bag. She gathered up the scattered items and replaced them, hesitating as she picked up the pink blister pack of birth control pills.

She’d taken them regularly during those months with Victor and even after for a few months after. That had been strictly out of habit, certainly not because she needed them. In the aftermath of Victor’s brutality, an intimate relationship with a man was out of the question.

Until now. Some perverse demon nudged her to count the two weeks of pills still remaining.  These were probably expired and it was the wrong time in her cycle to start them. But temptation whispered naughty suggestions in her ear, temptation in the shape of Keith Delacroix.

She was so preoccupied with the pills, she didn’t notice that the noise of the tractor had quit. It wasn’t until she heard the rap on her front door that she realized Keith had finished and had come looking for her.

He couldn’t see her there with the birth control pills in her hand, but she jumped nonetheless. Quickly tossing the case toward the trash, she scooped the rest of the miscellaneous junk into her purse, then hurried to answer the door.

Good God, he’d taken off his shirt. He stood there, bare-chested, shoulders seeming almost too wide to fit inside, T-shirt wadded in his hand. Sweat sheened his skin. The size of him set off alarm bells of fear in her, fear that warred with a very feminine appreciation of the perfection of his body.

He rubbed at his forehead with the back of his hand and left a smear of dirt. Her fingers itched to reach up and rub the swath of red away.

“The holes are dug. I put a peeler core inside each one to keep the horses from stepping in them.”

“Good.” She stared at that red smear, balling her hands into fists. “Thanks.”

“I can help you take the horses back into pasture.” He rubbed the T-shirt across his face, wiping away sweat and the beguiling smudge of dirt. “Then I’d better get going.”

If she’d thought he was dangerous on a Bobcat out in her pasture, it had been nothing to the peril he posed standing on her doorstep. She ought to ask him to leave, shut the door and hide in her bedroom. But her mother had ingrained in her a few lessons in courtesy before she died.

She stepped slightly aside from the doorway. “Can I get you something to drink?”

He hesitated before he answered, his gaze flicking down to her mouth before settling back on her eyes. “My boots are dirty.”

“Leave them on the porch.”

He bent to loosen the laces, giving her a view of his back that stole the breath from her lungs. It took everything in her not to press her palm against those shifting muscles.

Toeing off the boots, he stepped inside and she shut the door. Her living room with its oddly angled walls was barely large enough for the sofa and easy chair she’d bought at the thrift store, the end tables and television stand filling in what space the larger furniture didn’t. Adding Keith into the mix made the room shrink.

She edged her way toward the kitchenette opposite the living area, past the retro fifties dinette table with its two red vinyl chairs. The dinette had been a real find at the Hart Valley Hospice thrift, even with the small tear in one of the chair backs.

He followed her into the kitchen, stopping by the dinette. “Who built your house?”

“A friend of Jameson’s, I think. It was already here when I came for my first interview.”

“A kit home, looks like.”

“It’s taken some getting used to, living in an eight-sided house.”

Scanning the shallow angles of the walls appraisingly, Keith nodded. “Builder did a nice job.”

Nice was that broad chest with a sprinkling of hair across it, the trail of soft curls leading to the waistband of his jeans. Sara yanked open the fridge and ducked her head inside. “Water, diet cola, iced tea...?”

“Iced tea would be great.”

The chill of the refrigerator didn’t seem to cool her. Grabbing the plastic pitcher of tea, she shut the door and set the pitcher on the tile counter. “Do you need anything to sweeten it with?” She looked back over her shoulder at him.

Shouldn’t have. His gaze on her was so intense, she thought she’d melt from its heat. She was afraid to reach in the cupboard for a glass, afraid she’d drop it and break it.

His hand stretched toward her slowly and she turned, her first impulse to back away, put more space between them. But instead she drew nearer, just a step, enough that he could reach her.

She felt his touch, light as a breeze, in her hair. “More hay?” she asked, her voice a bare whisper.

He shook his head, his palm still brushing lightly against her hair. His blue eyes had darkened, seemed almost navy against his tan face. The feather light weight of his hand sent sensation simmering down her spine and she wondered how long before her knees gave way.

Then he yanked his hand back and strode away from her into the living room. “Damn.” He flung the T-shirt across the small room and it snagged briefly on a lamp shade before it fell to the floor. His back to her, his shoulders were taut with tension.

At a loss, Sara opened the cupboard and pulled down a large glass tumbler. Hands shaking, she filled it with ice, then poured tea into it. She had a lemon in the fridge, but she didn’t think she could slice it without cutting herself with the knife.

She held the glass out toward him. “The tea’s ready.”

“Thanks.” He moved to retrieve his T-shirt, pulled it on before returning to the kitchen. “I’ll take some sugar if you have it.”

Setting the glass on the dinette table, she went for the sugar bowl and a spoon. He took them from her, thankfully avoiding contact.

He spooned two heaping measures of sugar into the glass, then stirred. The clank of metal against glass clamored in the quiet room.

She couldn’t stand the silence. “I’ll get that receipt for those peeler cores. For your taxes.”

His throat working as he swallowed, he drained the iced tea. “No need. Could I get another glass?”

Mechanically, she picked up the pitcher, refilled his glass. “It’s no trouble. I have them in my office.”

He shrugged as he doctored the second glass of tea. “If you want.” He drank half the glass, then rolled the icy tumbler across his forehead.

She squeezed past him, glad of the respite from his presence. But she hadn’t gone three steps down the hall before she realized he’d followed her.

“One bedroom, one bath?” he asked.

“Yes. My bedroom doubles as an office.” She stepped into it, grateful when he waited at the door.

His gaze roved over every feature of the bedroom, from its ceiling fan to its double-paned window overlooking the arena and pasture. He barely glanced at the queen-sized bed at one end, its covers for once pulled up neatly.

Sara opened the filing cabinet at random, completely at a loss as to where she’d put the donation receipts. “You can fill in whatever amount you think is reasonable for the fence posts.”

As she opened the third drawer, he stepped into the room. Why a man in a grubby T-shirt, with dusty jeans and the shadow of a beard should look so darn appealing she had no idea. But her mind had gone completely blank with him now only inches from her.

“Looks like you didn’t quite make the trash with this.” He bent to the floor and to her horror, straightened with the plastic case of birth control pills in his hand.

She didn’t need to see her face to know she was beet red. Her cheeks grew hotter when she saw the recognition in his face. He knew exactly what he held in his hand.

Grabbing the case from him, she dumped it in the trash. “I’ll have to get you a receipt later.”

“Don’t bother.”

“They’re here someplace.” She had to get him to leave before she did something stupid. “I’ll give it to you tomorrow.” 

He didn’t budge. “I don’t need it.”

Get out, you crazy man, before I kiss you! As she stood stunned at the insanity of that mental declaration, old Dudley came to the rescue. He screamed out a complaint, giving her the perfect excuse to give Keith the bum’s rush. “I need to feed the horses.”

He turned to leave. “I’ll help you get them moved.”

She followed him into the hall. “I can handle it myself.”

He set the iced tea glass on the dinette table on his way to the front door. “Two can do it quicker.”

Outside, he sat on her concrete steps to pull his boots back on. Sara racked her brain for an excuse to get him back in his flatbed and out of here, but she came up empty.

She made sure she wasn’t too close as they headed for the arena. Dudley and the alpha mare, Shadow, anticipating their evening feed, trotted back and forth by the gate, baring their teeth at the other horses.

She and Keith had left the halters on when they’d put the horses in the arena, so it was just a matter of clipping lead ropes on. “If we lead Dudley and Shadow, the others will follow.”

So she took Dudley’s rope and Keith took Shadow’s. The other four horses waited until the lead gelding and mare cleared the gate before they trotted after. Pearly stopped to snag a clump of grass, but it didn’t take much urging to encourage her to join the band in their field.

Sara hooked the horses’ halters on the fence, then headed for the tractor she’d filled with feed earlier. As she filled buckets with pellets and tossed flakes of hay into the pasture, she kept one eye on Keith as he stowed the Bobcat onto the truck again.

She ought to be relieved, not disappointed that he was about to leave. Really, no need to feel either since she’d see him tomorrow anyway. And once he’d finished his work here, he’d just be another of the locals she greeted when she saw him in town.

As she parked the tractor by the feed room, Keith was testing the tightness of the chains he’d secured the Bobcat with. Any second and he’d be climbing into the flatbed’s cab and driving out.

She stepped away from the tack room so she’d be able to wave as he left. Except he wasn’t leaving. He was headed her way, closing the distance between them with long strides.

“About the barn,” he said as he reached her. “I talked to my concrete guy. He’d be willing to come pour you a foundation when you’re ready.”

“I appreciate you looking into it.”

Still he stood there, as if he’d forgotten he was supposed to leave. “You should think about where else you might need concrete. He’ll probably have extra.”

“I’ve been wanting a wash rack for the horses over by the tack room. A concrete pad for that would be great.”

He nodded. “Do you have any of the materials lined up with Jameson for the barn?”

“He wants me to involve the community more. But it’s tough arranging donations when I’m so busy with the program.”

Another nod. “I’ll talk with my suppliers, see what I can come up with.”

“I do appreciated, but why do so much?”

For a moment, he seemed at a loss to answer. He glanced away, then back at her. “Because I can. Because it’s what I know how to do. I can’t teach those kids like you do. But I know how to work with my hands. I know other people who can help with what you need.”

Something in his eyes tugged at her heart, a longing she would never have expected in such a no-nonsense man. “Thank you,” she said softly. “For the work you’re doing. For bringing Grace here.”

His jaw tensed. “See you tomorrow, then.” He took a step away.

“Keith—“

He stared at her, his expression unwelcoming. As if he knew what she was about to ask.

“About Grace...if there’s anything you can tell me—”

“No more questions. About me, about Grace.” His voice was cold. “I’m done talking about the past.” Then he turned and strode toward his truck.

 


Rescued Hearts: Chapter 4

 

 

I’m done talking about the past.

Sara watched Keith’s truck and trailer rumble out of the gate, caught between the urgency to get through to Grace and the awkwardness of grilling a near total stranger like Keith.

Why shouldn’t he keep his past to himself? She had enough secret baggage of her own to supply a luggage shop. In her time here in Hart Valley, she hadn’t told a soul anything about her years on the run with her sister. Who was she to probe the private history of others.

In any case, the less she knew about Keith, the less he’d feel a part of her life. That was her weakness—wanting a partner to share her joy and grief, wanting to belong to a place like Hart Valley. Although she’d only been here for eight months, she’d begun to think that this could be home to her.

A week after she’d finally finished her MS in counseling at Sac State, she’d been lucky enough to come across Jameson O’Connell’s ad. Counselor wanted for children’s program, the ad in the Sacramento Bee had read. Living accommodations on site. Must be experienced with horses. As impressed as Jameson had been with her academic credentials, her stint at a dude ranch in her teens, at the time just a source of income for her and Ashley, had proved to be the clincher.

With Keith’s flatbed truck out of sight, the dust on the drive took its time settling. The horses were busy with their evening feed, content in the pasture with their herd mates.

She ought to go in and get her own dinner. She’d gulped down a carton of yogurt and an apple at lunch, too busy with the kids to eat much. She was starving and couldn’t think what to cook.

Maybe she’d throw together a salad and catch up on the newspaper. She had a digital subscription to the Sacramento Bee and hadn’t read even the comics since the weekend.

Bag lettuce, some olives and tomatoes, cubes of cheddar tossed with balsamic vinegar would at least fill her stomach. She had a hunk of French bread left, too.

She sat at the dinette, the Bee displayed on her tablet, the large bowl of salad in front of her. In spite of herself, her mind wandered back to Keith. Even though she wasn’t eager to share the details of her own life, she couldn’t help but wonder what had gone so wrong in his that he didn’t want to talk about it.

She flipped ahead to the sports section, wanting to check on how the Rivercats were doing in the minor league stats. On bottom half of the front page, there was a photo alongside a story about a three car collision at a stock car race. The crowd along the rail stared avidly out at the track.

Her heart froze solid in her chest. The picture was blurry, the face indistinct...it couldn’t be him. He was dead, long dead and buried. She’d seen the item on the news five years ago.

They’d positively identified the body. Hadn’t they? She struggled to remember. They’d shown his picture during the newscast, but it had been an old one, a mug shot from one of his many arrests. The body had been burned pretty badly.

She enlarged the photo and stared harder at it. The way Keith had turned things inside out for her, she wasn’t thinking straight. The man in the picture resembled her father, but truly it could be anyone. She shouldn’t jump to conclusions.

The phone rang and she jolted to her feet, knocking the chair to the floor. She almost couldn’t pick up the phone, she was shaking so badly. When she saw her sister Ashley’s number on the caller ID, relief flooded her.

“Hey, how are you doing?” Sara said, keeping her voice steady. She swiped to the next page of the paper. No point in frightening her sister with crazy speculation.

“I’m absolutely fantastic,” Ashley said with characteristic ebullience. “Finals are finished, I have one last project to complete for one of my professors, then I’ll be spending the summer helping out at Head Start.”

“So you’re still set on teaching? The first year of the program didn’t scare you off?”

“I love it. I’m so looking forward to my own classroom.”

“So, how’s your social life?” Sara asked.

“What’s a social life?” Ashley laughed. “How are things going at the ranch?”

“Busy, but great.” Sara filled Ashley in on the kids and the horses and her difficulties with some of the parents, avoiding any mention of Keith. Why would she bring him up anyway? He was just one of the neighbors, helping out around the place.

Once she said her good-byes to Ashley, she picked up the newspaper again. The dateline of the story indicated the accident took place in Southern California. More than four hundred miles away, in an entirely different universe than Hart Valley.

It couldn’t be him. It wasn’t him. Sara was certain of it. Her father was dead, killed in a house fire five years ago. She and Ashley were safe.

She had more pressing issues to focus on than the unlamented death of an evil man. Her students and their progress in the program this week. Her elderly horses’ health and welfare. Successfully raising community funds for Rescued Hearts.

Dealing with Keith.

She crumpled the newspaper and walked it to the trash. She wished she could throw away the clutter of emotions inside her as easily. Wished she could put the lid on her feelings for a man she had no business feeling anything for.

Appetite gone, she forced herself to eat the salad and some bread, then headed for her office. Finishing the mountain of paperwork waiting for her was the last thing she wanted to do. But better that than face her loneliness.

 

* * * *

 

By Thursday, Keith had set the line of poles in concrete and had started running the wire fencing along them. Sara had done her best to ignore him out in the pasture, keeping her back to him as she worked with the kids. When her attention drifted to him, she snapped it back immediately, irritated with herself at shortchanging her students.

Her lack of progress with Grace was discouraging to say the least. The little girl still resisted interacting with the other children, stood passively waiting for direction, following every instruction but apparently without the least interest in the proceedings.

Yet Sara had seen Grace’s muted excitement when she arrived in the morning, had seen at least a flicker of eagerness to get started with the day. Even if Sara hadn’t made any inroads into Grace’s inner self, that faint delight she revealed being around the horses might be the only thing that passed for happiness in the child’s life.

Sara knew she would be pushing the issue with the next exercise. For the most part, she had not demanded any more engagement than Grace offered. She allowed Grace to be silence, let the little girl move at her own pace.

But with only one more day of camp, Sara decided to up the stakes. At worst, it would achieve nothing. At best, maybe she’d achieve a breakthrough.

Uncertain and anxious, she couldn’t help herself. She turned toward the pasture, looking for Keith. He was wrestling with a roll of wire, stretching it from one post to the next. As if he sensed her watching him, he looked over at her. 

She needed to rely on her own strength and training to find a way through with Grace. But even so, that brief visual contact with Keith eased some of her tension.

Her assistants had untacked the horses and three of them stood in the crossties by the tack room. The other two, Pearly and Sable, remained in the arena, their lead ropes loosely looped over the rail. Their saddles hung on the top rail, bridles hooked on the saddle horns.

Keith was ambling over to the arena, whether to ask a question or just watch, she didn’t know. Sara locked her gaze with his briefly and lifted her hand to stop his forward progress. He slowed, then stopped beside one of the arena’s massive steel pillars.

The students were in groups of three, her long-haired assistant, Ryan, filling out the third for the second group. They stood in lines of three with arms locked, Grace in the center of her line between Jeremy and Ryan. Everyone but Grace smiled as they waited for instructions from Sara.

“The person in the middle is the brain,” Sara told the kids. “The ones on either side are the brawns. Only the brain can speak and give directions. Only the brawns can carry out the directions.”

The students giggled, exchanging grins. Grace stood frozen, her face set.

“The helpers have tacked up your horses for you for four days now. It’s your turn to give it a try. But remember, the brains tell the brawns how to do it, the brawns carry out the instructions.”

Even more laughter as the linked line of students walked over to the saddles. Grace moved along with Jeremy and Ryan, but her feet dragged in the dirt. The groups stopped at the rail where the horses’ tack had been hung.

Marisa, the talkative nine-year-old acting as brain in the other group, gave out instructions in a loud, raucous voice. Despite seeing the horses saddled several days in a row, it wasn’t easy for Marisa to explain how to pick up the saddle and place it on the patiently waiting Pearly. After one false start where the saddle ended up on backward, Marissa’s team managed to get it properly positioned.

Grace’s team still stood waiting. The little girl stared fixedly at the saddle, agony clear on her face. If she could have willed that piece of tack to rise from the rail and set itself on Sable’s back, she would have. What she wouldn’t do was speak.

On the other side of the arena, Keith watched, his shoulders taut, hands gripping the rail. Hefting himself up, he jumped the rail and started toward Grace. Sara set an interception course, catching him before he’d gone very far.

“Leave her be,” she said softly.

“You don’t know what she’s been through.”

“No, I don’t, because no one’s told me anything, least of all, Grace herself. Care to enlighten me?”

He scowled at her, took another step. She put up a hand to stop him. She didn’t want to feel the warmth of his skin through his T-shirt, the dampness from his hard labor. But there was no way she would let him proceed.

Marisa’s group had the cinch done up part way and now struggled with the bridle. Grace still stood stock still.

Sara had put the little girl through enough. “Jeremy, switch with Grace. You’re the brain now.”

Grace sagged with relief and quickly traded places with Jeremy. Voluble Jeremy launched into a series of convoluted instructions that Grace happily followed, the ghost of a smile on her face. Despite the reprieve, the tension that never seemed to leave the little girl’s body remained, as if she was constantly waiting for the next blow.

Keith turned his back to Sara and retraced his steps across the arena, body as tense as Grace’s. There was a common thread to the pain Keith and Grace both felt, Sara was sure of it. She could forgive a child like Grace for her silence, but Keith’s stubborn refusal frustrated Sara to the point of irritation.

She’d never take her annoyance out on Grace. Keith, on the other hand...

With a glance back to see that her helpers had the students well in hand, she followed Keith. He’d just slipped back through the rails when she caught up.

“Hey.” She waited for him to stop, his back to her. “You can’t interfere with the lessons.”

“Sorry.” He started off toward the pasture again.

She could have cheerfully strangled him. Slipping through the rail, she trotted to his side. “You two have a history. You’d rather keep it to yourself. I have no interest in intruding, but if it would help Grace—“

“I don’t know anything.” He grabbed the roll of wire fencing he’d been installing on the posts. “You’d better get back.”

Unwrapping the stiff wire, he pulled it to the next post. Sara remembered how awkward the job was, stretching the heavy fencing, holding it in place while she drove the staples. “Class is nearly over. If you wait I can help with this part.”

He dragged the roll into place. “Still have to take Grace home.”

“I have iced tea in the fridge. Once you get back, we’ll have a couple glasses, then get to work.”

Broad hands gripping the wire, he didn’t answer. Ryan called over to her, asking what next. She shouted back, “Time to untack. Be down in a sec.”

His wide shoulders could have been fashioned of iron. “I don’t know.”

At first she thought he meant he wasn’t sure he wanted her to help. But she realized he was watching Grace leading Pearly from the arena.

 “I don’t know why she won’t talk.” Pain made his face harsh. “Honestly. I don’t know.”

“Fair enough,” Sara said quietly. “Do we have a plan on the fence?”

“Sure. I’d appreciate the iced tea.”

As he wrestled the roll of wire into place, Sara headed down to the tie racks. As the students groomed and combed and cleaned feet, the parents started arriving. A half-hour later, the place was quiet again, Keith on his way to take Grace to her sitter’s, Ryan and Dani both gone.

As Sara considered the way Grace had handled the brain and brawn exercise and the little bit that Keith had said, she realized this week would likely end with little or no progress with the little girl. To some extent, it had been an interlude for Grace, had given her something to focus on besides her pain. But whatever grief the little girl felt, she’d hidden it so deep, five days weren’t nearly enough to unearth it.

She hated that she couldn’t reach Grace. She wasn’t fond of the confusion of emotions she felt around Keith either. And despite his insistence to the contrary, Sara was certain he was key to what had stolen Grace’s voice. But she had to give up on understanding Grace through Keith.

Full from their dinner, the horses dozed in the arena. Sara went to the cabin to get out the iced tea. Maybe bring out some of the cookies in the cupboard too.

The tea in a plastic jug in one hand, cookies and a couple of unbreakable tumblers in the other, she headed back outside to wait for Keith. She didn’t let herself think about how much she looked forward to his return, her anticipation of working with him. It was bad enough becoming emotionally involved with Grace. Opening herself up to Keith would be an even greater calamity.

 

* * * *

 

When Keith returned to the ranch, he half-hoped Sara had exaggerated her skills with fencing. It would have given him a reason to say “Thanks, but no thanks” to her help. He’d be able to avoid the distraction of working so closely with her if he did the job on his own. He could have avoided.

But of course Sara had been honest about her abilities. She’d clearly run fence before, and she followed his requests to a T. 

They’d pulled the wire fencing to the last post, Sara holding it in place while Keith shot staples into the peeler core post with his nail gun. With her help they’d managed the job of running 150 feet of fencing quicker than he’d thought they would. It was barely six and other than moving the gate from its current location, they had the fence complete.

They worked well together, maybe too well. She’d picked up on his rhythm, would pull the wire tauter before he’d asked her to, would stand exactly where he needed to give him space to drive home the staples. She’d grab another strip of brads even before he realized he needed them, had them ready for him when the gun emptied.

Of course, no matter how much room she allowed for him to work, it was never enough to keep his fantasies at bay. How a woman who’d worked out in the sun all day, labored with horses and children, could smell so appealing he didn’t know. A fragrance seemed to linger in her hair, along her skin. A soft floral scent that generated images of cool sheets and hot sex.

Entirely inappropriate images. Misplaced and unwanted. He was at the ranch to work, she was at his side to help. He doubted his wandering thoughts would be welcome.

Keith shot the last staple into the post, then stepped back to survey their work. “You want me to move the gate now?”

They’d re-use the existing gate for the reconfigured pasture. He planned to do another run to the building and ranch supply for more posts and gates.

She swiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “It can wait until tomorrow. I’m desperate for a shower.”

So was he, especially if she was in there with him. She must have seen something in his face, because her cheeks flushed and she looked away.

Picking up the empty plastic jug and half-full package of cookies, she started down the fence line. “You want something to drink before you head out?”

All the iced tea in the world wouldn’t quench his thirst. He wanted to drink from her mouth, taste the salt of her skin. He felt ready to incinerate from the heat inside him.

No would be the right thing to say. But he didn’t seem to know how to behave lately. “That would be great. Just give me a minute.”

As he unplugged the nail gun and started coiling the extension cord he’d run from the arena, he watched her walk away. Although she’d protected her legs by pulling on jeans, her shoulders had reddened a bit in the sun. Maybe he ought to offer to smooth some aloe on her skin.

Maybe he ought to just walk to his truck and leave. Putting his hands on Sara, no matter what the pretext, was a phenomenally stupid idea. He might as well put a match to dry brush during the Northern California fire season.

He’d intended to take the weekend off, had planned to get a few chores done at home. But maybe he ought to finish up here instead, not drag out this business with Sara any longer than he had to.

Detouring to his truck to put away the extension cord and nail gun, he took a look at his grubby jeans and wished he could go home and shower before he entered that neat little house of Sara’s. But if he went home, he ought to stay there, not return for a glass of tea and Sara’s company. That would be the safer course, with less pain for all involved.

He had a bottle of hand sanitizer in the truck and he gave his hands a spit and polish. As he slammed the pickup shut, he saw the magnetic sign reading Delacroix Construction had slipped on the door. He peeled it off and stared down at the plain lettering, black on white.

He’d fantasized once about adding “and son” after the Delacroix, had imagined Christopher working beside him in the business. He’d teach his boy how to wield a hammer and a power saw, how to frame a house, install windows, put up siding. Or maybe Christopher would have been sharper than his dad, would have gotten a law degree or an M.D. He’d been such a bright little boy.

Smoothing the sign back in place, Keith fought to set aside the ache inside him. He tried every year to blank his mind to the anniversary of Christopher’s death, to head off the punishing guilt before it could overwhelm him. He managed better some years than others. But with that other black day to struggle through, arriving only a month before the date he lost his son, he wasn’t sure how he’d get through it this year.

He started toward the cabin, even more reluctant to face Sara again. The way she stirred things up inside him, she got him feeling too much, wanting too much. He wanted to tell himself it was just lust. But he couldn’t deny the satisfaction he got working alongside her, building fence.

He knocked on her door, then bent to untie his laces. He didn’t want to track anything into her house, could be at least that civilized. He’d just shoved the second boot off when she opened the door.

An appealing pink colored her cheeks. “Sorry, I was on the phone.”

When she stepped aside, he entered, resisting the temptation to brush against her. She’d cleaned up a bit; she smelled of soap and her hair spilled around her shoulders, freshly brushed. A few dark auburn locks lay damp and curly across her brow.

She swept one of those locks behind her ear. “I set the tea out. Help yourself.”

“I’d like to wash up first.” The slapdash cleaning he’d done in the truck wasn’t enough.

“Bathroom’s next to the bedroom.”

Bad idea looking inside her bedroom as he passed it. Nevertheless, he took a peek, saw she hadn’t made her bed. All the easier to fall into it with her.

Cupped hands full of icy water, he just about soaked his head. The soap by the sink smelled like her—another hazard—but he had no other choice but use it. The towel hanging on the rack was still damp, and he caught her scent once again as he buried his face in the terry cloth.

God, he was a mess. He ought to march his feet out of here, drive home, pay someone else to finish the work. He’d be better off shelling out the money than staying here one moment longer than he had to.

But when he stepped from the bathroom, saw Sara in her kitchen, her gaze off in the middle distance, he knew he wasn’t leaving. He wouldn’t be farming out the fencing to someone else either. Foolhardy as it was, he wanted these last couple days around her, couldn’t quite convince himself to give that up.

As he approached, she smiled and pushed a filled glass of tea toward him across the breakfast bar. She had the sugar bowl out, a spoon beside it. The curve of her mouth looked sweet enough to taste.

“Thanks.” He scooped up some sugar, glad they had the breakfast bar between them.

“I sliced some lemon, if you want it.”

“This is good.” He probably put too much sugar in his tea, but it seemed safer to focus on the spoon and stirring than Sara. “I could probably finish the paddocks over the weekend. Save me having to come next week.”

“I might not be around to help. I spend my weekends running errands.”

He couldn’t help but feel disappointment even though it would be better having her gone. “I can run fence on my own. Not as convenient, but I can manage.” He set down his empty glass. “I’ll get out of your way.”

Turning toward the door, he took a breath to ease the tightness in his belly. The lonely evening stretched out before him, an agony he faced nightly, but still despised.

He heard her steps as she left the kitchen. “Keith.” Her gentle voice soothed.

He faced her again. If all she had to say was “Thank you,” or “I really appreciate your help,” he didn’t think he could stand it. He wanted more from her. He didn’t even know more what.

“Grace—“

“Closed subject.” He edged toward the door.

“Wait, please...” He saw the pleading in her expression. “I haven’t scraped even a millimeter below the surface with her. I need some way to reach her.”

“It’s Alicia’s business. Not mine.”

“Alicia suggested I talk to you.”

Anger shot through him, tightening his hands into fists. “What did she tell you?”

Eyes wide, Sara took a step back. ”Nothing. She just thought—“

“Grace is Alicia’s daughter, not mine. What the hell would I know about it?” Except he did know. He knew plenty.

Sara stood her ground, chin lifted. “I don’t know what you know. But I need some kind of insight. Please.”

Grace’s sad solemn face swam in his mind’s eye. The way she’d hugged him that first day, the trust in her fragile soul. How could he just turn away from her?

He wasn’t about to air his own dirty laundry. But maybe he could tell Sara a few things, what little bit he knew about Grace that didn’t involve him. It could be Sara would be able to assemble pieces of the puzzle he didn’t even know fit together.

“Do you have plans for dinner?” he asked.

“A microwave meal and a can of fruit cocktail.” The wry curve of her mouth intrigued him. “I’m not the world’s most creative cook.”

“How does Nina’s Café sound? I can meet you there in an hour.”

She tipped her head to one side, that soft auburn hair brushing her throat. “That would be wonderful.”

Beyond wonderful. And completely idiotic. He was about to step over a cliff with sharp rocks below. Certain pain. Hurt he swore he’d never again revisit.

Yet he couldn’t seem to do a damn thing to stop himself.
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