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HOME IN HIS ARMS

Hart Valley, Book 1

 

 

 

Karen Sandler


Home in His Arms: Chapter 1

 

 

Tom Jarret pulled his pickup onto Hart Valley’s main street, his entire focus on reaching the elementary school on the other end of town. The principal’s call thirty minutes ago had turned Tom’s lunch into a nest of rattlesnakes in his stomach. He could barely think straight.

So he didn’t see the pretty young woman crossing the street until she’d nearly stepped into his path. He slammed on the brakes, stopping just behind the crosswalk’s white line.

Startled, the young woman jumped back, her long brown braid swaying with the motion. Her chocolate brown eyes locked with his. Without conscious will, his gaze strayed down the slender lines of her body. Her royal blue tank top left her creamy shoulders bare and delineated her curves. Her jeans fit neatly at her narrow waist, shaped her rounded hips, hinted at long, tempting legs.

The dark-haired woman stared at him, for one heartbeat, two, then with a slow curve of her lips, she smiled. If her eyes sent fantasies dancing through his brain, her smile completely addled him. His arm tensed, ready to shift the truck into Park, so he could jump from the truck and ask her name. She was a complete stranger in a town where no one remained a stranger for long. How could he have missed her?

Then with a shy dip of her head, she continued on across the street, hurrying along the sidewalk back the way he’d come. He watched her in the side view mirror, saw her step inside the Hart Valley Inn. One of his sister Beth’s guests then. Easy enough to find out her identity.

But he had no time for women, pretty or not. He had to keep his mind on his daughter and her latest crisis at school.

Shoving his foot against the accelerator, Tom gunned down the street. He made a left at Sierra Lane, Hart Valley Elementary School in his sights where the road dead ended. Anger warred with worry inside him as he pulled into the school parking lot. The worry over his daughter, Jessie, was too painful to bear, so he let anger win as he shut off the engine with a savage turn of the key.

Take a breath, he told himself. Calm down.

He closed his eyes, dragging air into his lungs. He imagined the wide pastures of Double J Ranch, his herd of stout quarter horse mares grazing the sweet spring grass. He saw Jessie there, smiling up at him, and a brown-eyed woman with a long brown braid took his hand.

His eyes snapped open again. Where the hell had that come from? He’d seen the woman all of thirty seconds in the street, yet she’d crept into his calming image like she belonged there. He was obviously under too much pressure to think straight.

He climbed from the truck, muddy cowboy boots thumping on the pavement. Beyond the parking lot, a group of students chased each other across the ball field. Boys and girls raced pell-mell from one side of the grassy field to the other, completely carefree.

Seemed like his daughter Jessie had all but lost the joy of childhood he saw in those school kids. He’d certainly seen few traces of it in the years since her accident. The child she’d been at age five might have dashed across that field with the same abandon. The somber nine-year-old she was now...

He shook the bad memories loose. He’d better head for the principal’s office, get this over with. Tom hurried across the parking lot, slowing as he got close enough to see through the office window. He stopped entirely when he saw his daughter’s dark blonde head just visible through the glass. Even from this distance, he could sense the tension in her body, a tension that never seemed to release.

He caught a glimpse of the principal as the woman approached Jessie, saw his daughter’s head tip up. Tom could imagine Jessie’s face, her familiar itching-for-a-fight expression. The same stubborn set of jaw as his own, although softened by her mother’s deep brown eyes.

Taking a breath, Tom pulled open the office door and stepped inside. Both Jessie’s and the principal’s heads swiveled toward him, irritation in Mrs. Beeber’s eyes, relief in Jessie’s. For an instant, Tom could see the old hero worship Jessie once showed for him and his heart melted. Then his daughter’s gaze shuttered and she looked away.

Battleaxe Beeber took a step toward him, her black eyes narrowed in distaste. “Good of you to finally show up, Mr. Jarret.”

Tom’s hackles rose at the principal’s self-righteous tone. “Finally show up? I came as soon as I got your call. I was out fixing fence in my back pasture.”

Mrs. Beeber flung out her hand dismissively. “So the notes home...my previous calls...they weren’t persuasive enough?”

“What notes?” Tom turned his gaze on Jessie, saw her head dip down as if she’d suddenly found her toes fascinating. “What calls?” he asked in a dangerously quiet tone. “Jessie?”

A quick sidelong glance from Jessie, then she returned to studying her sneakers. “I hid a few notes.”

“I’ve sent home at least a dozen,” Mrs. Beeber stated imperiously.

Jessie gave the stout woman a dirty look. “Nine. There were nine notes.”

“And I called,” the principal added.

“How many phone calls?” Tom cut in before the principal could embellish the truth. “Jessie?”

“Three times on the land line.” Jessie cradled her right arm with her left, as if to further hide the burn scars her long sleeved T-shirt covered. “I checked voice mail, then I erased the messages.”

It wasn’t right what she’d done, hiding the notes and erasing the calls. He had every right to be angry. But as she hunched there, seeming so fragile and alone, Tom’s ire washed away. He lost the heart to scold her, especially in front of the woman they’d privately nicknamed the Battleaxe.

He tore his gaze from Jessie, turned to the principal. “You said she was in a fight.”

“In the cafeteria.” Mrs. Beeber squared her shoulders, jaw set like stone. “She caused an injury to one of the children.”

Jessie surged to her feet. “Is Sabrina okay?”

“She has a concussion.” The principal glared at Jessie. “Sabrina tried to stop the fight and your daughter knocked her into a table.”

“It was an accident!” Jessie declared, leaping to her feet. Jessie’s arms hung at her sides, the right one crooked at the elbow, never quite as straight as the left.

Distaste clear in her face, Mrs. Beeber flicked a glance at Jessie’s right arm. “Nevertheless—”

“Did she start the fight?” Tom asked, struggling to hold back the anger that threatened to rise up again.

Jessie shook her head vehemently. “I didn’t, Dad.”

Mrs. Beeber sniffed. “So she says.”

Jessie tugged at his hand. “Stephanie called me a name. I told her to shut up, but she said it again. Then I...” Remorse flashed across Jessie’s face. “I didn’t mean to hit Sabrina.”

Jessie swiped a tear from her face with her left hand. Rebellious and angry one minute, sweet and sad the next. Tom wished he could wrap his daughter in a protective bubble, guard her from every hurt.

Guard her from officious, insensitive women like Battleaxe Beeber. Tom swallowed his pride and turned to the principal. “I’ll take care of Sabrina’s medical expenses. And Jessie will apologize.”

“No,” Mrs. Beeber said, her tone cold and brittle. “Your daughter’s caused one fight too many.”

“But I didn’t{MISSING SYMBOL}” Jessie began.

Mrs. Beeber’s dark look quelled Jessie’s protest. “Hart Valley isn’t equipped to provide for a child like Jessie.”

Tom’s fists clenched. “A child like Jessie…what the hell do you mean by that?”

Color rose in Mrs. Beeber’s cheeks. “A disabled child. She’ll have to transfer to the special day school.”

Jessie gasped. “I can’t! My best friend is here.”

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Beeber said without a trace of regret. “I’m expelling your daughter from Hart Valley Elementary.”

 

* * * *

 

Tom stood at the ranch house kitchen window and scanned the gravel road that emptied out into his yard. It was more than twenty-four hours since Mrs. Beeber expelled Jessie, and Tom still wanted to throttle the old Battleaxe. How could the Hart Valley school board have hired such a mean-spirited woman as principal? You’d think kindness toward children would be a requirement for the job.

Tom let his gaze travel up as far as the hilltop where the road dipped out of sight. Staring out the window wouldn’t make a car appear any quicker, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. He wanted Andrea Larson here, now. He wanted to get the interview over with, to see if Ms. Larson could corral the nest of snakes Mrs. Beeber let loose yesterday when the Battleaxe kicked Jessie out of Hart Valley Elementary.

But Ms. Larson was late.

Another quick glance. No sign of a car. Not even the cloud of dust that always announced a visitor once the last of the spring rains ended. His sister, Beth, had assured him Ms. Larson would arrive by noon for the interview and now it was nearly one.

Behind him, Jessie still dawdled over her butter and jelly sandwich, the comic book spread out before her forgotten. Yesterday, when he’d brought her home from school, he’d been so mad he could’ve spit nails and Jessie was smart enough to keep quiet. Today, she’d been nothing but surly, finding new ways to rile him and test his endurance.

Finally, he’d sent her to her room and spent the rest of the afternoon on the phone, first unloading his problems on Beth, then calling the private school in nearby Marbleville. The tuition at Marbleville Academy took his breath away, but he would have found a way to pay it. But when the secretary discovered the circumstances of Jessie’s departure from public school, she suggested politely that perhaps the Academy might not be an appropriate place for his daughter either.

Then Beth had called him back after supper and handed him a miracle. She’d found a credentialed teacher right under her nose—one of the guests at the inn. Beth had explained Jessie’s predicament to the guest and the woman had agreed to talk to Tom about the possibility of her teaching Jessie at home.

But now she was late and Tom vacillated between worry that she’d changed her mind and irritation that the woman was such a flake she couldn’t be bothered to arrive on time. He’d called the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing to confirm Andrea Larson’s credential, so he knew she was the genuine article. She’d agreed to bring references and samples of curriculum to the interview. But he hadn’t even spoken to her yet, had so far dealt with her through Beth. What if she was an ogre like Mrs. Beeber? What if she took one look at Jessie’s burn-scarred arm and couldn’t hide her disgust?

The motherly type, Beth had said. A good, honest person who seemed to genuinely love children. But could she deal with Jessie on a bad day? Could she look past his daughter’s surly, self-defensive barriers to the sweet child beneath?

Gripping the cool tile surrounding the kitchen sink, Tom peered out the window again, searching for that tell-tale cloud of dust. Nothing but green rolling hills and bright blue sky.

 

* * * *

 

Her stomach knotted with tension, Andrea Larson drove slowly along the dusty gravel road, searching for the last turn to Tom Jarret’s ranch. She was sure she’d taken every back road and dirt track in Marbleville County, had found every dead end and weed-choked deer trail within a twenty-mile radius of Hart Valley.

Beth Henley’s convoluted directions, accompanied with a blithe, “Don’t worry, it’s easy to find,” proved to be a monumental fib. The GPS on Andrea’s phone had been just as baffling, first taking her to an empty pasture dotted with grazing cattle, then losing signal entirely.

It didn’t help that she still wrestled with misgivings about extending her stay in Hart Valley. Yesterday morning at breakfast, Andrea had resolved to spend one more night at the Hart Valley Inn, then get an early start in the morning. By yesterday afternoon, she’d packed her suitcases and had returned the last of the books she’d borrowed from the inn’s library. During supper at Nina’s Cafe, she’d flipped through her map book and worked out where she’d travel next.

Then less than an hour later, she’d committed herself to a job interview, for a teaching position home schooling a 9-year-old girl.

Andrea’s ancient Corolla hit a pot hole so deep, the bounce made her bite her tongue and whack an elbow on the car door. She slithered to a stop and rubbed her stinging funny bone. Continue on? Or turn around and see if she’d somehow missed the turn? She sighed and leaned on the steering wheel. How did she get herself into this?

Blame it on the cowboy she’d seen yesterday morning. Broad shoulders a woman could lean on, light brown Stetson shading his rough-hewn face. Eyes an intense blue that shot straight to her heart. During those few moments when her gaze locked with his, she’d imagined riding off into the sunset with him on a spirited horse.

And that fanciful image had revisited her off and on throughout the day yesterday. It had still danced in her mind’s eye when she returned to the Hart Valley Inn after supper. That was when she’d spotted the innkeeper, Beth Henley, at her desk, worrying a pencil with her teeth.

If Andrea’s thought processes hadn’t been so garbled by the cowboy in the pickup truck, she would have just hurried through the lobby and up to her cozy room. Instead she’d hesitated long enough to see the distress on Beth’s face, the concern in the innkeeper’s eyes. Andrea couldn’t just pass her by, felt obligated to ask Beth what was wrong.

Which led to this wild goose chase through Marbleville County’s rural byways. Glancing at her gas gauge, perilously close to empty, Andrea wearily brushed back the hair that had escaped from her braid. She peered through the dust at the tree up ahead on the right side of the road, thick branches casting shade across the gravel.

Was that a sign nailed to the tree? From this distance, the letters had nearly faded to illegibility, so she pulled up to the oak.

Through the passenger side window, she could just make out the words Double J Ranch. An arrow, more faint than the letters, pointed to the left. Just past the oak, a rutted dirt and gravel road cut through the pasture on the left.

She’d finally stumbled across the right road. And according to Beth, the house was a little more than a half mile down.

Now that she was nearly there, doubt returned ten-fold. She could make the turn, do the interview as promised. Answer those questions of Tom Jarret’s that she could, skate around the ones she couldn’t, try to be honest while hiding a piece of her past.

Or she could go back the way she came. Avoid resurrecting the disastrous mistakes of two years ago. Throw away the opportunity to do the one thing in her vagabond life that had always brought her joy—teaching. Hope that in a month, in a year, she’d find the courage to lay the past to rest and step into a classroom again.

The choice seemed to shimmer in the dust. Stay or go. Stay or go. Before now, it had always been such an easy decision. 

Unbidden, the image of the cowboy drifted into her mind again. Those steady blue eyes, the workman’s hands gripping the wheel of his truck. If she got the job as Jessie Jarret’s teacher, stayed on in Hart Valley, she might see the cowboy again, might have a chance to meet him.

Andrea shook her head. Meeting a man would be the worst reason to stay. She’d made that kind of choice two years ago, with tragic results. If she and the good-looking cowboy crossed paths again, she’d just look the other way.

But she would follow through with the interview. Andrea turned left onto the rutted road leading to Tom Jarret’s house. 

Based on Beth Henley’s description of her brother, Tom wasn’t anything like the fantasy Andrea had spun around the man in the pickup truck. Tom was older than Beth by several years, and the gruff rancher had kept mostly to himself since his wife left him. Apparently, the antics of his young daughter completely befuddled him.

Beth said her brother had been very relieved when she’d suggested Andrea could home school Jessie. It had seemed like a win-win situation for all involved.

As long as Andrea didn’t have to tell him what happened two years ago.

Andrea winced as her Corolla moaned and groaned up the slight grade between gnarled oaks and spear-straight pines. The grass on either side of the road wore the vivid green of spring, the verdant rolling hills dotted with lazy cattle. It was a breathtaking sight, almost too fresh and intense to be real.

Her Corolla’s temperature gauge crept alarmingly close to the danger zone as she finally topped the rise. She stopped the car to let it cool down as she took in the view. Brilliant white against the emerald green grass, a rambling ranch house dominated the gentle valley below. A sun-beaten red barn stood to one side, a corral beside it. Several outbuildings, obviously newer, were scattered here and there around the house and barn. Sleek horses grazed in the pastures that stretched as far as the eye could see.

Andrea put the car back in gear and let it coast down into the bowl of the valley. Excitement built inside her at the prospect of a new teaching assignment. Andrea realized she dearly wanted the chance to teach again, in particular to solve the puzzle of Jessie Jarret. 

Beth had told Andrea little about her niece except her age, her sharp intelligence, the bad attitude that cropped up from time to time. Andrea didn’t expect a sweet, even-tempered little girl, but she relished the challenge.

Turning into the circular drive, she parked the car parallel to the house. For a moment she remained in the Corolla, her gaze taking in the welcoming wraparound porch, the rose bushes in the flowerbeds just starting to bud. A curtain flicked aside in one of the second story windows and Andrea caught a glimpse of a small face framed by dark blonde hair.

Ready or not, here I come. 

Grabbing her bookbag from the back seat, Andrea climbed from the car, made her way up the porch steps and to the front door. She knocked on the wood frame of the screen door.

The front door swung open abruptly. A tall, broad-shouldered man filled the doorway. Peering through the fine-meshed screen, Andrea lifted her gaze from the eye-level white T-shirt stretched across a well-muscled chest, to the strong column of suntanned throat, to the rough-hewn face tipped down to greet her. Blue eyes burned into hers.

My God. Her heart slammed into overdrive. It’s my cowboy.

His brilliant blue gaze ran the length of her body, from head to toe, pausing for an instant on her mouth. There was nothing lecherous in the quick scan. It was almost as if he wanted to be sure she was real.

Andrea could understand the impulse. She was sure she’d over-embellished the man in the pickup truck, that she’d drawn him taller in her imagination, his shoulders broader. But her memories paled in comparison to the reality of the man before her. If anything, he seemed taller, broader, an even more blatant billboard for maleness in his T-shirt and worn blue jeans.

“You’re late.” He blurted the words out.

Andrea shifted on the doormat, clutching the handle of her bookbag more tightly. “Sorry. I’m afraid I got lost.”

He nodded. “Roads aren’t well marked.”

He continued to stare at her. Maybe he wasn’t Tom Jarret. Maybe Beth’s brother truly was the crotchety old cowpoke the innkeeper had described. The real Tom could be busy somewhere, riding out on the range or chasing cattle or fixing fences—whatever ranchers did. The brawny man with the intense blue eyes could be Tom’s foreman sent here to greet her.

“You are Andrea?” he asked.

His tentative question seemed to confirm her theory. Her cowboy was just a ranch hand filling in for the boss. Assured, she smiled up at him. “Yes, Andrea Larson. And you’re...?”

He glanced down at her mouth again, then swiftly returned his gaze to hers. When was he going to stop staring at her? As long as those blue eyes were on her, she couldn’t seem to think straight.

She swallowed, her mouth bone dry. “You haven’t told me your name yet.”

“Beth didn’t give you my name?” He blinked, his expression puzzled. “I’m Tom Jarret.”

Oh, Lord. He was the cowboy. Or the cowboy was him. Andrea shook her head, trying to sort out her jumbled thoughts. She smiled gamely. “Good to meet you.”

With a nod, he nudged open the screen door, waiting until she’d stepped clear of it to open it all the way. She thrust her hand out.

A moment’s hesitation, then he took her hand and shook it, the heat of his palm against hers stealing softly up her arm. The moment seemed to stretch as the warmth in her arm curled up to heat her face.

The handle of her bookbag dug into her fingers and brought her back to earth. She tugged her right hand to free it, but for a moment, he resisted the pull. Then he let go so quickly, he banged his elbow on the door jamb.

“Sorry,” he muttered. He motioned her into the house. “Come in.”

The screen door slammed loudly as she stepped inside, and she jumped, brushing up against Tom in the process. She jumped again to put some space between them, but he was already backing away from her.

“Sorry,” he said. “Keep meaning to fix that spring.”

Andrea sidled into the living room. Get a grip, Andrea! Her cowboy fantasies were messing with her mind. Now that she knew Tom Jarret was a potential employer, she had to stop imagining him as Mr. April from some “ranch studs” calendar.

She distracted herself by looking around the room. It wasn’t so much messy as well-lived-in with its deep-cushioned sofas and chairs, rag rugs on the polished oak floor, east-facing windows letting in the midday light. A stack of school books lay strewn across the coffee table, but other than a bit of dust, it was neater than she might have expected.

She turned back to him. “You have a lovely home.”

“Thank you.” He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “I thought you might be older.”

That makes two of us, she thought. “Is that a problem?”

“Yes. No!” He shook his head. “But as young as you are...”

She tipped her chin up to him. “As young as I am...?”

“You can’t have been teaching very long.”

“I’m twenty-eight, Mr. Jarret.” She took a breath, closed her fingers tighter around the bookbag handle. “I received my credential five years ago.” What she’d left unsaid seemed to scream louder than the spoken words. Andrea was sure he’d hear it. 

But he nodded, as if her answer had satisfied him. “Five years. That’s good.”

A sick feeling settled in the pit of Andrea’s stomach at the way she’d misled him. But she’d only told him the truth about when she’d been awarded her credential. “What else would you like to know?”

“I wrote down some questions.” He dug in the front pockets of his jeans, then searched the back pockets, finally retrieving a crumpled sheet of paper. He read off the first one. “How many years have you taught?” He smiled up at her. “I guess we’ve already answered that.”

She nodded, the sick feeling intensifying. She tried to tell herself the exact truth didn’t matter, that she could do this job and do it well. But her conscience was having none of that, and she knew she had to take a chance and admit at least part of the truth.

Scrambling for courage, Andrea took in a long breath.


Home in His Arms: Chapter 2

 

 

Don’t look at her chest!

Tom caught his straying gaze just in time, ignoring the enticement of her chest rising as she inhaled. But then Andrea smiled, which brought his attention to the equally dangerous territory of her mouth. With an effort he forced his focus higher up on her face, which ought to have been safe enough, if it weren’t for those soft brown eyes that unsettled him nearly as much as her mouth did.

“Actually, I’ve only taught for three years,” Andrea said, “The last two years, I took the opportunity to travel.”

Tom was so addled, it took him a few seconds to make sense of Andrea’s words and summon a response. “But you want to start teaching again?”

“Absolutely.”

“Have you taught kids Jessie’s age?”

“Some older, some younger.”

He checked the sheet of paper again. “Do you have a criminal record?”

Something flickered in her eyes, then her smile broadened. “Do I look like someone on the lam?”

He’d never been so damn fixated on a woman’s mouth before. What was it about Andrea Larson’s?

He took a step back from her, bent his head back down to his list of questions. “I don’t suppose you do.”

“But I bet you looked into that already.”

He shrugged, feeling a bit guilty that he’d probed her background, even though he had every right. “I did.”

“Good. That means you care about your daughter.” She shifted her bookbag to her other hand, the motion drawing his gaze to her slender arms. At least he wasn’t staring at her mouth. “What else?” she prompted.

He read over the paper again. “Do you have references from your last couple jobs?”

When he looked up at her, she seemed startled. Then her face relaxed. “I didn’t stay long enough at my last job to use it as a reference. I have names and numbers for the two before that.”

She zipped open her bookbag, pulled out a sheet of paper. Several names with accompanying addresses and phone numbers were printed neatly on the paper. “They’re all principals at elementary schools where I’ve taught. The two most recent are at the top of the list. You should still be able to reach them there.”

Tom took the sheet of paper from Andrea, then gestured at the books piled on the coffee table. “The Battleaxe... Mrs. Beeber,” he corrected himself, “sent those home. Look them over while I make these calls.”

He headed for the kitchen, glad to have some time away from her. Grabbing his cell phone from the counter, he looked down at Andrea’s list, his thumb ready to dial. But the neatly printed names blurred and his imagination took over, until all he could see, all he could think about, was Andrea Larson and her shapely body.

Tom slapped the sheet of paper to the counter, banishing the image. He was as red-blooded as any man, but he usually had a little more self-control around women. When he’d seen her on Main Street, she was a stranger, and he’d felt free to fantasize. Last night as he lay in bed, his gut still in knots over how he would get Jessie through the school year, he’d let his mind run wild over his mystery woman, knowing he’d probably never see her again.

But now she stood large as life in his living room. Now he had to behave himself because the sexy object of his fantasies might become his daughter’s teacher.

Picking up the paper again, Tom dialed the first number on the list, an elementary school down in Southern California. Tom peppered the principal with questions, perversely searching for an excuse to eliminate Andrea from consideration.

He had no backup plan if Andrea didn’t work out, but he wanted to make damn sure she was the right teacher for his daughter. And since he wasn’t as clear-headed as he ought to be around the young teacher, he needed as much information as possible to make his decision.

But if he hoped Andrea’s most recent two employers would give him good reason to say no, he was disappointed. Both remembered her clearly and fondly, both would have gladly employed her again. In fact the principal at Clearview Elementary in San Diego asked Tom to pass along a message that they would have an opening for her in the fall if she wanted to come back.

He returned to the living room with no ammunition to send Andrea on her way. But as he paused in the doorway and caught sight of her, he knew he was in big trouble. She sat on the edge of the coffee table, one of Jessie’s textbooks open on her lap, her heart-shaped face tipped down as she read. Her long braid had swung forward and now its end curled against her wrist. In that moment, she took his breath away.

Saying yes to Andrea Larson would be a damned sight more difficult than saying no. Because yes meant she would be staying a while. Yes meant he would have to guard his every impulse.

As he stepped into the living room, she looked up at him and smiled in greeting. Something zinged in the pit of his stomach, then kicked his heart into overdrive.

He wanted to just stand there and stare at her, but he forced himself to speak. “Any problems with the books?”

She rose, patted the math book in her lap. “I’ve studied algebra, trigonometry and calculus. No problem with fourth grade math.”

“I called your references. One said you could walk on water. The other wants to hire you back.” 

She looked away, as if the praise embarrassed her. Putting aside the math book, she picked up the literature reader. “This has some good excerpts in it. But if I was teaching her, I’d want her to pick some of her own reading material.”

“That would be fine.” He found himself wishing she’d look up again, so he could see those chocolate brown eyes. They held just as much fascination for him as her mouth.

She set down the reader, lifted the California history book. “We could do field trips out to some of the old gold mines. Or over to the state capitol.”

“She’d like that,” he said, although there was no telling what his mercurial daughter would like. Some days she hated everything.

 Andrea glanced at him sidelong, rewarding him with a glimpse of her eyes. Then she straightened and swung her braid back behind her.

She held the science book in her hands. “I’m afraid I’m a bit of a science geek. I’ve memorized the periodic table of the elements, can quote you Newton’s laws chapter and verse....” Clutching the science book close to her chest, she looked up at him. “I don’t suppose you know the names of Jupiter’s sixteen moons?”

A flush had risen in her cheeks, a few tendrils of silky brown hair had escaped from her braid. He wanted to curl his fingers around her nape, pull her closer....

Her breath seemed to catch. “Do you?” The soft question sounded like an invitation.

Did he what? Want pull her into his arms and press her against him? Hell, yes!

His heart thundering in his chest, he struggled to get a grip on his good sense. Somehow, despite his best intentions, Andrea’s interview had taken a U-turn. His mind seemed to have gone on vacation while his body clamored for something more up close and personal.

He tried to focus on the question she’d asked. Something about Jupiter’s moons? He played it safe, told her, “No.”

She just stared, no help at all when her lips parted that way and her eyes whispered unintentional invitations. The V-neck T-shirt she wore exposed a tantalizing bit of her collarbone, tempting him.

“Io.” The small high voice from the foot of the stairs dispersed Tom’s errant thoughts in an instant. He put another ten feet between him and Andrea just as his daughter, Jessie, stepped into the room.

Her right arm cradled against her body, she planted herself in front of Andrea. “Europa, Ganymede, Callisto, Metis, Adrastea, Amalthea.” She took a breath. “Thebe, Leda, Himalia, Lysithea, Elara, Ananke, Carme, Sinope.”

A pause, then Andrea said, “You forgot Pasiphae.”

“No,” Jessie said, thrusting out her small, stubborn chin. “I just wanted to see if you knew it.”

At the admiration in Andrea’s brown eyes, Tom’s chest swelled with pride. Jessie was challenging on a good day and downright heartbreaking on a bad one. But damned if she wasn’t smart as a whip.

Andrea set aside the science book. “I’m Andrea Larson.” She put her hand out to Jessie.

Jessie ignored Andrea’s hand, looked up at him. “What’s she doing here?”

God, that little girl could rile him so easily. Tom took a breath. “We’re talking over whether she should be your new teacher.”

“I don’t need a teacher.” Jessie cut him off as neatly as she cut a cow from the herd. “I can teach myself.”

“No way,” Tom said.

Jessie’s expression turned mulish. “Why not?”

Tom struggled for patience. “First of all, I don’t want you here by yourself.”

“I’m nine years old, Dad. I’m home alone lots of times when you’re working.”

“Second, you need a teacher to tell you what to do.”

“Hah!” Jessie barked out a laugh. “You know what I did in class half the time? I read a book or played on the computer. ‘Cause I got bored when the teacher goes on and on about stuff I’ve already learned.”

Hell, it was true. The teacher had told him as much. He racked his brain, searching for suitable response.

Jessie knew she had him buffaloed. She grinned, planted her hands on her hips. The cuffs of her long-sleeved T-shirt hiked up a bit with the motion, uncovering her wrists.

Andrea’s sharp intake of breath was so faint, Tom knew only he had heard it. But Jessie, preternaturally observant, saw the brief flicker of reaction in Andrea’s face to that inch-wide swath of angry red scarring.

Jessie’s brown gaze shuttered in reflexive defense. “You got a problem?” she asked Andrea pugnaciously.

Without even an instant’s hesitation, Andrea smiled, pulled Jessie’s right arm toward her. Andrea ran a finger over the colorful bit of woven string that circled Jessie’s right wrist. “I like your friendship bracelet.”

Jessie’s gaze narrowed in suspicion. Besides her pediatrician, only two adults in Jessie’s life were comfortable enough with her burned arm to touch it{MISSING SYMBOL}Tom and his sister, Beth. It was as if people feared Jessie’s scars involved some communicable disease they risked catching if they touched her.

But Andrea didn’t flinch, didn’t even comment as she tugged Jessie’s sleeve up further so she could examine the friendship bracelet more closely. A warmth fountained up inside Tom at Andrea’s kindness, her easy acceptance of Jessie. He wanted to take Andrea in his arms, hold her tight, let the gratitude that welled inside him spill out. 

But he barely knew this woman, certainly had no right to get physical with her. Tom turned away, tamped down the unwelcome feelings.

Oblivious, Andrea continued to admire Jessie’s bracelet. “Did you make it?” Andrea’s hand rested against Jessie’s right arm as she studied the bracelet’s weave.

“Sabrina made it,” Jessie said, a cautious note in her voice. “She’s got the one I made for her.”

Andrea lifted her gaze to Jessie. “Could you teach me how to make one?”

Jessie eyed Andrea with suspicion. “I guess.”

Andrea straightened. “Do you like math word problems?”

Andrea’s sudden change of subject seemed to catch Jessie off-guard. “No. I hate ‘em.”

“So do I,” Andrea said. “But I know some tricks to make them easier. How about a trade? You show me how to make a friendship bracelet, I’ll teach you about word problems.”

Tom hid a smile as he watched his daughter weigh Andrea’s offer. Jessie was no dummy. She knew Tom couldn’t allow her to stay home without a teacher. Andrea had cleverly offered a way for Jessie to accept the inevitable while still saving face.

“I guess,” Jessie said nonchalantly. “But friendship bracelets aren’t easy, at least the ones Sabrina and I make. I’ll do my best to show you, but...” Jessie shrugged.

“I’m pretty good with my hands,” Andrea said. “Maybe not as good as you, but I can probably figure it out.”

Jessie beamed at Andrea’s off-hand compliment and a warmth lit inside Tom again. Times like these, when Jessie could forget the horror of the fire four years ago, were so rare, so fleeting. Tom wished he could collect them all up, distill them for the bad times that would surely follow.

He could never forget what had happened, no more than Jessie could. He’d been gone at the time, up in Redding, and that made the memories ten times worse. He could only imagine Jessie’s terrible fear when the candle flame had caught her sleeve, the pain as she ran from the house screaming for her mother. And Lori—

No. He wouldn’t think of her. His ex-wife was long gone and the past with her. It was Jessie who mattered now.

Pride lingered in his daughter’s face as Jessie headed for the stairs. “I’ll go get the string, then.”

“Wait a minute,” Tom called after her. “What about your schoolwork?”

Jessie looked up at him, then at Andrea. “Is she gonna be my teacher?”

Tom glanced over at Andrea. “How about we give her trial run, for a week or two?”

Jessie’s gaze narrowed on him. “What if I say no?”

If he’d thought he could trick her into thinking she had a say in the decision, his daughter had proved him wrong again. “I make the final choice, Jessie. And I’d like to give her a try.”

He could see the storm clouds in his daughter’s face give way to acceptance. “Oh, okay.” Then the annoyance in Jessie’s dark brown eyes softened to a plea. “But can’t we skip school for one day?”

Despite Jessie’s surrender, he shouldn’t let it slide. He had to set an example, instill in his daughter the importance of education. But he was a sucker for Jessie’s sweet smile.

Andrea saved the day. “Tell you what, we’ll get started on a bracelet, then do a page of math. That ought to keep your father happy.”

Jessie turned her hopeful gaze on Tom. He nodded and she gave out a whoop before racing up the stairs. Tom had to laugh.

“You’re a miracle worker,” Tom told Andrea. “She’s never this agreeable.”

“It won’t last,” Andrea said. “By tomorrow she’ll probably hate me again. Kind of a girl thing.”

“I have to admit the female mind completely baffles me.”

Andrea smiled up at him, her brown eyes alight with mischief. “It’s a pact we all have, keeping men confused.”

Why did she have to be so damned appealing? It was all he could do to resist moving closer to her, touching her.

Suddenly, she stepped away from him. “There is something we have to discuss, though.”

Could she read his mind? “What do you mean?”

“Me living here.”

“Living here? Living where?”

“At the house.”

His brain must be more scrambled than he thought. “What house?”

She gave him a peculiar look. “Your house. Didn’t Beth tell you that part?”

“What part?”

“That while home schooling Jessie I would stay here at the house. With Jessie. And you.”

 

* * * *

 

His dumbfounded look gave Andrea her answer. Beth hadn’t said a word about Andrea staying there at the ranch. She would have laughed if she weren’t so unsettled at finding the crotchety old cowpoke she’d been expecting was actually far younger and far too sexy.

He stared down at her. “You can’t stay here.”

Of course she couldn’t. Living under the same roof as Tom Jarret would be a maddening distraction. But his instant rejection of the notion inexplicably riled her.

She dug in, intent on arguing the point with him. “Why not?”

“Because.” He held her gaze a moment more, then an edgy energy seemed to take hold of him. He paced away from her, then back. “Because you’re... And I’m...”

“Afraid you won’t be able to resist my charms?” She asked the question lightly, intending it as a joke, but now her insides churned as she waited for the answer.

“Absolutely not.” He seemed almost horrified at the notion.

Heat rose in Andrea’s cheeks at his emphatic tone. Of course he wasn’t interested in her. But did he have to state it so baldly? “Then I don’t see the problem.”

“It wouldn’t look right.” He paced off again. “You’ll have to stay in town. Drive in every day.”

“I can’t afford to stay at the inn that long.”

He turned toward her. “Then somewhere else. The Willits sisters—”

“That won’t work.”

He took another step closer. “Why not?”

Her financial situation had never embarrassed her before and she hated having to justify herself now. “I stayed at your sister’s place longer than I should have.” She lifted her chin. “I haven’t got the resources to rent elsewhere. That’s why the teaching position has to include room and board.”

As he stared at her, she could imagine the judgments running through his mind. That she was a deadbeat, that she couldn’t manage her money.

Someone with roots as deep as Tom’s wouldn’t understand how her life had been. That she’d never really had a home and was used to picking up and moving without a backward glance. That she’d never needed a lot of money, and was just as happy to take a lower salary in exchange for a place to stay.

Except this situation was different. Tom wasn’t that little old couple with the room over their garage or the forty-something widow with the camper out back. This was Tom Jarret, six-foot-plus, broad shoulders, blue eyes to die for. This was her fantasy cowboy. And could she really live in such close quarters with him?

Andrea folded her arms across her chest, feeling edgy and defensive as she gave her usual pitch. “If I stay here at the ranch, my salary won’t need to be much beyond room and board.” She took a breath. “But if you’d prefer to find someone else to teach your daughter....”

Andrea waited for Tom to call her bluff, to tell her he’d have to look elsewhere for a teacher. Yet even as she acknowledged the folly of sharing Tom’s home, she prayed for the chance to stay.

Because suddenly she wanted this job desperately. Beyond the fact that she could use the money and a place to stay, Andrea longed to find a way to ease the haunted look in Jessie’s eyes that went far beyond the injury to the little girl’s arm. Certainly for Jessie’s sake, Andrea could put aside the attraction she felt for the girl’s father.

Tom, as if he could hear Andrea’s thoughts, stared at her another long moment. “Maybe I’d better find someone else.”

Jessie must have been listening just out of sight. She stomped into the living room, her arms full of cardboard boxes. “Andrea has to teach me. I don’t want anybody else.”

Jessie’s sudden fealty cheered Andrea. “And I want to teach you.”

Tom shook his head. “It isn’t going to work, Jess.”

“Why not?” Jessie looked just as stubborn as her dad. 

Tom turned to Andrea, no doubt expecting help. But Andrea didn’t feel inclined to give it to him.

Tom glared at her. “Because Andrea’s car isn’t reliable enough to get her here every day.”

“Then she can just stay here,” Jessie said, carrying the boxes filled with string and beads to the coffee table, shoving aside books to set down the boxes. 

“She can’t stay here,” Tom stated flatly.

Jessie flicked a glance at Andrea, then back to her father. “Because of me?”

Andrea’s heart melted at the soft-spoken question. “No, absolutely not.”

“Then why?” Jessie asked.

“It’s a grown-up thing,” Tom told his daughter in a no-nonsense tone meant to close the subject.

But Jessie persisted. “What do you mean, grown-up?”

Tom looked over at Andrea again. This time, Andrea took pity on him. “Because your dad and I... we’re a grown-up man and a grown-up woman. And to stay in the same house...”

Jessie’s brow furrowed, then her eyes widened. “Oh. Right.” She looked thoughtful a moment, then she smiled. “You can stay with me in my room. Then it would be okay.”

Andrea sat on the edge of the coffee, bringing herself to eye level with the little girl. “I would love to share your room, Jessie. But that still won’t work.”

“You won’t ever have to see my arm,” Jessie said, her expression earnest. “I’ll keep it covered, I promise.”

Jessie’s fervent vow shocked Andrea, shook her so deeply she couldn’t even speak for a moment. She looked up at Tom, and the stoic pain in his gaze wrenched her heart.

Her urge to needle Tom seemed so petty in the face of the profound hurts he and Jessie had suffered. She felt a bit ashamed of herself.

“Jessie,” Andrea said as she gently raised the sleeve on the little girl’s arm. She placed her hand lightly against the tight, shiny skin of Jessie’s scar. “The problems your dad and I are having trouble figuring out have nothing... nothing to do with your arm.”

Jessie wouldn’t look at her, her small face shuttered. Andrea could only guess at the pain behind those innocent brown eyes.

“Jessie,” Andrea tried again. “If there was any way{MISSING SYMBOL}”

“You can stay in the foreman’s apartment,” Tom blurted out.

Hope fluttered in Jessie’s face. “Can she, Daddy?”

Andrea straightened. “What about the foreman?”

“We don’t have one,” Jessie said. “Not since Mommy{MISSING SYMBOL}” Jessie’s hand flew up to cover her mouth. “Never mind.”

Did Tom forbid Jessie to talk about her mother? Andrea looked over at him, tried to interpret the emotions behind his stony expression. Was it Tom who demanded that Jessie’s mother leave? When Andrea had asked Beth, she’d said her brother’s ex-wife was out of the picture. Because of Tom’s doing? 

Tom turned away, pulled open a drawer in a side table. “It’s above the equipment shed.” He dug through the drawer, produced a set of keys. “It’s not fancy, but there’s a bathroom and a small kitchenette.”

“It sounds perfect,” Andrea said.

“Fine, then.” Tom shoved the keys in his jeans pocket. “I’ll go open it up for you.”

As Tom walked out, Jessie sighed and let slip a tiny smile, but Andrea could see the little girl had already rebuilt her walls around her. Andrea wanted to give Jessie a hug, to try to wash a bit of that reserve away. But she sensed the little girl would reject her show of affection.

So instead, Andrea rose and took the top two boxes from Jessie’s stack. “Now that we’ve settled where I’m staying, let’s get to work on that bracelet. Can I pick any color I want?”

As they settled down at the coffee table with the string and beads, Jessie launched into a dissertation on which colors went with which and the importance of the proper choice of beads. Before long, the contents of the cardboard boxes was strewn across the table and Andrea had sneaked a word problem into the mix using the colorful string and beads.

Andrea was acutely aware of Tom’s return, the way he watched them. At first, she wondered if he was monitoring her, making certain she was a competent teacher. But when she looked up at him, the emotions swimming in his face surprised her{MISSING SYMBOL}sorrow and regret, the pain of lost dreams.

Then he turned on his heel and walked out again, leaving Andrea with an ache centered in her chest.

 

* * * *

 

Three hours after he’d left the house, Tom was still mucking out the barn’s ten stalls, a task he usually finished in half that time. On a normal day, he would have been out checking fence by now, making sure the few cattle he kept for cutting practice hadn’t knocked down a section in search of greener grass. But instead he was picking out every last scrap of manure in the nine mare motels and his stallion’s smaller stall.

He supposed he could make an excuse in his own mind that Andrea was a stranger, and he should stay within shouting distance of Jessie. But as good a reason as that was to stay near the house, he knew it was only part of it. The rest was the draw Andrea had on him, the itch to go inside and look at her again.

Not that he’d let himself.

He sliced open a bale of shavings and shook out the contents in Sonuvagun’s stall. Usually, he finished in an hour-and-a-half. Today he’d dawdled over the task for nearly twice that long. 

The pile of shavings for Sonuvagun’s stall would finish the task, but he was still loathe to go back into the house. The attraction he felt for Jessie’s new teacher was enough of a bother, sending his thoughts in entirely inappropriate directions. But even more, having a woman in the house again, the light sounds of Andrea’s voice in counterpoint to Jessie’s set off an ache inside him he didn’t welcome and didn’t care to acknowledge.

How long had it been since anyone but Beth had been at the ranch? For a good year after Lori left, he’d been too angry and bitter, not to mention exhausted dealing with Jessie’s surgeries to even think about women. Once the divorce was final, he’d let Beth set him up every once in a while, mostly women from Sacramento who’d come up to Hart Valley for the weekend. Knowing they’d be heading back home Sunday night, that they would pass out of his life as quickly as they’d come in, he’d been loathe to bring them home.

 But Andrea would be staying a while, at least until mid-June when the school year ended. A little over eight weeks. And then, he supposed she’d move on, to whatever waited for her down the road.

He felt a pang inside at the thought. As alien as it seemed to have a woman in his home again, he had to admit it seemed right, as if she filled an empty place he hadn’t even known needed filling.

Not that Andrea was the one to fill it long term. But maybe it was time he got back into circulation and start thinking about making a commitment again.

Sonuvagun nudged him, sniffing Tom’s pocket in search of a carrot. Tom rubbed the big bay stallion’s ears, then stepped into the barn aisle and latched Sonuvagun’s stall door. Brushing bits of shavings from his jeans, Tom made one last check of his pregnant mares. Satisfied all five expectant mamas were in good condition, Tom headed out of the barn.

With the late afternoon sun in his eyes, he couldn’t quite see through the living room’s big bay window. Were they still inside working? If they’d come outside, he’d have heard the front screen door slam.

The way it had when Andrea had startled nearly into his arms. In that brief moment he’d inhaled her fragrance, felt the tickle of her braid when it brushed his hand.

He’d been pretty glad in that moment that he hadn’t fixed the screen door’s touchy spring. He’d always liked that it was a tell-tale as to whether Jessie was in or out, but it also meant he’d had that moment so close to Andrea.

Which he shouldn’t be hoping for. He angled to see better through the bay window and spotted Jessie walking across the room toward the kitchen. They must be going for a snack. 

The image of Andrea serving Jessie milk and chocolate chip cookies, then sitting to enjoy a cookie herself stirred a long-forgotten memory. Not of Lori, who rarely set foot in the kitchen if she could avoid it, but of his own mother.

Lord, he’d only been seven when his mother died. How could he remember anything about her? Yet stubbornly the image remained in his mind’s eye{MISSING SYMBOL}the warmth of the kitchen, the taste of the cookie in his mouth, his mother’s smile.

Tom shook himself, unwilling to entertain for even a moment longer what was probably just a fantasy. He ought to get up to the foreman’s apartment and double check to make sure Andrea had sheets and what-not. Maybe even make up the bed for her.

Or maybe not. Just the thought of handling the linen and blankets that would warm Andrea’s body sent his imagination soaring off in entirely the wrong direction. He’d make sure she had everything she needed, then leave it to her to handle it all.

One last look at the bay window, then Tom headed across the yard toward the small two-story outbuilding painted the same brick red as the barn. On the first floor, he stored the odds and ends he always needed close at hand—hoof trimmers, leather punches, sundry veterinary supplies—and also the small tractor he used to move feed and drag the arenas. Stairs to the left of the storage shed led up to the foreman’s apartment on the second floor.

When he reached the top of the stairs, a prickle of alarm crept up his spine when he found the door slightly ajar. He was sure he hadn’t left it that way. He distinctly remembered having to yank shut the sticky door, then locking it. He still had the keys in his pocket.

He nudged the door, letting it swing far enough open that he could see who the intruder was inside. 

At a soft feminine gasp, Tom froze as he realized his mistake. He groped for the doorknob to shut the door, but managed to knock it open even wider. And damn his eyes, they had a will of their own, looking when he should have turned away. All at once he wished he hadn’t peeked and at the same time was glad he had.

There just outside the bathroom doorway, wearing nothing but a pale blue towel, stood his daughter’s brand new teacher.


Home in His Arms: Chapter 3

 

 

Tom stared at Andrea for what seemed an eternity before his good sense finally returned and he dragged his eyes away. He stepped back outside, putting some muscle behind getting the door shut as his heart hammered in his chest.

He sucked in a lungful of air, trying to figure out what to do next. Leave, to give Andrea time to get over the awkwardness? Call out to her to apologize?

Go back inside and tug that pale blue towel from her body, explore the long silky length of her thigh, the smoothness of her bare shoulders...

No, that he should definitely not do. He ought to go find a horse trough to stick his head into. Then pour a bucket of cold water over his hyper-heated flesh.

Andrea saved him the decision. She’d apparently come to the door, he heard her just on the other side. 

“Give me a second,” she said. “I’ll get dressed.”

If she felt as mortified as he did, her voice didn’t give anything away. But he’d seen the shock in her face when he’d taken that fatal step inside the apartment.

Leaning back against the railing of the small landing outside the foreman’s apartment, Tom rubbed his hands over his face. Obviously it had been too long since he’d been with a woman. That one brief glance at Andrea kept replaying itself in his imagination, embellished with erotic details straight from his libido.

He heard her footsteps coming closer and he shoved his trembling hands into the pockets of his jeans. She opened the door wide without hesitation, looked up at him boldly as if the moment a few minutes earlier had never happened. She wore a no-nonsense light green T-shirt and khaki slacks whose only feminine feature was the tiny, belted waist.

But the flutter of her heartbeat in her throat and the faint wash of color on her cheeks gave a different message. She was rattled, but apparently she was determined not to show it.

His respect for her clicked up a notch. He cleared his throat, kept his voice even. “I’m sorry. I thought you were still down at the house, then I saw the door was open...”

“Jessie’s supposed to be working on the last of her math. I decided to run up for a shower.”

“You didn’t go out the front door?”

“I did,” Andrea said. “But I was careful not to let the screen door slam.”

“I left this door locked,” Tom said.

“Jessie found another key in kitchen drawer. I left the door open so I could hear that screen door.”

Tom figured that all made sense, but damn well would have preferred knowing Andrea was in the apartment before barging in. Even so, he had no grounds to criticize her for that.

Discussing his daughter seemed safer. “How’s Jessie doing?”

“Fine, for the first day.” Andrea shifted her feet, hooked the right one behind the left. “Today she loves me. We’ll see about tomorrow.”

Tom’s gaze fell to her feet, saw her feet peeking out from the cuffs of the khaki slacks. An image burst into his mind of him tracing a path along those delicate toes with his finger, then up the instep of her foot to her ankle to{MISSING SYMBOL}

“Was there something you wanted?” She switched feet, bringing her left one behind her right.

Her question intruded on his fantasy, brought his errant thoughts to an abrupt halt. “What? No.” Other than to get another look at those shapely toes. Good God, what was wrong with him? He forced himself back to reality and his gaze back on her face. “I wanted to make sure you had everything you need{MISSING SYMBOL}towels, sheets, blankets.”

She settled a strand of damp brown hair behind her ear. “Jessie told me where to find them. I’ve got the bed made up. There’s even some coffee in the kitchenette.”

“Good, then...” He stepped back, turned toward the stairs.

“Which reminds me...” She smiled up at him. “We didn’t discuss salary.”

He’d been so relieved at how well she and Jessie got along, it hadn’t crossed his mind. Then the vision of Andrea wrapped in a towel had completely scrambled his thoughts. Tom rubbed at the tension growing between his eyes. “What are you usually paid?”

“Depends on the school district. Los Angeles pays more than a smaller county like Marbleville.” Her cheek dimpled as she smiled. “Maybe you should give me what you paid the foreman.”

The joke fell flat for Tom. He still couldn’t think of the man without anger gnawing at his insides. Forcing a smile, he asked, “What do you think is fair?”

“Since room and board are included...one-fifty a week?” Her brow furrowed. “Or is that too much?”

“Not enough.” He quickly calculated how much he could pull out of savings. “Make it two hundred.”

She seemed almost appalled. “That’s too much.”

“Not for an experienced credentialed teacher.”

Doubt flashed in her soft brown eyes. “Then I’ll do the cooking.”

He shook his head. “No. You’re teaching my daughter. You’re not a maid.”

“But I love to cook. And we can make it part of Jessie’s lessons.” She rested her hand lightly on his wrist. “Please.”

Her fingers warmed his skin, tempted him to take her hand in his. The soft flowery scent of her shampoo drifted toward him, and in that moment, he probably would have deeded the Double J to her if she’d asked.

He pulled a deep breath into his lungs. The aroma of the stable still clinging to him stung his nostrils. He felt suddenly as awkward as a boy. “That sounds fine,” he said, pulling away. He grabbed for the railing and started down the stairs, risking a glance at her over his shoulder.

She’d stepped out onto the landing. “Roast chicken okay? I found one in the freezer.”

A long ago memory of his mother’s cooking teased him{MISSING SYMBOL}a kid-sized plate with a savory chicken leg, a pile of mashed potatoes swimming in gravy. He had a pretty good grasp of the basics in the kitchen and had kept him and Jessie well-fed. But somehow having a woman cooking for him again seemed more right, more special.

He paused half-way down the stairs. “Roast chicken sounds great.”

He continued down the steps, across the yard and toward the barn. He didn’t want to look back again, afraid she was watching him, afraid she would see the emotions tumbling inside him in his face. In the few hours she’d been here, she’d dragged up far more of his past than he cared to revisit.

Sonuvagun could use some work. Running a few reining patterns in the big arena would take his mind off Andrea, the sight of her, the scent of her. The big bay stallion was still recovering from last year’s suspensory injury and a slow workout would be a good way to get the horse back in condition.

But as he cross-tied Sonuvagun in the barn aisle then hauled the stallion’s saddle and headstall from the tack room, Tom wondered if he was only fooling himself. Somehow, in the space of those few hours, the sweet-face young woman with the soft brown eyes had gotten under his skin. All the reining patterns in the world might not work her loose.

But he damn well had to try. Andrea Larson was his daughter’s teacher, nothing more, nothing less. He had no right to think of her any other way.

With a new determination, Tom swung the saddle on Sonuvagun’s back and snugged up the cinch. Switching halter for headstall, he led the stallion from the barn and headed for the big arena. Resisting the urge to look back at the foreman’s apartment, he chased Andrea from his mind with the first few steps of reining pattern number one.

 

* * * *

 

Andrea looked up from the pot of mashed potatoes as Tom entered the kitchen, his light brown hair wet and slicked back. He’d changed into a clean T-shirt and jeans, and the knit and denim seemed sculpted to his rangy body. The spice of aftershave had replaced the aromas of alfalfa and horse from earlier at the apartment. She didn’t know what was more tantalizing{MISSING SYMBOL}a cowboy who smelled like his work or the cleaned-up version.

She still couldn’t quite banish the memory of Tom in the doorway of the foreman’s apartment. The hunger in his eyes as his gaze raked her body, the tension in his hand gripping the door. She’d never had a man look at her that way, see her as desirable, want her as much as he seemed to in that moment.

That he was a near stranger to her, that he was her employer and therefore off-limits, only seemed to add to the flashpoint of desire that had burst inside her. Then embarrassment had taken over and Tom had stepped back outside, leaving her chilled and mortified.

Now as he filled a glass with water from the tap, Andrea felt an aftershock of that heat pool within her. Unwilling to let the feelings overwhelm her again, she returned her focus to dinner. But somehow, with Tom right there, his throat working as he drank the water, her brain froze. Suddenly she couldn’t quite figure out what to do with the mashed potatoes steaming in the pot.

“You need something to put that in?” Tom asked. He nudged her aside from the cupboard beside the big ranch stove and fished out a big old yellow fiesta ware bowl with a crack in the lip.

 “My grandmother’s,” he said, setting it on the counter. “She used to make fudge in it.”

That was the kind of history Andrea didn’t have. Her grandmother died before she was born.

She piled the fluffy mashed potatoes into the yellow bowl, then picked it up to carry it to the kitchen table. But Tom took it from her, his fingers brushing hers and setting off another tingle.

Tom set the potatoes on the table. “Dinner smells great.”

“Thanks.” She smiled, feeling extraordinarily pleased by the simple compliment.

“Where’s Jessie?” 

“She’s washing up.”

“I’m impressed. Clean hands at meals is low on Jessie’s priority list.” He retrieved a gallon jug of milk, then shoved the refrigerator door shut with his hip. 

“It took thirty minutes of begging,” Andrea told him, turning off the flame under the gravy. “As it is, I had to agree soap was optional.” Andrea bent to check the cupboard where the bowl had come from.

“Gravy boat is up here,” Tom said, opening the cupboard above her. His denim-clad legs pressed lightly against her back as he reached in.

Andrea didn’t move until he’d set down the flowered china boat and matching plate and headed off toward the kitchen table with the milk jug. She straightened, her hands shaking just a little as she lifted the pan of gravy and filled the boat.

Tom, pouring milk into the tall glass at Jessie’s place, looked completely unaffected by that brief contact. Andrea could barely get her heartbeat under control.

Maybe Tom’s indifference meant that he’d forgotten the incident in the apartment. But just as Andrea started to relax, he turned to her and fixed her gaze with his. “Andrea{MISSING SYMBOL}”

“If it’s about what happened earlier, please...” She held up a hand to forestall him as heat rose in her cheeks. “I know it was terribly awkward, but please...” She prayed awkwardness was all he’d seen in her face, that he hadn’t caught her unwanted attraction. “We don’t need to bring it up again.” She said the last in little more than a whisper.

He kept his sharp blue gaze steady on her, his expression giving nothing away. It hit Andrea suddenly. It might not have been hunger she’d seen in his eyes. Perhaps it had only been embarrassment at seeing her too skinny body, her hair wet and tangled around her shoulders. Not exactly a vision of sensuality.

He took a breath as if to say something, then he turned away and shouted up the stairs. “Jessie! Dinner, now!”

With a sigh of relief, Andrea pulled the roast chicken from the oven. The already carved bird smelled heavenly, but with the cartwheels her stomach was doing, Andrea doubted she could eat a bite. She set the hot platter on a trivet beside the mashed potatoes, then added a basket of sliced bread and a bowl of green beans with bacon she’d kept warm on the stove.

Tom pulled out her chair for her and waited until she’d seated herself before he headed for the other end of the table. Andrea couldn’t remember ever having a man pull out a chair for her.

Tom seated himself just as Jessie announced her arrival with the pounding of footsteps down the stairs. The little girl’s hair was damp around her face where she must have splashed it with water. She’d pushed up the sleeves of her long-sleeved T-shirt to wash her hands and they were still up above her elbows.

A barely audible intake of breath brought Andrea’s gaze over to Tom. He stared at his daughter’s right arm, the scarring exposed by the pushed up sleeve. “She never...”

Andrea could barely hear Tom’s soft-spoken words over the noisy scrape of chair legs on hardwood floor as Jessie sat herself at the table between Tom and Andrea. Then Jessie grabbed for a chicken leg and Andrea shifted her focus from father to daughter. Andrea put out a hand to stop Jessie’s grab, fingers on the back of the little girl’s scarred wrist.

The chicken leg just out of reach, Jessie glared up at Andrea. “What?”

Andrea tugged Jessie’s hand away from the platter. “No fingers, please.” She held the serving tongs out to Jessie.

Jessie gave her a mulish look. “Dad lets me use my fingers.”

Andrea flicked a glance over at Tom. He raised one brow, obviously leaving it up to her. Andrea returned her attention to Jessie. “Dad shouldn’t. Use these.”

Ignoring the tongs, Jessie crossed her arms over her chest. Andrea gently pulled the little girl’s hand free and laid the tongs into it. Jessie cocked back her arm, ready to throw the serving tool across the kitchen.

Then she stopped, gaze fixed on her arm. For the first time, she seemed to realize she’d forgotten to pull her sleeves back down after washing. The metal tongs clattered to the table. Color filled Jessie’s cheeks as she quickly jerked down her sleeves.

Matter-of-factly, Andrea picked up the tongs, replaced them in Jessie’s right hand. Jessie sat frozen a moment, then she looked sidelong up at Andrea. Whatever she was searching for in Andrea’s face{MISSING SYMBOL}disgust, discomfort, uneasiness{MISSING SYMBOL}Andrea was determined Jessie wouldn’t see it.

“Oh, all right,” Jessie said finally as she reached out with the tongs. She snagged two chicken legs and plopped them on her plate before leaning the tongs against the platter. Then she scooped up a massive pile of mashed potatoes and a respectable spoonful of green beans.

She filled her mouth with chicken before speaking again. “Word problems are easy, Daddy,” she said around a huge bite. “Andrea showed me how.”

The rule about not speaking with your mouth full would have to wait for another meal. Instead, Andrea served her own dinner, helping herself to some white meat, potatoes and gravy.

Taking her first bite, Andrea looked across the table at Tom. He still sat with his plate empty, a quiet joy in his face as he gazed at his daughter.

He glanced over at Andrea and smiled. “You’re amazing.”

Pleasure flooded her at his quiet statement. Wanting to say something, but unsure of the words, she just smiled back, then bent her head to her food. For the rest of the meal, she felt Tom’s gaze on her often, but she didn’t dare meet it again.

 

* * * *

 

Sonuvagun, grumpy at being fed late, made a racket pawing at his stall gate as Tom headed up the barn aisle. The big bay shook his head as Tom threw a flake of alf-grass hay into the stallion’s feeder. Sonuvagun ignored the hay, waiting for the scoop of grain Tom served into the stallion’s feed bucket, shoving his muzzle in the moment the sweet feed hit the plastic bucket. 

Tom was late feeding the horses because he’d insisted on washing the supper dishes, despite Andrea’s protests. But he’d stood firm—she’d made dinner, he would clean up. When Andrea had offered to dry and put away, Jessie had been delighted since that was usually her chore. But Jessie’s delight was short-lived. Before Andrea could so much as dry a dish, he’d taken the towel from her hands and gave it to his daughter instead.

So Andrea had sat at the table while he and Jessie cleaned up, going over the day’s schoolwork, nodding occasionally in response to Jessie’s endless chatter about her quarter pony mare, Trixie, and her best friend, Sabrina. Somehow Andrea managed to focus on both Jessie’s arithmetic and the bits and pieces of the nine-year-old’s life.

Smiling as he recalled Jessie’s uncharacteristic enthusiasm, Tom latched the feed room door, then headed back down the aisle. About to close the barn up for the night, he heard the sound of the screen door slamming and footsteps on the porch. The sun had just about set, washing the sky with oranges and pinks so vivid it made his heart ache. Jessie raced across the yard, Andrea following at a more sedate pace.

“Don’t close the barn yet, Dad,” Jessie called out as she reached his side. “Andrea wants to see Trixie.” Jessie ducked inside the barn.

As Andrea walked along the gravel path that led from the house to the barn, her face was in shadow, her expression a mystery. She smiled as she got closer, and the loneliness the pretty sunset had started up in him eased.

She chuckled softly. “I told her I could wait until tomorrow, but later doesn’t seem to be in Jessie’s vocabulary.”

“Unless it has to do with taking baths or picking up her toys,” Tom said.

Jessie reappeared, dragging Trixie by her lead rope. As she trotted along, the pony’s flexible lips tried to snag a piece of hay caught on her halter, but couldn’t quite reach. Trixie was none too happy being taken from her evening feed. 

The moment the little mare was within reach of the green grass growing along the barn wall, she yanked on the lead rope to dive for it, nearly pulling Jessie off her feet. “Andrea’s never ridden a horse, Dad,” Jessie said without missing a beat. “Can you believe that?”

Tom winked at Andrea. “Hard to believe.”

With a mighty pull, Jessie got Trixie’s head back up, and led her sorrel pony up beside Andrea. “She says I can teach her how to ride. We’re gonna do it tomorrow.”

Andrea put out a tentative hand to Trixie. Ears tipped forward, the mare sniffed her fingers.

“She’s looking for treats,” Tom said as he reached in a back pocket for a chunk of carrot. “Lay your hand flat.”

Andrea held out her palm. But when he should have just set the piece of carrot there and pulled away, he took his time letting go, resting his fingertips on her open hand for a few long moments. The texture and warmth of her skin mesmerized him.

He might have taken her hand just then, even brought it to his lips for a kiss, but the impatient mare saved him from that lunacy. Eager for her treat, Trixie shoved his hand out of the way with her nose and delicately took the carrot from Andrea.

Tom took a step back, shoved his hands in his front pockets. What the hell had gotten into him? His father had taught him better than to touch a woman without invitation or permission. But her nearness seemed to turn him inside out and upside down until he didn’t know what he was doing.

Tom could see the trembling in Andrea’s as she hugged herself. She laughed, the sound weak and forced. “I thought we’d include horseback riding in her curriculum.” She backed away a few steps. “I’d better get back inside. I want to prep for tomorrow’s lessons.”

She turned on her heel and headed for the house. Guilt lanced through Tom as he watched her go. He’d made a mess of things with her, and he’d be lucky if she stayed on as Jessie’s teacher.

“Put your pony away,” he told Jessie. “She wants her dinner.”

Jessie led the mare back to her stall, then skipped across the yard toward the house. She turned when she reached the porch. “Come on, Daddy.”

“In a minute,” he called out to her. He tried to think what to do to delay going inside, at least until Andrea headed up to her apartment. “I’ve got to clean Sonuvagun’s show bridle.”

“You did that last weekend,” Jessie said.

“It needs another going over,” Tom told his daughter, doing his best to keep the undeserved irritation from his tone. “I’ll be right in.”

But he lingered over the unnecessary job, checking the headstall for the least speck of dirt, rubbing saddle soap into his black leather split reins. Finally he heard the screen door shut—quieter than it would have if Jessie had closed it—then the crunch of footsteps on the gravel path. 

Then the footsteps grew silent as Andrea hesitated a moment. He held his breath, praying she wouldn’t come into the barn, wishing she would. To his relief and regret, the light footsteps continued to the foreman’s apartment.

It was dark by the time he crossed the yard toward the house, and his shoulders ached with tension and work. He shouldn’t have given the foreman’s apartment so much as a glance, but he’d more than glanced. He’d stood on the front porch of the house, hidden in the shadows, and stared a good long time at the warm glow from the windows.

Then calling himself a host of names he would never speak in his daughter’s presence, let alone Andrea’s, he stomped inside the house. Jessie had already gone to bed and didn’t even stir as he stood in the doorway, gazing at her in the dim glow from her nightlight. His daughter’s damp hair spread across her pillow told him that Andrea must have talked Jessie into a bath. Another miracle.

In his own bedroom, first thing he did was shut the blinds on the side of the room that overlooked Andrea’s quarters. He didn’t intend to open them again until morning.

And he didn’t. Except for the little peek he took along about midnight.

 

* * * *

 

A stripe of moonlight cut across the minuscule bedroom of the foreman’s apartment, lending barely enough illumination for Andrea to make out the drab beige walls of the room. She glanced over at the blue glowing numbers of the small clock radio on the nightstand. Nearly one a.m. She felt as wide awake and restless as she had at midnight when she’d finally turned off the bedroom light.

She could still feel his touch on her hand. It seemed imprinted there, as if his fingertips had redrawn the lines on her palm, changing the course of her life. The notion terrified and thrilled her all at once.

A part of her screamed caution, urged her to pack up her things and leave the Double J before she got herself in any deeper. Yet in her one day here, she’d lost her heart to Tom Jarret’s prickly nine-year-old daughter. Jessie was like an intriguing puzzle Andrea yearned to decipher, one that locked itself up tight every time she thought she was about to learn its secrets.

And Jessie’s father, straightforward and plain-speaking on the surface, underneath a tangled weave of bright and dark. As enigmatic as his daughter, Tom Jarret opened a new world to Andrea she’d been certain she didn’t want, one of permanency, family, shared experiences.

It didn’t matter. She’d only be here the few weeks until Jessie finished school. Then the restlessness would overtake her, sever any links she might have formed, send her back on her wandering path. Andrea would be glad to leave, grateful to escape the humdrum of life spent in only one place.

She always had before. Leaving was one thing she did extremely well. She would be glad to drive away from the Double J for the last time.

Of course she would.


Home in His Arms: Chapter 4

 

 

Three days after Andrea had arrived, Tom decided Jessie’s teacher just might work. He thought he’d been handling things pretty well where Andrea was concerned. 

Of course, he saw little of her during the day. He rose before she and Jessie did, grabbing a quick breakfast before heading out to work the horses or fix fence or any of the dozens of daily tasks that never seemed to end. Lunchtime he put off until Andrea and Jessie finished in the kitchen, then he’d slap together a sandwich or reheat leftovers from last night’s dinner.

That left suppertime to get through, to endure Andrea’s company without an inadvertent touch or a look that would burn right through him. He tended to rush through his meal—almost a sin considering the way Andrea could cook—then get the dishes done with Jessie’s help, keeping his eyes on the kitchen sink and not on Andrea correcting papers at the kitchen table. 

After dinner, he’d hole up in his office, aching and alone, wishing he could have extended the dinner hour rather than cutting it short. He’d listen to Jessie and Andrea playing a board game, or taking turns reading The Wizard of Oz aloud and wish he could join them. When he came to make sure Jessie took a bath and got to bed on time, Andrea would leave for her own small quarters.

Now, as he crouched in the stall of one of his broodmares, re-wrapping a bandage around a cut on the mare’s right hind leg, a familiar knot of longing lodged in his stomach. He thrust the feeling aside, reminding himself that Andrea was here for Jessie, not as a cure for his loneliness. No denying the sweetness of Andrea’s company, the gratifying way she drew out Jessie. She’d get his daughter laughing at the silliest jokes. He hadn’t smiled so much in years, felt so much contentment.

But he knew damn well it wouldn’t last.

A few short weeks and Andrea would be gone. Depending on Andrea’s presence when she was only a temporary part of their lives would only make the pain of her absence sharper when she left.

Tom tossed the soiled dressings in the trash and returned the unused bandages and antiseptic to the vet box in the tack room. He took a quick look at his watch. An hour past noon, safe enough to go in the house. Andrea and Jessie would be working in the living room and he could have that brief moment to say hello to Andrea before heading for a solitary lunch in the kitchen.

He shook his head. His mind was on the wrong track again, looking forward to seeing Andrea, eager for her smile. Irritated with himself, Tom slammed the lid on the wooden vet box. The noise spooked one of his expectant mamas and brought Sonuvagun’s head out of his stall. As the mare laid her ears back flat, Sonuvagun gave him a look that seemed to say, Don’t mess with the females, Tom.

Which was only good horse sense, Tom realized as he stepped from the shade of the barn into the bright spring sunshine. He’d keep his eyes to himself when he went inside the house.

But the living room was empty when he got inside. Jessie’s books were scattered across the coffee table. Wadded up paper littered the living room floor. A plate with a half-eaten brownie sat beside a nearly full glass of milk on an end table.

Were they outside? They’d taken a walk yesterday out in the pasture—looking for wildflowers, Jessie had said.

Tom continued on to the kitchen, head tipped down. He didn’t see Andrea standing in the corner by the refrigerator until he’d nearly bumped into her.

He jumped back, whacking his hand on the door jamb. “Sorry.”

“No problem.” Andrea arms were crossed tightly over her chest, her hand gripping a glass of water. “Can I make you some lunch?”

He didn’t like the tension in Andrea’s face. “Where’s Jessie?”

She pursed her lips, the motion riveting. “In her room.”

He dragged his gaze back up to her eyes. “She’s working up there?”

“Things didn’t go smoothly this morning.” She set aside the glass of water. “So how about lunch?”

He ought to just throw together a sandwich, grab an apple and go eat it in the barn. But now that he was with Andrea, his resolve seemed to scatter like grass seeds in a breeze.

“Lunch would be great.” He stepped to the sink and turned on the faucet. “What’s the problem with Jessie?”

He glanced at her sidelong, watched her pull out mayo, mustard, ham, and turkey, then reach for the loaf of bread in the bread basket. She hesitated with her hand on the plastic bread bag, as if she considered what she wanted to say. Then she opened the twist tie on the bread and pulled a plate from the cupboard above.

“We’re having our ups and downs. A little more down this morning. We’re just getting used to each other.”

Tom finished washing up and shut off the faucet. He reached for a paper towel just as she did, their fingers tangling briefly.

She pulled her hand back and waited as he tore off a sheet. Color rising in her cheeks, she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

He felt like an idiot as he stood there drying his hands. The simplest things seemed charged with a sensual energy where Andrea was concerned. It wasn’t fair to her or to his daughter that he couldn’t seem to keep his errant thoughts in check.

Crossing to the kitchen table, he pulled out his chair and took his place. She worked quickly and efficiently, yet when she came over to hand him the plate, he could see she’d arranged the sandwich, red grapes, and corn chips with care. His stomach roiled with hunger and he took a big bite of the sandwich.

She pulled out a chair opposite him and sat. “There’s something I want to talk over with you.”

Her expression was so serious, alarm tickled up his spine. Had she guessed at his attraction toward her? He’d tried so hard to keep himself under control, but now it seemed every look, every narrowly avoided touch screamed out, obvious and inappropriate.

He opened his mouth, ready to apologize. But then she continued, “I’d like to take a field trip to the State Capitol next week.”

He swallowed, gulped in a breath, then took another mouthful of sandwich. Busy chewing, he gestured with the sandwich to encourage her to go on.

“Hart Valley Elementary has a teacher training day next Thursday, so Jessie’s friend Sabrina is out of school. Jessie thought Sabrina could come along with us.”

He swallowed, took a drink from the glass of milk Andrea had poured him. “Sounds like a great idea.”

She nodded. “But I don’t really trust my car to get us there and back. So I thought we could drive over to Marbleville and catch the bus to Folsom, then take light rail into Sacramento.”

“I don’t know.” The thought of Andrea and the two girls by themselves in Sacramento made him a little uneasy.

“The bus and light rail fare aren’t much. And you’d really only have to pay for Jessie. I’m sure Sabrina’s parents will send some money with her. And I can pay my own way.”

“I’m not worried about the fare. It’s an awfully long trip by public transit.”

An idea popped into his head, one he was a fool to even consider. Setting down his sandwich, he took a napkin from the holder and wiped his mouth. He mentally listed all the reasons his idea was a bad one.

Then he looked up at Andrea, and her gaze locked with his. The brief visual contact sent a jolt through his body. When she lowered her head, her brown eyes fixed on the table, he discovered he was trembling.

Settle down! he told himself, feeling like a randy teenager. And keep your suggestion to yourself.

He meant to, he really did. But the prospect of spending the day alone at the ranch while Andrea and the girls explored Sacramento set off the loneliness again. And he couldn’t seem to help himself.

“I’ve got a better idea,” he said. “I’ll drive you and the girls. We’ll all go together.”

 

* * * *

 

Relief rushed through Andrea at Tom’s offer to drive them all to Sacramento, followed immediately on its heels by caution. While Tom driving them would make the planned field trip so much easier, it would also mean Andrea would spend hours with him in close quarters. Not just the hour each way to and from downtown Sacramento, but during their time at the Capitol as well. While they’d be keeping a watchful eye on the girls, Jessie and Sabrina would be off on their own, leaving Andrea to make conversation with Tom.

But how could she say no? Even if she could find an excuse that would make sense, she’d be depriving Jessie of a few precious hours of her father’s time. Tom obviously loved his daughter, but sometimes his preoccupation with the work of the ranch meant he spent very little time with her. Here was a chance for some quality one-on-one between father and daughter.

The fact that it would please Andrea as well was besides the point.

“That would be great, Tom,” Andrea said. “Jessie would love having you with us.”

He stared at her a moment, his gaze dropping to her mouth and fixing there with a disconcerting intensity. An edgy heat burst inside her. She pushed back her chair, the legs squealing against the hardwood kitchen floor.

As she put away the fixings for Tom’s lunch, she was acutely aware that everything she’d touched to make his sandwich, he was touching now. Her hands began to tremble as they replaced the lettuce in its plastic bag and put the lids back on the condiment jars.

She held off as long as she could, then looked back at him over her shoulder. As she watched, he lifted the grapes from the plate, then plucked one from its stem.

He raised the grape to his lips, slipped it inside. She could almost taste the sweet-tart flavor as he bit down.

She lost her grip on the mustard bottle. It thumped against the counter and Tom’s head swung up. She froze at the unexpected light in his blue eyes, and her mind emptied of thought.

With an effort she tore her gaze from his, said the first thing that popped into her brain as she set the mustard in the cupboard. “So, any plans for the weekend?”

As soon as the words were out, she cringed. It sounded like she was about to ask him for a date. She snatched up her glass of water, and nearly choked she gulped it down.

“Are you okay?” he asked as she coughed to clear her throat.

She nodded, setting aside the water, sloshing a bit of it on her hand. “I hadn’t planned any lessons for Jessie for the weekend. I could just make myself scarce and leave you two to do whatever you usually do.”

He ate the last of the grapes, then set the stems on his plate. “Weekends aren’t much different than weekdays around here. There are still horses to feed, stalls to muck. Jessie and I usually just go our separate ways.”

“She’s by herself all day?” The thought of Jessie moping around the house, bored and lonely, plucked at Andrea’s heart.

His jaw worked as he dropped his crumpled napkin on his plate. “We use a walkie-talkie app on our phones to keep in touch. And sometimes she’ll go over to Sabrina’s.”

“But when do you spend time with her?”

He pushed his chair back, picked up his plate. Emotions flickered across his face—irritation, the beginnings of anger, and more than a trace of guilt.

Pulling open the cupboard beneath the sink, he tossed the remains of his lunch in the trash bag there. “Jessie doesn’t need me with her twenty-four hours a day.” 

“No. But she needs more than the hour you see her at dinner.”

He jerked open the dishwasher door and shoved in the plate. “You’ve been here three days. You think you know more than me how to raise my daughter?”

He slammed the dishwasher door shut and looked ready to stomp out of the kitchen. She saw Jessie’s face in the stubborn set of Tom’s jaw, and he showed the same urge to walk away when she probed a little too deep into sensitive areas. At least now she knew Jessie came by her bullheadedness honestly.

“I wouldn’t dream of telling you how to parent your daughter,” Andrea said carefully. “I just thought…” She bit back the lecture, changed course. “What are you planning for the weekend? What needs to get done? Besides feeding and mucking.”

His gaze narrowed, as if he suspected a trick. “The tack room needs to be cleared out and re-organized. I have to replace a tie post the colt broke. And the stall fronts in the barn need painting.”

“Then we’ll help you.”

He stared at her as if she’d grown a second head. “Help me? You and Jessie?”

She nodded, warming to the plan. “I know it might take you a little longer if Jessie’s giving you a hand. But I can supervise her so you can still get everything done. And she’ll love it.”

He laughed. “Are we talking about the same person? Jessie has never met a chore she didn’t hate.”

“It won’t be the chores she’ll love.”

Andrea held her breath, waiting for Tom’s response. His dubious expression, the tension in his jaw told her he wanted to say no. She put up a hand to stop him although he hadn’t said a word.

“Wait,” she said, then crossed the kitchen to shout up the stairs, “Jessie! Come down a minute.”

After the blow-up between them earlier, Andrea wondered if the 9-year-old would deign to answer her summons. But after a few moment’s silence, she heard Jessie’s door open and cautious footsteps on the stairs.

Andrea stepped back, gesturing Jessie into the kitchen. Jessie looked from Andrea to her father, worry creasing her brow. No doubt she figured Andrea had told Tom about the trouble they’d had earlier and thought she was about to be punished.

“Yeah?” Jessie scowled. “What do you want?”

“Your dad’s got quite a few chores to do around here this weekend,” Andrea told her.

Jessie crossed her arms over her middle. “So, what else is new?”

“So, he could use a little help,” Andrea said as casually as she could. “I thought I might give him a hand and wondered if you wanted to join us.”

A smile flashed on Jessie’s face for a heartbeat, then she squelched it. “Maybe,” she said, sounding almost bored. “If the chores aren’t too stupid.”

Andrea glanced over at Tom. He seemed torn between bemusement and amazement that his daughter would voluntarily consider doing chores. Andrea winked at him and she guessed that he was holding back laughter.

“The tack room needs organizing,” Andrea said, “stall doors that need painting. A tie post that needs fixing.”

Tom kept his tone as casual as Andrea’s. “I could use your help holding the post straight while I shovel in the concrete.”

Jessie nodded, still cool and aloof. “I could probably do that. And the other stuff. Yeah, I’ll help.”

Andrea felt like pumping a fist in triumph. “What time do you think we should start?”

Jessie made a face. “Early, I guess. Trixie gets mad if she doesn’t get her breakfast right on time.”

“Then I’ll make sure I start our breakfast early. Pancakes okay?”

Jessie struggled against another smile. The three days they’d homeschooled, Jessie had dragged herself out of bed so late, there was only time for cold cereal before they started their lessons. “I guess pancakes would be all right.” She backed a step toward the door. “Is that all?”

“Just one thing,” Andrea said and Jessie’s gaze shot toward her father again. “We won’t have to take the bus to Sacramento next week. Your dad will drive us.”

Jessie’s smile lit her face with the brilliance of the rising sun. “Great! That’s good. I mean, the bus would’ve been fun, but Dad’s truck...” She turned to her father and said breathlessly, “Thanks,” before she ran from the kitchen and up the stairs.

Tom just stared for a moment, then he turned to Andrea. “How did you do that?”

“It’s not what I did. It was you giving her a chance to be with you.”

“I never thought...” He looked away, then back at her. “Thanks.”

With his intense blue eyes on her, Andrea felt his gratitude clear to her toes.

 

* * * *

 

Saturday morning dawned almost too beautiful to be real. From the moment Tom opened the blinds in his bedroom to the soft light of spring, he could feel a specialness to the day. The world seemed to hold its breath as sunrise revealed it—the shimmering green of the pasture grass, the brilliant white snow still capping the Sierras, the pale blue sky growing more vivid as the sun edged up.

He dressed in worn, paint-splattered jean and a faded black T-shirt that had seen better days. He tip-toed down the hall to nudge Jessie’s door open and found her still asleep, curled up with her arms wrapped around a tattered stuffed pony. That surprised him. She hadn’t slept with old Ned since she was five. When her mother left.

On his way to the barn to feed the horses, he couldn’t stop himself from glancing up at the foreman’s apartment, then stuttered to a near stop when the door opened and Andrea stepped outside. She looked ready to retreat again when she saw him, then she shut the door firmly and headed down the stairs.

“Is Jess up?” she called out.

Caught up in admiring the way her jeans fit her, the softness of her purple short-sleeved sweater, it took a moment for the question to register with Tom. Then he shook his head. “Not yet.”

“I’ll wake her.” Andrea reached the foot of the stairs and strode toward the house. “Breakfast in an hour.”

Tom couldn’t quite resist the urge to keep her there a few moments longer. “What are you making?”

She turned toward him, walking backwards. “I’m not making anything. Jessie is.”

He gaped at Andrea as she took the stairs two at a time, then disappeared into the house. The closest Jessie got to making the morning meal was to get down the box of Cheerios from the cupboard and pouring him a bowl.

The restless horses calling out for their own breakfast broke Tom out of his daze. He hot-footed it to the barn to the sound of hoofs banging against wooden walls.

When he got back inside, Andrea was setting the table and Jessie at the stove, her cheek smeared with what he guessed was batter. The pancakes on the serving plate beside the stove were jaggedy and another platter was piled with half-charred bacon.

“Wash up, Dad,” Jessie called as she flipped a pancake. “You smell like horse poop.”

Andrea arched a brow at Tom that seemed to say, Well, you heard her. Get moving!

He returned from the bathroom to a pile of misshapen pancakes at his place, a rasher of burned bacon beside them, his over-filled juice glass with an OJ moat around it, and his daughter with her apron still on and watching him anxiously. He poured maple syrup over the pancakes and dug in.

“They’re great,” Tom said, happy that he was telling the truth. “Just the way I like them.”

The bacon was another story, but that glow of pride in Jessie’s eyes urged him to eat every last bite. Andrea’s gaze settled on him, her approval clear in the soft brown of her eyes. An ache of longing he couldn’t define a bittersweet pang inside him.

When he’d swabbed up the last of the syrup with a forkful of pancakes, Jessie jumped up to clear. He waved her off. “You made breakfast. I’ll clean up.”

Andrea rose, collecting her dishes. “You wash, I’ll dry.” She smiled over at his daughter. “Jessie can keep us company.”

Tom fully expected Jessie to ignore the invitation and run up to her room instead. But his daughter surprised him again, leaning on the other side of the breakfast bar as he filled the sink with soapy water.

Jessie pored over the list of chores he’d written up. “Can we do the tie post first?”

“That’s probably the toughest chore,” Tom told her. “We have to dig out the broken post, mix concrete, shovel it in.”

“Then it’s best we get to it first, right?” Jessie asked. “Get it done before it gets warm.”

Tom stood open-mouthed, the soapy skillet dripping in his hands. Andrea gave him a poke. “Give it a rinse, Tom. We have other work to do.”

He hurried through the rest of the dishes, loading the plates into the dishwasher, hand-washing the fry pan used for the bacon. Andrea moved around him, wiping down the counters, putting away the bottle of syrup and juice. Every time she got within a few inches of him, Tom’s heart pounded, and he had to work hard to resist pulling her closer.

Dishes done, they made their way outside. Tom thought Andrea would help them with the tie post, but she grabbed a hoe and a hand weeder and set to cleaning up the rose beds along the front of the house.

Tom grabbed a pickaxe from the tool shed and handed Jessie a garden trowel. While he used the pickaxe to loosen the dirt around the concrete base of the old post, Jessie scooped out the dirt with the trowel, piling it nearby. She worked hard at it, dirt smeared on her right cheek, her sleeves shoved up past her elbows.

Just as they got the hole emptied enough, Andrea suggested Jessie take a break and help her mix up some lemonade. By the time Andrea and Jessie returned with the frosty glasses, Tom had the post stump and concrete base pulled from the ground.

Jessie wandered off toward the barn with her glass of lemonade, no doubt to visit her pony, Trixie. Tom downed his, then scraped his sweaty hair back from his eyes.

“If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I never would have believed Jessie would be so willing to work so hard,” he said.

Andrea smiled up at him. “You’re doing it together. That’s what she’s so hungry for.”

“Maybe.”

“No maybe about it,” Andrea said. “She talks my ear off about you. How you raise champion reining horses, how many blue ribbons you and your horses have won in competitions, how you can fix anything.”

“Not anything,” he said. “Not my marriage. Not Jessie’s arm.”

Andrea brushed her fingertips across his hand. “Some things aren’t in your power to fix.”

The pleasant heat of Andrea’s touch warred with the way his insides hollowed out as he was reminded of his litany of failures. Lori and how he could never make her happy enough to stop drinking cheating. The way he’d been MIA when Jessie burned herself. How he couldn’t stop the pain his daughter felt, her agony during the endless surgeries that could only heal her so much and no more.

“Still, I should have done better.”

He handed his glass to Andrea, ignoring the way her fingers momentarily tangled with his, and headed for the barn. He found Jessie feeding Trixie wisps of hay she probably tugged out of one of the bales in the feed room.

He wanted to throw his arms around her and hold her tight, protect her from pain and hurt the rest of her life. Instead, he tugged her ponytail. “Give that glass to Andrea while I mix up some concrete. Time to get back to work.”

Jessie gave Trixie a last pat, then grinned at him before dashing off toward Andrea. Damn if his daughter’s happiness didn’t wrench his heart around almost as much as her sadness or anger. Because he knew how easy it was for that happiness to fade.

He ignored his stew of emotions \as he got the concrete ready in the wheelbarrow and wheeled it out to the tie post. Jessie insisted on being the first on shovel duty, so Tom propped up the replacement post while Jessie shoveled concrete into the hole.

She kept at it long after Tom would have expected, cement smeared on one cheek and more concrete scattered on the ground than in the post hole. But despite her growing tiredness, damned if she wasn’t having a great time. And Tom had to admit, he hadn’t had so much fun with chores since he was a boy, working alongside his own father.

And it was all Andrea’s doing. She’d worked some magic to motivate his stubborn daughter into a willing partner in today’s chores. He was pretty certain that if he’d been the one to ask Jessie for a hand, not only would she have refused, she would have made a big noisy scene in the process.

Or would she? That brief look of joy on Jessie’s face when Andrea had told his daughter he’d needed her help still tugged on his heart. He tried to remember the last time he’d asked Jessie to work with him. He recalled dimly that she used to tag along with him everywhere when she was four and five. Lori was often gone for hours at a time and Jessie was just too young to be left alone.

Then Jessie had burned her arm and everything changed. At first he’d been so overwhelmed by guilt and grief, he had to put some emotional space between himself and his daughter or he’d go mad. Then the physical aspects of Jessie’s care consumed him—the hospital stays, the doctor visits. By the time they’d gotten some normalcy back into their lives, he had no idea how to rebuild his relationship with Jessie.

Somehow it’d seemed easier to hire old Mrs. Keller from town to keep an eye on Jessie during the day. When it became too much for the elderly woman early this school year, Tom had let her go, assuming Jessie was old enough to stay in the house by herself while he was out working the ranch.

He heard the front door shut and looked over his shoulder to watch Andrea as she approached with three more glasses of lemonade. Some of her dark hair had escaped from her braid, the silky strands framing her face. She’d taken off the purple sweater and her white tank top, tucked into her worn denim jeans, shaped every curve, bared her shoulders temptingly. He wondered how warm her skin would feel.

“Dad?”

Andrea smiled as she neared, then set down the glasses on a wooden bench he’d set up beside the barn. She picked up one glass and offered it to him. A faint smile still curved her lips and he wondered if they tasted of lemonade.

“Dad!”

His head snapped back to Jessie. She leaned on her shovel, her head tipped up toward him. She thrust out her lower lip. “You’re not listening.”

“Sorry.” He took the lemonade from Andrea with a brusque nod of thanks. “What did you want, Jess?”

“Is that enough?” Jessie poked the concrete with the shovel. It was piled high around the post.

“That’s plenty.” He gulped down half the lemonade and handed the glass back to Andrea without looking at her. Then he grabbed his level and laid it along the post to make sure it still stood straight. “Looks good. We just need to crown the concrete and we’re done.”

As he bent to show Jessie how to smooth the top of the concrete, he glanced up at Andrea. She gripped his lemonade glass in both hands, her gaze fixed on the icy contents. When she set his glass aside, he could swear her hand was trembling. That he might have been the cause sent a shiver through him. Then he gave himself a mental kick in the pants for again letting his imagination run away with him like that.

“What’s next?” Jessie asked.

“You tell me.” Tom took off the ball cap shading his eyes and swiped the sweat off his forehead. “Where’s the list?”

“I gave it to Andy,” Jessie said. “For safekeeping.”

Andrea rubbed her hands on her jeans, then pulled the folded paper from her back pocket. With a wink for Tom, she handed the list to Jessie.

Jessie studied the list as if it were the Rosetta stone. “Let’s see...” A loud bang from the barn brought Jessie’s head back up. She turned to him. “Sounds like Trixie’s done with her breakfast. Can I turn her out in pasture before we do the next thing?”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

Handing the list back to Andrea, Jessie raced for the barn. Tom could hear the chink of Trixie’s halter, Jessie’s high voice as she talked to her pony.

“I ought to turn out Sonuvagun and the colt,” he told Andrea.

Andrea slipped the list back into her pocket. “Can I help?”

For a moment all Tom could think about was the way Andrea’s jeans hugged her backside. He shoved his cap back on his head. “The colt’s a handful, but Sonuvagun’s a good old boy. You can lead him out.”

They passed Jessie and Trixie as they went inside the barn. Heads hanging out of the stall fronts, the stallion and colt watched as they approached. The five pregnant mares, awkward and heavy with their precious foals, just flicked an ear in passing interest.

Andrea headed over to the first mare’s stall and peeked inside. She glanced back over her shoulder at Tom, her eyes wide with amazement. “She’s huge.”

Tom moved up beside her. “This close to foaling, they have a tough time getting comfortable.”
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