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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.


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.
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