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Jared’s Promise

 

 

The Escape

Jenny is a elementary school teacher on summer vacation, escaping an awkward situation in her home town after a recent breakup with her fiancé. A short-term summer job is perfect.  And who wouldn't like the temporary job in New Orleans watching a precious baby girl.  Let the good times roll.

 

The Promise

Injured oil worker Jared Montgomery lost his best friend in a horrific accident. Now he returns to New Orleans to recuperate, bringing his friend's orphaned baby home with him. He'd promised to bring her to the US if anything happened to his friend. Since Jared spends most of his time traveling the world, he'll put the little girl up for adoption, as soon as a suitable family is found.

 

Best Laid Plans

Jared finds himself falling for the adorable baby girl and her beautiful and outspoken nanny. But this footloose and fancy free bachelor has never been one to choose home over adventure. And Jenny's definitely not looking for any ties by summer's end.  Just how much sway does a baby have?


Chapter One

 

 

There was no doubt about it—he'd left the hospital too early.

Jared Montgomery wedged the wooden crutches into the corner of the stair riser, took a breath and lunged up another step. The impact when he landed rocked through his body. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he paused a moment to gather his reserves.

Eyeing the remaining stairs, he counted fourteen. Slowly repositioning his crutches, he took a breath and moved up one more step. His broken ankle throbbed, his good leg burned with the unaccustomed double duty, every bone in his body ached, especially his ribs. Not broken, just bruised. He couldn't tell the difference.

Another step gained.

The door at the left of the landing opened and an inquisitive face surrounded by fluffy white hair peeped out. Mrs. Eugenia Giraux. She'd been his neighbor for the eight years he'd rented his apartment. He couldn't remember speaking with her more than about a dozen times in those eight years.

"Oh, dear," she said, taking a good look at Jared. 

He tried to smile, but it hurt too much. At least the swelling around his eye had diminished. He could clearly see her look of shock.

"Mrs. Giraux," he said. She set great store with manners, but he was too tired tonight to care.

"Oh dear," she repeated, darting across the landing and rapping quickly on the other door.

Jared lurched up again. He hadn't come five thousand miles to be stopped by another eleven steps. He'd make it to the top or die trying.

Bad comparison, he thought grimly as he gathered his strength for another step.  He’d barely escaped death ten days ago.  No tempting it now.

The second door—his door—opened and a tall blonde woman stepped out, peering down at him in startled surprise.

Glad to stop for a moment, his gaze moved from the top of her head to trail slowly down her body. Tall and shapely with shorts that should be declared indecent, she had long tanned legs that made him forget every ache and pain. Sparks of awareness shimmered in the air. Every nerve ending tingled with unexpected tension. Pricks of excitement and vague yearnings danced across his skin.  Banged up and in pain, he still could appreciate a beautiful woman. 

Swallowing hard, Jared knew he couldn't blame the pain medication for his reaction—he hadn't taken any since starting out yesterday morning. Maybe he could blame his celibate months while at the oil well site.

"Mr. Montgomery is here," Mrs. Giraux announced needlessly.

Great, just what he needed, two women to watch his every move as he struggled up the steep stairs. It was bad enough to take so long with the cab driver behind him. He didn't need an expanded audience.

"Jared Montgomery?" the blonde asked.

"Who else in their right mind would try to climb these stairs in this condition?" he snapped, clenching his teeth once again against the pain that wracked his body. As soon as he reached the apartment, as soon as he turned over the baby to the woman his sister had hired to care for her, he'd pop a couple of the pain pills the doctor had prescribed and find oblivion in sleep. His headache was growing worse, a lingering result of the concussion.  And maybe his jarring climb of stairs. His ribs now felt like a fiery band encircling his body.

"Are you the nurse?" he asked using it as an excuse to hold off on another step.

She licked her lips and heat swirled around him. It wasn't enough that the outside temperature hovered in the high eighties, his own skin seemed to ignite from within. A fever? He drew in another ragged breath. He stared up at her, unable to look away—imagining her silky hair tangled in his hands, her tempting lips rosy from his kiss. 

Maybe that concussion had been more serious that he thought!

"I'm not a nurse. Do you need one?" Glancing at the fading bruises on his face, at the cast that covered his foot and leg to his knee, she looked worried.

"Not for me, for the baby," he said impatiently, gesturing behind him.

For the first time, the woman looked beyond him and noticed the cab driver. The bundle he carried awkwardly was an infant in a baby carrier—the sole reason for her presence in New Orleans.

"I'm Jenny Stratford. I'm not a nurse, but I know how to take care of babies. Your sister hired me."

"I assumed as much, since you obviously have the key to my apartment."

He had ten more steps. He could do that.  He'd survived worse. He could make ten more steps.

"Can I help?" Jenny asked, apparently intent on ignoring his bad attitude.

Jared rested against the crutches and stared up at her. Unable to resist, he again let his gaze travel again  from the pale champagne-blond hair down the slim body . She wore a skimpy sleeveless shirt and those blasted shorts. He could come up with some ideas about how she might help, but they didn't involve getting him up the stairs.

Shaking his head, he gripped the crutches tighter. "Just what do you propose?"

She shrugged, a slow smile starting. "Nothing, I guess. You're almost at the top," she offered encouragingly.

"I can see that." Again he positioned the crutches and hopped up another step. Again the impact slammed through him with the force of an explosion.

Not quite. He'd never forget the effects of a true explosion. Or the results.

"Oh dear," Mrs. Giraux said, watching him with worry in her eyes.

"Mrs. G., I'm sure Mr. Montgomery will make it fine. Thanks for letting me know he was here. I'll see you in the morning." Jenny patted the elderly woman on the shoulder and gently turned her toward her door.

Jared said nothing but appreciated the younger woman's actions in getting rid of his neighbor. At least that made one fewer spectator watching him struggle up the stairs. It would be too much to hope that Jenny Stratford would also disappear—at least until he reached the landing.

He didn't care if it was sheer masculine pride, but he hated anyone seeing him struggle. 

Another two minutes and he was down to three remaining steps.

"I drove down this afternoon, but I didn't expect you before tomorrow," she said, stepping back to the doorway, to clear the landing.

"I sent Patti a cable." Another jump and he'd be there. Level surfaces he could manage. But there was no way he'd be able to climb the stairs inside his apartment. Not tonight. Why he had to have a two-story apartment with no elevator was beyond him. Of course normally he loved it when he was home. Now the mere thought of climbing another seventeen steps was more than he could cope with.

He'd crash on the sofa tonight and worry about getting up to his room tomorrow. There was a small half bath beneath the inside stairs for immediate needs. He was too tired to worry about a shower or anything except getting off his feet!  Or, rather, foot.

Reaching the landing at last, Jared moved into his apartment and headed directly for the large, overstuffed sofa placed against one wall.

Sinking down gratefully, he lowered the crutches to the floor and leaned back. He was so blasted tired. What didn't ache from the injuries received during the explosion ached from using crutches and sheer exhaustion from the twenty seven hours of traveling.

Soft jazz melodies floated in through the open French doors, the laughter of tourists faintly discernable in the distance. During the day, Jackson Square bustled with activity, but at night it grew quiet, as if lingering over memories of long ago days—of the Creoles who had called New Orleans home, of the changes the old city had seen over the years.  The square had been spared during Katrina, to continue on with jazz playing nearby and the Mississippi flowing by as it had for ages.

It was familiar and welcomed. Jared sighed. Despite the circumstances, it was good to be home.

Jenny switched on another light as the cab driver entered the apartment and carefully placed the infant carrier on the floor. The baby was sound asleep.

"I'll get the bags," he said and turned to head back outside.

Jenny looked at the baby, then back at the man now leaning back on the sofa as if he'd never move again.

He couldn't be more than thirty or thirty-one—and he was drop-dead gorgeous. His sister hadn’t mentioned that part.  Thick dark hair glinted beneath the light without a speck of grey. His skin was tanned a deep copper, from his hours in the Middle Eastern sun, no doubt.  His shoulders and arms were muscular, which explained the ease with which he maneuvered the crutches on the steep stairs. Bruises on the left side of his face were already starting to fade.  She bet the trip home had been arduous and tiring.

Suddenly he opened his eyes and looked at her. For the space of a minute, Jenny could neither move nor speak. Trapped by the force of his gaze, she could only stare back, feeling her heart race, her breath catch. His eyes were as blue as her own, the light color a surprising contrast to the dark hue of his skin and hair. The contours of his face seemed carved from teak, from his strong nose to the high cheekbones, to the stubborn jut of his jaw.

When his gaze moved from her eyes to once again skim down her body, Jenny resisted the urge to dash out onto the landing and slam the door between them. She hadn't felt so conscious of her own femininity before. But one look from him, and she started thinking things she had no business thinking.

A million thoughts crowded her mind. She wasn't ready for his arrival. She hadn’t unpacked, hadn't bought groceries or aired out the apartment or made the beds with fresh linens. She still wore shorts from her drive down, had done nothing with her hair since that morning. And on top of all the thoughts that tried for dominance was the glaring one that concerned her more than all the others.

This man was dangerous.  He was bigger than she expected.  He had a hard edge showing even through the exhaustion.  His jaw was squared denoting stubbornness.

The tingling sense of awareness that shivered across her skin when he looked at her warned as nothing else could. He could also be very  dangerous to her peace of mind. There was something blatantly masculine about him despite his temporary injured state. A kind of arrogant, don't-give-a-hoot attitude that appealed to women the world over. 

She'd love to have that attention turned on her.

No, she wouldn't. He was light years out of her league.

Shifting her gaze to the sleeping baby, she refused to allow herself to even imagine there could be any sort of relationship  between her and her new employer beside the boss-nanny one.  

She was so not interested in men with children! No matter how gorgeous they looked or how feminine they made her feel.  They were forever off-limits!

The heavy, humid air seemed to vaporize and she had trouble drawing a breath. She wondered suddenly how she could have agreed to a summer job without knowing more about the man with whom she would be working. Had she lost all common sense? 

Or had the lure of a summer in New Orleans been too much to resist?

There was something definitely exciting about the way he looked at her. And the way that look made her feel.   Her heart skipped a beat then settled in at double-time.

Jenny licked her lips as heat swirled around her. She dragged in another ragged breath. This had to stop. She was here for a job, not to conjure up some fantasy with a stranger. An injured stranger for whom any interest in the opposite gender was certainly the farthest thing from his mind.

The right leg of the jeans he wore had been cut away to accommodate the cast. The left leg snugly displayed his muscular strength. His white shirt, opened at the throat, revealed the strong column of his neck, the breadth of his shoulders. Even sitting on the sofa, obviously battered and bruised, he looked stronger and more exciting than any man she'd ever known. The air seemed to shimmer with his masculinity.  

Wow, she’d be cooped up with him all summer?  Anticipation and apprehension mixed.

Her gaze darting over him, Jenny noticed the pain lines bracketing his mouth, the tight look on his face. He was in obvious discomfort. She felt like an idiot for letting her mind wander.  The new nanny was probably the last thing on his mind.

"Do you need anything?" she asked, feeling she needed to do something to earn her keep.

"A glass of water would be great." He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small packet of pills. "I held off taking these so I'd stay awake for the baby. But I sure wouldn't mind a couple now."

She hurried into the kitchen, glad for something to do beside stare at the man. Running water into a glass, she took a deep breath before returning. She almost laughed at her foolishness. The man was injured and not a bit interested in anything but a good night's sleep. And in someone to watch his daughter.

She handed him the glass, startled at the spark that jumped between them when his fingertips brushed against hers. He took hold of the glass, she pulled back. The tingle of his touch lingered.

Almost forcing herself to move away, Jenny crossed to the baby. She was much smaller than Jenny had expected. Flicking a glance at Jared, she knelt near the carrier, fussing needlessly with the light blanket.  She'd been hired by Jared's sister to watch this baby during the time it took Jared to recover from his injuries. She needed to demonstrate she was capable of doing that job before he questioned her abilities.

Jenny loved babies. Always had. One day she hoped she'd have a house full of her own. Until then, she satisfied her interest and delight in children by teaching elementary school.

Sighing quietly, she tried to focus her attention on the child and ignore the awareness that seemed to center around the man on the sofa.  

Easier said than done.

Had she let her joy at obtaining a coveted job in New Orleans, at the exact time she wanted to escape Whitney, blind her to reality? Anything that looked too good to be true probably was. She knew she'd have primary care of the baby for several weeks. And cook for the father until he was ready to go it alone. 

Why hadn't she given any thought to the man himself? Or the difficulties that could arise sharing close quarters? Why hadn’t she given any thought to the possibility of an attraction that she was having a hard time denying?

She could be excused on the last part, she thought, never having experienced such instant attraction before. One-sided—she knew she had to watch herself. Maybe things would feel differently in the morning.

"What's her name? Your sister Patti didn't know," she added, trailing a fingertip lightly down the baby's soft cheek.  She wasn’t as plump as some babies Jenny knew.  She had a hair full of curly black hair.  Were her eyes blue like her father's?  

An odd fact, she thought again, that the sister hadn’t known her niece’s name. Didn't he communicate with his family? 

If she had a family, she'd be in constant contact.

"Her name’s Jamie. I hope you know how to take care of a baby, because I don't have a clue. She's asleep now, but she spent most of the trip crying." 

His bafflement in dealing with the infant clearly showed in his eyes as he gazed at her.

"Oh." 

Asleep in the baby carrier, Jamie slumped over to one side. Her eyes were tightly closed and her cheeks were almost drawn, not plump and rosy like the babies Jenny used to help with. Her heart went out to the little girl, she longed to pick her up and cuddle her—but Jamie obviously needed the rest. She looked exhausted.  Jenny didn’t want to chance waking her.

"I imagine the trip was hard for her. I don't think babies can adjust their ear pressure easily when flying," she said.

"I'm not sure it was just the flight. I got out of the hospital a day ago, and she pretty much cried the entire time I was making arrangements for the trip," he said wryly. "I guess I don't have the paternal touch."

Jenny wanted to ask if he'd held her and rocked her, but he looked in too much need of care himself.  Hadn't there been anyone else to watch over her? To assist him on the long journey back to the states?

What had happened to the baby's mother? Patti said only that the woman was dead.  It hadn’t mattered at the time, but now curiosity reared up.  She wanted to learn all she could about this precious baby.

"If you want to go on up to bed, I'll take care of her from now on," Jenny said softly.  She couldn’t wait to hold her, rock her, cuddle with her.

Jared shook his head. "I can't make another flight of stairs tonight. I'll just bunk down here." He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. "I expect the pills will kick in soon and I'll be out like a light.  I sure hope so."

A wave of sympathy washed through Jenny. He'd made the entire journey without pain medication when he so clearly needed it. The least she could do was make sure he didn't have to worry now. She’d watch Jamie and give him the respite he needed.

"I'll take her upstairs with me, then," she said.

Jenny knew children, had dealt with babies galore while growing up. Wasn't that the primary reason Patti had offered her the job? Jenny also suspected Patti had heard about Jenny's broken engagement and knew this job would provide a welcomed alternative to remaining in Whitney for the summer. As a means to escape the awkwardness and gossip among their fellow teachers, a few weeks in New Orleans couldn't be beat.

While people agreed to marry and then broke up all the time, it felt awkward when she was one of the parties involved.

"How old is Jamie? Isn't she young to be traveling so far?" She turned to look at Jared.

"She's two months, small for her age, I guess."  His eyes were still closed.  He looked exhausted.

Jenny knew from Patti that he'd been stationed at an American oil field in the Middle East. But that area covered a lot of countries. Finding herself consumed with curiosity about her new employer as well as the baby, she longed to question him, but hesitated, unsure how much he'd want to reveal. Or how much he would think she needed to know.  

She was only the temporary summer nanny for his daughter.

Heat stole into her cheeks. Once again she was forgetting the baby. She was certain Jared Montgomery would no more be interested in her than any of the boys had at the J. P. Whitney Home for Children when she'd been a teenager.

But it didn't stop the sudden wish that she was more worldly, that she had a way with men that was legendary. That she could laugh and flirt with the best of them—enticing them outrageously. And be able to ignore the clamoring of her own senses.

Sighing softly, she knew she’d be foolish to long for attention from this man. He was far too injured right now to be interested in anyone. And wasn't he recovering from the recent loss of the baby's mother?  Mourning one woman would definitely put him off getting involved with another.

Despite her being blond with a nice figure, men just didn't fall over themselves to ask her out. She was a bit shy and dressed conservatively—she knew she wasn't what men dreamed about.  Even Tad had rarely pushed for anything more than a chaste kiss goodnight and he had purported to want to marry her!

The cab driver stomped back up the stairs, pushed open the door, his arms and hands loaded with bags and suitcases and a utilitarian diaper bag. Dumping them on the floor with a clatter, he looked chagrined when the baby jerked and awoke.

"Sorry, they slipped," he said.

Soft fretful cries began to fill the room.

Jared peeled several dollars from his wallet and held them out for the cab driver. "Thanks for bringing up the bags and for the extra help."

"Sure thing." The driver quickly pocketed the money and headed for the door. In seconds it closed behind him. Only the cries of the baby remained.

Jenny needed no prompting. She hated to hear babies cry. Reaching down to unfasten the carrier straps, she lifted the infant into her arms. The child weighed practically nothing. Light and petite, notwithstanding, she could cry with the best of them.  Her wails almost hurt Jenny’s ears.

"I'd hoped she'd sleep through the night.   She cried enough on the plane to be exhausted. Do you think she's hungry?  Or maybe just startled awake by the noise."  Jared rubbed his eyes with one hand, then looked at the baby. Reaching for his crutches, he sat up.

"Shh, shh, shh," Jenny crooned to her, cuddling her close to her breast. "There, there, pumpkin, everything will be all right. Did that loud noise wake you up?" She rocked back and forth, trying to comfort the baby.

"She might be hungry, she seems to eat all the time. There's some formula in that blue bag on the right. Diapers are in there, too." Jared sat on the edge of the sofa, hands already on the crutches.

Jenny looked over her shoulder. Jared swayed as he rose.

"Stay there. I'll take care of Jamie. If she hasn't eaten in a while, she probably is hungry. I'll fix her a bottle and take her upstairs. We'll be fine. You take care of yourself—get some rest."

Jared nodded at her words, but his eyes continued to watch her as if to make sure she was taking proper care of the baby.

"I didn't know babies weren't good travelers. The flight attendant on the plane to New Orleans from New York took her a lot and walked around with her."

"It's a big change to fly for so long. She'll be fine soon." Jenny rummaged around in the bag containing bottles and formula. In only a moment she had what she wanted and headed for the kitchen.

It was awkward to prepare the bottle one-handed, but she tried to soothe the baby as she worked. When the bottle was ready, Jamie latched onto it as if she were starving.

Jenny carried her back to the living room. Jared was again leaning back against the cushions, his eyes closed.

"Good night," Jenny said, grabbing the diaper bag. She would rather stay and get to know Jared, but he looked exhausted. Rest would be good for both him and the baby.

"Ummm," he mumbled, already nine-tenths asleep.

After she'd seen to the baby, she'd come back downstairs to make sure he was lying down. Maybe even bring a light blanket in case it cooled off during the night. But first, she needed to get the baby settled.

Jared listened as Jenny crooned to the baby. The sound of her footsteps faded as she climbed the stairs to the second floor of the apartment. Had his sister lost her marbles? What had she been thinking, sending a beautiful blonde to help a man who had been stationed in the Middle East for several years?

Beautiful and young. And obviously crazy about kids.

He suspected what Patti had been thinking. Matchmaking again, unless he missed his guess.

Maybe one day his sister would get it in her head that he had no interest in marriage again or a family! Andrea had cured him of that. Andrea and his own father.

Jenny could stay until he'd found a permanent solution to the situation with Jamie, but only as a nanny for the baby. He'd remain immune to her appeal. 

Patti was happily married to her high school sweetheart and couldn't understand her older brother's aversion to that institution.

Her efforts at getting him married again  would fail as her previous ones had. He was returning to the Middle East as soon as his ankle healed. After the explosion, the whole oil field was suspect and new tests were needed to see if other unexpected pockets of gas were hidden. Not that the company would wait for his return to commence the cleanup. But once he was fit, there'd still be plenty to do to get the wells producing again.

He adjusted one cushion as a pillow and lay down. Just before sleep claimed him, he almost smiled. He'd resist temptation but enjoy the process.  It could take a while to find a home for Jamie.  In the meantime, he had a beautiful woman sharing his apartment.  

And there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

Jenny sat on the edge of a bed, watching Jamie as the baby drank ravenously from the bottle. Why had Jared insisted on coming to New Orleans and hiring a stranger to take care of his child when he had family just a few hours away who would love to help out?

And why didn't his family know more about the baby and what had happened to her mother?

Jenny had a hundred questions—including ones about that odd attraction that had exploded inside her whenever she looked at Jared Montgomery.

Feeling foolish, she restated her resolve—she would never again get involved with a man who had a child. After the way she'd fallen for Tad, she'd learned her lesson. She'd thought his love words had been real because he cared for her, and not simply to coax her into a marriage to watch his two rapscallion boys.  She had loved those little boys, but loved the father more.  

Until her love had been betrayed.  

It was a hard lesson--but one learned well.

Once she'd discovered the truth, she vowed to realize her dream of a perfect family only with a man who did not come to the marriage with any baggage from a previous relationship--who only wanted a wife to take on his family.

She wanted to start her family from scratch.

And to know she was loved for herself.

"Even if your daddy is a heartthrob," she whispered to the baby as Jamie greedily sucked on the nipple. "He's definitely off-limits! What happened to your mommy, little one?"

Jenny remembered the bare-bones explanation that Jared's sister had given. The baby was the result of an affair in the Arabian country where Jared was working. The mother had died. One of the oil rigs had exploded, killing several workers and injuring a score more, including her brother. He had no one to take care of the baby. He was being rotated home until he recovered enough from his injuries to return to work. And, it was assumed, to find someone permanent to take care of his child.

Jenny had been delighted to take on the assignment—watch the baby for a few weeks during the summer until a permanent arrangement was made. The timing had been ideal, starting just a few days after school ended for the term. To find a job with room and board thrown in—right in the heart of the French Quarter—seemed like a dream.

But now Jenny wondered if she should have questioned the circumstances a bit more. Learned more about what was expected. 

And learned a lot more about Jared Montgomery.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Jenny found Jared totally fascinating the few minutes they'd spent together. She'd definitely not expected that. Wary around men after discovering Tad's perfidy, she'd planned a carefree summer— not an instant wild attraction!

Tomorrow, she'd reassess the situation. She was probably reacting to the ambiance of the romantic French Quarter. He was a man who needed help with his child. She could provide it while his injuries healed. 

And any fascination she felt could and would be ruthlessly eliminated!

She'd make this the ideal job.  By fall, all gossip about her broken engagement to Tad would have faded and she could return to school ready for a new school year. 

In the morning, she'd fix Jared's breakfast and discuss his expectations for Jamie. Beyond that, they'd go their separate ways.

Slowly she shook her head. She couldn't envision sharing the apartment for a few weeks with the man without also longing for things that would never be.  One look from his blue eyes and she'd forget what she was supposed to be doing.

Not that he'd look at her in any light but that of a nanny. Granted she'd done more than her share of watching babies as she'd grown up in the Home for Children, now she was an elementary school teacher, not some exciting, worldly temptress.

She looked at the baby. "It's not that I don't want to watch you, pumpkin, but I'm not real sure about what to expect from your daddy. I sure didn't anticipate this unsettling reaction tonight!"

Jamie chewed on the rubber nipple, her dark eyes fixed on Jenny's face.

"Finished eating, sweetie?" Jenny asked, gently pulling the bottle away and placing the baby upright against her shoulder. Gently she rubbed her back, wishing she had a rocking chair. 

There had been six or seven at the Home. She'd loved to sit in a big old chair and rock the babies. The lazy fan in the high ceiling had stirred the hot air, but never completely cooled the room. It hadn't mattered. In those days, Jenny had never lived in an air-conditioned home. A child didn't miss what she'd never known. The South was hot and humid and that was just the way it was.

In the distance, thunder rumbled. The curtains flanking the tall windows shifted in the growing strength of the breeze. Cool air wafted into the high-ceilinged room. Somehow it seemed wrong to use air-conditioning so close to the river. Maybe during the heat of the day, but in the evenings Jenny hoped she could keep the windows open and enjoy the sounds and smells of the famous French Quarter.

"Feels good, doesn't it, Jamie? You can sleep well tonight, babykins, it won't be too hot."  

Jenny hummed to the baby as she patted her back. She wondered if Jared was already asleep. She'd opened the French doors leading to the balcony when she first arrived. Surely he was enjoying the breeze as well. It could grow cooler during the night. Maybe she should run downstairs to check to see if he needed something.

"Right." 

Heat blossomed again and she frowned. Her fair skin was the bane of her existence. Even when she tried to keep a poker face, a blush of embarrassment often tinted her cheeks, announcing to the world what she'd rather keep hidden.

Jenny wasn't sure what arrangements Jared planned to make concerning Jamie. He probably needed to find a live-in housekeeper to watch the baby while he went to work. How long could that take? Just a few days or maybe a couple of weeks at the most. 

But until then, she'd escaped from Whitney. For the moment, that was enough.  

With room and board included in this assignment in addition to pay, if it ended before summer did, she might have enough to stay longer in New Orleans and play tourist.  She wasn’t going to let one set back stop her from enjoying life.

"Tad." She said the name aloud, and then slowly smiled. 

For the first time in the two months since she'd discovered he meant only to marry her to obtain a mother for his sons, his name didn't bring an ache to her heart.

She'd been devastated when she'd overheard his comments to a friend at a spring barbecue they'd attended together. Did the entire town know he thought she'd make a great mother for his sons?  Even when she’d confronted him he’d only shrugged.  They were good together, he
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