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    I would like to dedicate this book to my husband, Harvey. This year will mark our 25th anniversary. Those years have been filled with adventures, laughter and tears. We have mourned the loss of parents and friends, watched children grow up and make their own way in the world.


Always, you have challenged me to do more and be more, For that, I thank you.


Our lives have also been full of all sorts of animals, and we have had to mourn the loss of some of them as well. You have never shied away from doing what needed to be done to relieve the suffering of any of our animals--whether that was helping them heal, or helping them stop hurting.


For all your gruff exterior, you are blessed with a healing touch.
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Chapter One
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"Get up, Jared!" Luke Allred snapped. He was determined to start things right now that he was back in Mountain Meadow. For one thing, they would go to church, but getting his teenaged son out of bed was turning into torture for them both. As Luke's tone edged over into anger, he felt a tug on his sports coat. He glanced down to where Emma now stood next to him with her thumb creeping into her mouth. Her delicate blond brows were drawn together in a worried frown, and Luke choked back another snarl for Jared to wake up. Instead, he bent down to his daughter.

"I'm sorry, baby." He sighed. "I'm not angry. I just need for Jared to get up and get dressed so we're not late."

"I don't wanna go," came a mutinous voice from beneath his son’s pillow. "It's stupid. You're only doing it to make Uncle Jake and Aunt Holly think we're one big happy family. What a fake! We haven't been a family since mom died."

Emma sniffed, and Luke closed his eyes. When he looked at her again, two big, fat tears rolled down her cheeks. There were times he wanted to strangle his son, but then he would remind himself his children were having a much more difficult time moving on from Colleen’s death. Luke had his work as a veterinarian and now he had the added bonus of being back in the town he’d grown up in, complete with at least one of his brothers, Jake, still here.

Luke crouched next to Emma and wiped the tears away with his thumbs before leaning forward to press an awkward kiss to her forehead. "It's okay, Em. Why don't you go on downstairs and get some toast started for all of us while I talk to your brother?"

Her enormous, spiky-lashed gaze slithered to the mound of Jared. She nodded and hurried out of the room. Luke turned, narrowing his gaze on his son. As soon as he was sure Emma was downstairs, Luke yanked the covers back and growled, "Get your butt out of bed, or I'll drag you bodily into that church in your boxer shorts."

"You wouldn't dare!"

"Try me. I've had it with your smart mouth and your angry-at-the-world attitude. I'm sorry Mom’s not here. I'm sorry you think I'm such a terrible father, but I draw the line at you making your sister cry. Now get out of that bed and get dressed. If you're not downstairs in fifteen minutes, you're toast!"

It was a bad start to a day that only got worse. Jared was sulky and hostile. Emma was clinging and withdrawn, not even letting go to smile at Melodie, the pastor’s daughter who lived next door. When his sister-in-law Holly’s little brother, Tyler, invited Jared over after church so they could go swimming at the park, Luke gave his okay just to get his son out of his hair for a while. As he and Emma walked back around the block to the house, Luke glanced at the watch on his wrist. They would have enough time to change before they drove out to the old Crawley place, where his sister-in-law had told him he could find Rachel Hastings, the woman he hoped he could talk into taking a temporary nanny job.

Jake, said they'd all gone to school together, though Rachel had been in between the two of them. For the life of him, Luke couldn't remember her. So many years had passed, bringing a succession of classmates, clients, and neighbors. The fact he couldn’t recall her made him nervous and even more taciturn than usual. 

Since Colleen's death, they'd had a host of housekeepers parade through. Between Jared's attitude and Emma's emotional distress, it was more than most people wanted to handle. Luke hadn't made it any easier. Since the accident, he'd been as closed off in his own way as Emma. He wanted to change that dynamic. Needed to. That's why they'd moved, but now he wasn’t so sure his kids were as ready to get on with life as he was.

* * * *
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Rachel sat on the glider swing on her front porch, a plastic dishpan full of tiny well-fed kittens next to her. The final one to get lunch she cradled in her hand as it nursed from a baby doll size bottle. The kittens were a switch from the opossum triplets she’d released last month and the raccoon cubs she’d be releasing in the next few days. This time of year always seemed to be busy.

As she put the kitten back with its brothers and sisters, Rachel heard a vehicle bump its way down Mistletoe Lane. The whimsically named road was a running joke around the county because it was little more than a glorified goat path. She was more nervous than she wanted to admit. 

Holly Allred had called her last night wondering if she could help her brother-in-law by watching his kids until school started in the fall. It had taken Rachel a minute to figure out Holly was talking about Luke. Two years ahead of her, Luke had been her crush. Of course, he'd never noticed her. No one had.

Rachel Crawley, as she'd been then, had been a tiny mouse of a girl made even more awkward by having skipped two years of school. As a twelve-year-old high school freshman, no one paid any attention to her, least of all a popular jock like Luke. She tugged at the braid that hung over her shoulder. Not much had changed.

“Back in the house with you,” she murmured to the sleeping kittens as she picked up the pan and shouldered her way back inside. Ernie was there to greet them, jumping up and down as he followed her. Rachel narrowed her gaze on him. “You keep an eye on them and mind your manners.”

By the time she stepped back out on the porch, the hulking, red SUV had halted in the shade of a sturdy maple. Rachel swallowed as Luke stepped out of the driver's side. Twenty years had passed since she watched him graduate from high school. Part of her hoped he had grown a paunch, a receding hairline, something that would lessen his impact, but if anything, he was only more attractive. As tall as she remembered, his hair was still dark and his light gray-green eyes met hers without an ounce of recognition.

Embarrassed anger made her smile stiff. Couldn't he at least pretend? Someone must have mentioned they had been in high school around the same time.

He extended his hand. "Mrs. Hastings? I'm Luke Allred, the new veterinarian. My sister-in-law Holly called you."

"Call me Rachel," she responded automatically, but with an edge of reserve in her voice she knew made her sound cold. She took his hand, noting that as soon as she dropped it he jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, while she wanted to press her palms together to savor the tingle. "Holly said you were looking for someone to help with your kids. Is this until your wife joins you?"

"My wife died a year ago," he said.

“I’m sorry.” 

“My concern now is my kids. They’re in a new place and I don’t want to rely totally on family to help us get settled.”

Rachel was embarrassed. Holly had probably mentioned some of his background, but Rachel had been distracted. She focused her irritation on Luke. After all, he was the cause of her current discomfort.

"I can't take on anything long-term, Dr. Allred. School starts in September."

"I'm not looking for long-term. They'll be in school in the fall too. I'd need you weekdays all summer. If you're afraid it would upset your husband..."

Her chin lifted. "That's not a concern."

"Look, I'll pay you five hundred dollars a week."

The tone was offhand, even if she sensed an edge of desperation in his expression. The money was more than she expected for this part of the world, but Luke Allred's cold attitude put her back up. She was letting him get to her more than she should, but it hurt that he didn't remember her. Of course, why should he? The first time he’d seen her, he mistook her for someone’s kid sister at the high school just to drop off textbooks.

Rachel shook her head. She didn't need any complications in her life. She'd just gotten away from one.

"I don't think..."

The rear passenger door opened and a blond-headed little girl appeared around the edge of it. Luke turned at the same time Rachel glanced at the child. In her peripheral vision, Rachel noticed the sudden defensive set to his broad shoulders. She looked at his daughter again. The child had her thumb stuck in her mouth while she clutched a stuffed dog in her free hand. Her gray-green eyes, so like her father's, were filled with such bone-deep sadness that Rachel almost gasped. She looked more wounded than many of the animals Rachel cared for as a licensed wildlife rehabilitator.

The girl must be around eight or nine, but so far hadn’t said one word. Again, not like the children Rachel was used to. Ernie set up a clamor from inside the house at the sight of the girl. He loved kids. When the child squeaked in startled fear, Luke moved.

"Emma!" His tone was sharp. "I thought I told you to stay in the car."

Rachel walked past him. "It's okay, Dr. Allred." She smiled at Emma and held out her hand. Purely from reflex, the little girl took hold of it. "I'm Rachel. I guess you heard Ernie, huh? He's my dog, but don't tell him because he believes he's a person, and he loves kids. I see you have a dog too. Do you like dogs?"

Emma nodded.

"Ernie's a little mad at me because I made him stay inside. Would you like to meet him?"

Again she nodded but never said a word. Rachel began to suspect that if she took this job with Luke Allred's family, she would earn every cent he paid her. Without sparing a glance for her glowering former crush, Rachel marched past him and led Emma onto the porch.

"Have a seat on the glider, sweetie. You want Ernie to sit next to you?"

Emma nodded.

"Good. Then while you and Ernie get acquainted, your daddy and I can talk. Would that suit you?"

Slowly, Emma smiled. It wasn't much of a smile, a slight curving of her lips. Rachel touched her cheek, and the little girl relaxed even more.

"Don't tell your daddy," Rachel whispered, "but I have kittens too. Maybe I can show those to you before you have to go."

Emma nodded vigorously, and Rachel winked at her. As soon as she opened the front door, Ernie bolted, skidding to an abrupt halt as soon as he saw Emma, then his whole body erupted into one giant wag from the end of his nose to the tip of his tail. When she patted the glider beside her, Ernie leaped up and plopped down next to her, rolling his head over onto Emma’s lap and grinning, his tongue lolling. Rachel wasn't positive, but she could have sworn she heard the slightest girlish giggle before Emma cut it off. Rachel followed her gaze to where Luke stood, a frown twisting his handsome features.

Rachel had enough experience working with distressed wildlife in her spare time and students and parents during the school year that it was easy to see all was not well in the Allred household. She took a deep breath. She might be biting off more than she wanted to handle, but seeing Luke again hadn't changed the impact he'd always had on her. Her heart beat faster, and she felt faintly breathless. It had been so long since that had happened.

* * * *
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Luke watched Emma respond to Rachel. She was tiny with mousy brown hair she had scraped back into one long braid, a thin almost boyish figure, but the most amazing eyes he'd ever seen. They were so dark a blue they appeared violet like the pansies people planted to brighten up an otherwise barren winter landscape.

Having seen her, he now recalled her from high school. She'd been a little thing, a pale kid with thick glasses who always had a pile of books in her arms and came in for non-stop teasing from most of the kids he hung around.

Even in high school looking into those pansy purple depths had made him feel about ten feet tall. But he never admitted that to anyone then. They would have laughed. She was the geek. His gaze swept over her. Other than those bewitching eyes, it was hard to imagine someone marrying her. She still looked like a kid even if she couldn't be more than three or four years younger than his thirty-eight.

He started as he realized Rachel was headed his way. His gaze slid to Emma. She was stroking the dog lying next to her, her thumb no longer in her mouth. In fact, her mouth was moving as if she were talking to the dog. Luke couldn't hide his surprise as he looked back at Rachel.

"I'll take the job," she said without preamble.

His eyes narrowed. "You were about to refuse. What changed your mind?"

Rachel shrugged, but didn't meet his gaze. "I need the money."

"We don't need your pity." Luke knew he sounded defensive, but the habit was hard to shake. He sure as hell wasn't going to let the high school geek pity him. And how juvenile was that?

"You don't have my pity. Don't personalize it, Dr. Allred," she commented, emphasizing the doctor.

She'd caught him there. Luke ran a hand around the back of his neck. "You're right. Can you start tomorrow?"

When Rachel's brows arched, he rushed on. "I know it's short notice. I'm taking over Doc Mitchell's practice. Tomorrow's my first day. I should have thought of it sooner, but with all the other details, it...slipped my mind..."

Why was he explaining himself to this woman? It wasn’t as if he’d actually had a relationship with her back in high school. They’d barely known each other.

"I'll have to spend some time during the day out here. I'm nursing some abandoned kittens. Is that a problem?"

Luke looked around. It was quiet and peaceful. "No. Jared's older than Emma. Fourteen. I think you should know he's not real happy either about the move to Mountain Meadow or me hiring anyone to watch him and his sister."

Rachel grinned, a look that lit her eyes and made them sparkle. It also gave her small, heart-shaped face a kind of elfin beauty that took his breath away. "Fourteen-year-olds I can handle."

He didn't press for an explanation. Luke was so relieved she'd said yes, and he would have some help that he didn't know what to say. Instead, he glanced at his daughter and the dog now lying on his back while Emma scratched his belly. "Is that a Welsh or a Lakeland?"

"Ernie's a Welsh. You know your dog breeds."

"It sort of goes with the job. The name Ernie? Please tell me that's not after Ernie Jones, the old police chief."

Rachel laughed. He found himself knocked off guard at the pure, clear sound of it. It was the laughter of someone who truly enjoyed a joke and wasn't afraid to show it.

"Oh no. I would never have dared to name him after Chief Jones. Ernie is short for Ernest Hemingway. Hemingway sounded too pretentious, so he became Ernie."

Luke studied the way Emma was smiling at the dog. "You can bring him with you if you like, so he doesn't get lonely. Boredom is a terrible thing for terriers." Unexpected warmth filled him as her eyes widened and a slow smile spread across her face. "Bring the kittens too, if you want," he blurted and felt like an idiot almost immediately, but it was too late to back out.

Rachel smiled and held out her hand. "You've got yourself a deal."

He took her hand again, now noticing how small and fine-boned she was. Lord, she wasn't a whole lot bigger than Em. He cleared his throat. "We should be going. I don't want to take more of your time. Holly said you were renovating the place. It must keep you and your husband busy."

Her smile left. "It keeps me busy. I'm divorced."

Smooth, Allred. Luke massaged the back of his neck. "Sorry. Holly didn't mention..."

Her smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "Don't worry about it. What time would you like me there?"

"Eight." He was uncomfortable now, feeling like he'd somehow stepped on her toes and not sure how to fix it. He glanced back to Emma. "Em? Come on. We need to go."

Ernie followed the little girl all the way to the SUV. She climbed in without a word. When the door shut, Rachel looked at Luke Allred. "Does she talk at all?"

He swallowed, wishing he could just put the past behind them, but knowing Rachel needed to understand if she was going to keep an eye on the kids. "No. My wife was killed in a car accident last year. Emma was in the car with her."

He lost himself in the sympathy shining from her velvety, purple eyes. For a second, he completely forgot why he was there.

"I'll see you first thing in the morning." Her voice rolled over him like a warm breeze.

He shook his head to clear it. "Yeah. Great."
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Chapter Two
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Rachel left Ernie and the kittens home, deciding that's where they would stay until she scouted out the situation at Luke's. Once she arrived at the big house on its shaded corner lot, she concluded her instincts were correct. Trouble was more than an undercurrent. Luke and his son were almost nose-to-nose in the kitchen.

"I can't believe you hired a babysitter! I'm fourteen, not a baby like Emma."

"You're right," came Luke's tight reply. "Your sister usually shows better judgment than you."

"That is so not fair. I haven't done crap since we've been here." Jared’s voice rolled out onto the porch where Rachel stood at the door. “Of course, it’s not like there’s anything to do anyway. Did you really have to move us into the middle of nowhere?”

Squaring her shoulders and taking a deep breath, she knocked. Father and son turned. While their coloring was very different, their build and facial features were almost identical. For a moment, Rachel was reminded of the Luke she'd had a crush on all those years ago. He flushed, obviously embarrassed by being caught arguing.

"I'm sorry. Come in, Rachel. This is my son, Jared."

She smiled at the teenager and held her hand out. He seemed surprised, but took it with a hesitant, loose handshake. "Hi, Jared. It's nice to meet you." Seeing movement out of the corner of her eye, Rachel turned. Emma stood in the doorway still in her nightgown. Her thumb was in her mouth, and her stuffed puppy dangled from her clenched fist. Rachel smiled. "Hi, sweetie. Did you just get up?"

She nodded and shuffled forward to Rachel's side, surprising her by putting her free hand in Rachel's. Judging from their expressions, she'd surprised Luke and Jared as well.

Luke cleared his throat. "I should go. The clinic number and my cell number are by the phone. Call me if there's any problem." His glance skittered to Jared, and Rachel saw the way the boy immediately stiffened.

"We'll be fine," Rachel assured Luke.

He nodded and hurried out the door. Rachel wasn't sure if it was because he was anxious to get to the clinic, or anxious to get away. She frowned after him until she felt Emma tug on her hand.

"Do you have ingredients for pancakes?" Rachel asked. "I make a mean pancake."

Emma glanced at Jared. The teenager slouched against the counter. "Yeah. Uncle Jake and Aunt Holly stocked the kitchen. We've got everything." He straightened. "I don't eat breakfast."

Rachel smiled at the challenge. "That's okay, but Emma needs something. If you'll show me where things are, that would be great."

No way was she taking the bait and insisting he eat. He showed her where everything was, but then stuck around as she began fixing the batter. When she started cooking pancakes in all sorts of funny shapes, Jared moved closer. She had piqued his curiosity.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Making pancakes."

"They're supposed to be round," he stated with an air of teenage superiority.

Rachel laughed. "That's no fun. Look. This one's my dog, Ernie."

Emma stood on her other side and tugged on Rachel's skirt.

"You want this one, Emma?" When she nodded, Rachel continued. "I left him at home today, but we can go see him later. I'll have to bottle feed the kittens around lunchtime. Would you get a plate for your sister, Jared? Oh and butter and syrup too."

Jared watched Emma tuck into her first pancake. "Can you make one like a skateboard?" he challenged.

She arched a brow at him. "Piece of cake. Will you eat it if I make it?"

"I guess."

Score one for Rachel.

* * * *
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Luke almost called the house. What had he been thinking leaving Rachel with Jared when his son was in such a hostile mood? Another example of his lack of parenting skills. He already had the phone out when he tossed it onto the passenger seat. Hell, he was paying Rachel to handle it. He needed to concentrate on settling into the clinic and let her do her job.

He pulled the shiny SUV into one of the parking spots behind the building and walked in the rear door. The familiar smells of medicine and disinfectant soothed him after the rough start to the morning. As ashamed as he was to say it, Luke felt a lot more at home here than in his own house. Bill Mitchell, the veterinarian whose practice Luke was buying, was in his office scrolling through a screen on his laptop.

"Hey, Luke! Come in. We've got several farms to visit this morning, and I figured we'd go together so I could introduce you."

Luke set his bag in an empty chair and leaned against the door jamb.

"Sounds good. I've been away long enough, I'm sure there's a few folks I will have forgotten."

Bill chuckled. "Well, I doubt you've forgotten our first call. Sam Barnes."

"Sam. Wow! We've been kind of hit or miss about keeping in touch, but we were best friends all through high school. He called me last year to stand up at his wedding, but we couldn't make it..." Luke's voice dwindled as he thought about what had subsequently occurred. "Then the accident..."

Bill gave him a sympathetic look. "He's sheriff around here now."

Luke hooked his thumbs in his pockets. "He mentioned that, I'm sure, but..." he trailed off. He didn't want to delve anymore into the past, especially the past year, or the fact that Colleen had never wanted to come back to where Luke had grown up. She'd been from northern Virginia, grown up around big cities and well-heeled suburbs. Mountain Meadow had been as horrifying to her as it was now to Jared.

"You're back now, Luke," Bill said. "That's all that will matter to most folks. They're not going to hold it against you that you left and lost touch."

Rachel's face came to mind. Somehow Luke doubted that, but then he'd never been in touch with Rachel. None of them had noticed her. Sure he'd stopped kids picking on her a few times, but anyone would have done that. Luke mentally shook his head. She was occupying too much of his thoughts. It wasn't like they had ever been close, and they wouldn't be now. She worked for him.

"We'll stop by Richardson Homestead after Sam's place. Those two calls will take us up to lunch time with the amount of work on both farms. We can try to fit in a few others, but we have clinic hours in the afternoon. You should stay here for those. I can handle the calls in the afternoon, or we can put them off until the next day. Most folks are pretty laid back about anything that's not an emergency."

"Let's see how it goes and then decide."

Luke realized how much things had changed when they pulled up to Sam's house. Instead of Sam, a petite and very pregnant brunette greeted them. When Bill introduced Luke, she grinned. "Jake's older brother and Sam's friend from high school. I’ve heard all about you."

"Yeah," he said slowly, trying to recall who Sam had said he was marrying.

She held out her hand. "Erin Barnes, Sam's wife. You won't remember me. I was about seven or eight I guess when you went off to college. I used to be Erin Richardson."

It was all Luke could do to keep his jaw from dropping. Erin Richardson, as in sister to the commonwealth’s attorney, Evan Richardson, and daughter to the former senator. Sam had married the senator's daughter. As Luke recalled, there'd never been any love lost between Sam and Erin’s father, former U.S. Senator Stoner Richardson. How had that slipped his mind?

"Pleased to meet you." Luke didn't know what else to say. He'd never had to make much small talk with his clients in Fairfax. His life had centered on the animals and the science, and little else. He was realizing that wouldn’t work around Mountain Meadow.

Erin didn't seem to notice his silence. Probably came from living with Sam, he decided. His friend had never been inclined to long speeches. By the time they finished working up health certificates on the cattle Sam was taking to a livestock expo, Luke had accepted an invitation to dinner for Friday evening. He started having second thoughts as soon as they left and figured he could find some way to beg off before then. It wasn't that he didn't want to renew some of his friendships, he felt overwhelmed and guilty that he had jumped right into his new job without helping the kids adjust. Getting a new start for all of them had been the reason for the move to begin with.

If he'd thought finding Erin Richardson was married to Sam was a shock, he was even more surprised at their next stop when her father greeted him with an easy handshake and a warm smile. "Welcome back, Dr. Allred. My daughter, Tabby, told me you'd bought the house next door to her and Joe. We're having a barbecue on the 4th of July and we'd love to have you and your kids join us."

"I...uh..." Lord, Luke thought, if every person he called on invited him to dinner...

"Don't answer now," Stoner said, with a continued affability that was at odds with Luke's memory of the man. "I know you're just getting settled in. Keep it in mind. All my kids and their families will be here, along with Jake, Holly, and their kids. Adding the rest of the Allred clan would make it complete."

Luke smiled weakly as he finished pulling Coggins tests on the last of the horses. "Thanks, Senator. I'll let you know for sure."

Surely Luke had entered some kind of alternate universe where Richardsons were married to Barneses and the Senator had undergone a personality transplant with Mother Teresa. Trying to keep the deluge of friends and family straight was beginning to feel like a herculean task.

* * * *
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"Is this the place Tyler was talking about where he and Holly lived when they first got here?" Jared asked as they pulled up in front of Rachel's house. She set the parking brake on her ancient Jeep and rested her forearms across the top of the steering wheel. For an instant, she allowed herself a small bloom of pride. It looked a whole lot better than it had when she bought it.

"Yes, this is the same place. I've put in a lot of work since I bought it from my cousin's family. Most of that's on the outside, although I have redone the bathroom and my bedroom. The kitchen's next."

Jared grunted some sort of reply, opened the door of the truck, and jumped down before turning to help Emma. Rachel watched how careful he was of his little sister. When he thought no one was paying attention, he dropped his too cool for words attitude and was a great kid. He hid his pain a lot better than either Luke or Emma, but it was still there. It lurked in the back of his blue eyes, and there was something else there as well. Like the injured animals that were dropped off at her door, there were depths to his pain he hadn't let anyone see.

"Come on," she grinned at both of them. "Ernie's probably frantic by now, especially since someone new is here. You can both take him out to play while I get the formula ready for the kittens. Then if you don't mind, I could use your help feeding them. I've got extra bottles."

Emma nodded and Jared shrugged nonchalantly, but Rachel saw the interest in his eyes. What would they make of the additional visitors she kept in and behind the barn? Today was probably not the best day to show them. They would start with the kittens. Not everyone had an affinity for wild animals.

Fifteen minutes later, all three of them sat on the floor in the living room, the kitten box in the middle and Ernie resting once again on the couch in disgust that he was no longer the center of attention. Rachel helped Emma adjust the kitten and the bottle, checked to see that Jared had the hang of it, and then fed her own kitten. The pleasure was evident on both kids' faces, so why didn't Luke have any pets at home? It was obvious both children loved animals.

"Did you ever help your dad at his practice in Fairfax?" Rachel asked Jared.

His gaze was wary and startled. "No. He never took us there. They were too busy."

Rachel frowned as she looked once again at the kitten she held. The more she interacted with Jared and Emma Allred, the more she wondered what their father had been doing. Taking an active part in their lives didn't appear to be anywhere near the top of the list. Rachel couldn't understand that. She had been an only child, and it was a lonely experience. She had always fantasized about having a big family, but that hadn't happened. Instead, she fulfilled her motherly instincts with the animals she helped and the kids she taught.

"Rachel?" Jared murmured. "This one's done. Do you have another one that needs feeding?"

"Sure. I appreciate the help."

Jared shrugged, determined to hang onto his teenage contempt. "There's nothing better to do around here."

Rachel tilted her head. He’d said pretty much the same thing earlier. "Well, you are partly right. Mountain Meadow isn't like a trip to an amusement park, but it has its own attractions. Of course a lot of the boys your age have summer jobs or they're helping around the farm, so other than Tyler, who I hear you’re already friends with, that will limit meeting a bunch of people until school starts."

Jared rolled his eyes. "I hate school."

Rachel laughed. "Exactly what I like to hear."

He eyed her suspiciously. "Why?"

"Because I'll be your English teacher this fall, and now you've given me a challenge."

"Oh man, that is just my luck. Not only does Dad hire a babysitter, but he hires my teacher."

Rachel set the last of the kittens back into the box. "Yeah, life stinks. Here I was looking for a part time job, and I get saddled with someone I'll have to look at all year long in my classroom."

Jared scowled at her.

"Come on. Let's go. We can stop by Mercer's for lunch, my treat, and then I need to stop in at the library for afternoon story time." She looked at the two of them speculatively. "I'm doing Rapunzel for the pre-school kids and I could use some help."

* * * *
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Late that afternoon, an older woman who looked vaguely familiar entered one of the clinic’s exam rooms with a grossly overweight pug. Definitely an overly pampered pet, Luke decided.

"Oh Dr. Allred! It's so nice to have you back in town."

He glanced at the chart in front of him. "Uh... it's nice to be back, Mrs. Gatewood. What can I do for you today?"

"It's Beasley. I think his allergies must be acting up. He's been awfully wheezy lately and snoring a lot."

Luke decided it would not do any good to tell her she'd picked a brachycephalic breed of dog that was prone to snore to begin with. Add an unhealthy amount of fat on top of that and those factors were more likely the cause of Beasley's wheezing and snoring. He looked the dog over, weighed him, and double-checked his chart. It appeared Bill Mitchell had put the dog on a diet.

"Are you sticking with the diet Dr. Mitchell suggested?"

"Well yes, but we did add in a few snacks. Beasley was lost without his cookies."

He nodded. "And the exercise?"

"Well he has the run of the backyard, and we walk him about three times a week."

Luke pursed his lips. Too much food and too little exercise. He'd guess Bill had done what he could, but he would try it once again.

"Oh!" Betty Gatewood exclaimed. "I almost forgot to tell you how darling your two kids were during story time at the library today."

"Huh?" Luke's head came up sharply from the chart where he was making notes.

"Yes, indeed. They were retelling Rapunzel. Rachel played the wicked witch. Emma was Rapunzel and your son made a very dashing handsome prince."

Luke leaned back against the counter and arched one brow. "Really? I hate I missed that."

"They're doing Little Red Riding Hood next week. You should go see."

"Hmm." Luke checked Beasley over for any other problems while his mind raced. Rachel had gotten Emma and Jared to act out parts in a skit? Jared? Lord above! He would never hear the end of the whining tonight. He set the chart down with a snap that startled both Mrs. Gatewood and the butterball Beasley.

"Other than the fact that he's dangerously overweight, I see nothing wrong with Beasley, Mrs. Gatewood." Luke paused and stared her in the eye. "He's still a young dog. I feel sure you'd like to have him around as a member of the family for some time to come. If that's the case, then you need to stick to the diet Dr. Mitchell gave you—no other snacks—and he must be walked every day, not three times a week. Keep the walks to early morning or in the evening after it's cooled off. With that cute flat face of his, he's not as good as a longer-nosed breed at cooling himself off. Once he's lost some weight, then you can think about cutting back a bit on the exercise."

"Hmph." Mrs. Gatewood gathered Beasley against her well-rounded breast before waddling from the exam room with her nose in the air.

Well, that had gone over like a lead balloon.

As Luke wrapped up the paperwork waiting in his office, he decided that all in all it hadn't been a bad day. Bill Mitchell poked his head in.

"So? How'd it go?"

Luke grinned. "Not bad, Doc. I enjoyed the farm calls. The clinic hours are a lot like what I was doing in Fairfax, but a little more personal. Betty Gatewood informed me my kids were helping Rachel Hastings act out Rapunzel at the library."

Bill Mitchell laughed. "Rachel's a good girl with a good heart. I sure was glad to see her get rid of that sleaze ball she was married to."

"Somebody from around here?" Luke tried to be casual, but his heart thumped as he waited for the answer.

"Not Castle County. Next one over. Keith Hastings. They lived here in town while they were married. Rachel won't say much about it, but it was common knowledge he ran around on her. Finally, she up and walked out on him. Best thing she ever did."

"Where's he?"

"Married to the last fling. Got her pregnant."

"Rachel never had kids?"

"No. It's a shame. Rachel loves kids."

Luke ducked his head and picked up his bag. "Right. Speaking of kids, I'd better rescue her from mine. Jared can test that whole loving kids concept. I'll see you tomorrow."

Luke tossed his medical bag on the passenger seat and slid in behind the wheel. Once again, Rachel occupied his thoughts. He'd never run around on Colleen and felt they'd had a good marriage, but he'd heard plenty of guys talk about cheating on their wives. That would be a deal breaker for him. Call him old-fashioned, but marriage should mean fidelity.

Rachel might not be his type, but that didn't mean she was undeserving of a committed, honest relationship.

Luke paused outside the screen door a few minutes later, staring in at the scene in the kitchen. A mixture of emotions assaulted him as he watched Rachel with his children.

"There you go!" Rachel praised Emma who carefully grated cheese for what looked like a taco buffet. Luke hadn't mentioned fixing an evening meal. He should have taken that into consideration. She turned to Jared who was standing near the stove, and the evening sunlight picked out the golden highlights in her hair. The sympathy Luke had felt for her changed into something else he wasn't ready to put a name to.

"How are the beans doing, Jared?" she asked.

"Just about done, Rachel." He stood with his back to them, carefully stirring the pot to keep the beans from sticking.

"You might want to reduce the heat to warm and let them be," she suggested. "I'm sure your dad will be home any minute. I'll set the table. Why don't you get the glasses and pour tea for everyone? Emma, I think you've got enough cheese grated, sweetie. Why don't you get the lettuce and tomatoes out of the fridge?"

Luke had never seen Colleen involve the kids like this in the kitchen. His amazement at the scene in front of him increased as Emma and Jared happily completed what tasks Rachel delegated to them. It wasn't the grudging compliance he often got. It truly looked like they were working together as a team. Rachel was a virtual stranger to his children, yet they looked happier with her than they had with him at any time in the last several years.

Jared turned to put the glasses on the table and saw him. "Hi, Dad. Dinner's ready. Rachel helped us make tacos."

Luke plastered a smile on his face as he came through the door. His gaze dropped to Emma who was setting bowls of lettuce and tomato on the table. When she finished, she looked at him and smiled. It wasn't a big one as smiles went, a faint curving of her lips. Luke swallowed. He set his bag down and bent down to give her a hug.

"Hi, baby. Did you have a good day?"

She nodded. Then Jared surprised him by saying. "We helped Rachel feed the kittens she's fostering, and then we helped her with story time at the library. Emma played Rapunzel and let down a long rope. It was supposed to be her hair, but we used rope for a prop."

Luke arched a brow at his son. "You enjoyed that?"

Jared shrugged as though suddenly remembering he was supposed to be cool. "It was okay."

Rachel carried the beans and the rice to the table and placed them on trivets. She smoothed her hands over her skirt. "I'll head on out now if there's nothing else."

Luke wanted to stop her. He was afraid that when she left, the atmosphere would change, that somehow she would take all of the easygoing laughter with her. And the truth was, he was afraid to be alone with his kids, afraid he would screw up this rare moment of harmony.

"You didn't need to fix dinner, Rachel. I don't expect that of you."

She shrugged. "It seemed the easiest thing to do, so you're not rushing around as soon as you get home. If you'll let me know those times something comes up so you'll be eating out, I'm happy to do it. Jared and Emma did a great job helping."

There didn't seem to be much else to say. He should tell her goodbye, but that wasn't what came out of his mouth. "There's plenty of food. Won't you join us?"

Rachel started to shake her head. Luke wasn't sure if he felt disappointment or relief.

"Please?" Jared added, and Emma stared up at Rachel beseechingly.

Rachel glanced Luke's way. "All right, but I can't stay too long. I need to feed the kittens again."

Luke was amazed when Jared jumped up to set another place without having to be asked. He put Rachel at the opposite end of the table from Luke as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As Luke crossed to the sink to wash his hands, Rachel helped Emma build her taco. He began to relax as he listened to Rachel's husky contralto. Her rich voice, surprising in a woman so petite, rolled over him like a healing balm, soothing his nerves and easing the tension that held him in its grip. Luke tried to maintain some distance, reminding himself he didn't need or want complications. Dealing with Emma and Jared was challenging enough.

As they ate, though, he found himself smiling, even laughing, at Jared's retelling of the Rapunzel skit. His gaze slid to Emma and he noted that she was actually eating instead of picking at her food as she often did. He surreptitiously studied Rachel and wondered again what it was about this woman that drew his children to her like a magnet. If he were honest, she exerted a pull on him as well.

All too soon, the meal was over. Emma and Jared started to take off for the family room when Rachel's voice stopped them.

"I can't stay much longer, but I bet if we all work as a team we can have the kitchen cleaned up in no time. What do you think?"

Jared looked like he wanted to protest for a second, but then he met Rachel's steady gaze and said, "I'll empty the dishwasher."

Rachel turned her gaze to Luke and arched a brow expectantly. He cleared his throat. "Emma and I will clear the table and put away the leftovers."

She smiled at them. "I'll load the dishwasher and wipe the counters."

Jared and Emma took off as soon as they were done, but Luke stayed, fascinated by Rachel's quick, energetic movements and how fluidly she moved as she rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher. He took a rag and began cleaning the table and the counters. When he finished, he turned in time to see her skirt pull taut over her round bottom as she added dishwasher detergent and started the appliance. She caught him staring and blushed.

"I...I have to go," she said. "Do you want me here at the same time tomorrow?"

Luke watched the way her full lips moved, imagining them opening for his kiss. How would she taste? It would be so easy to pull her close and find out. He'd bet he could span her waist with his hands.

"Luke?" Her tone had taken on a reserved wariness.

"What? Oh, yes. Same time. That would be good. Uh...bring Ernie and the kittens if it will save you running back and forth during the day."

Rachel nodded and scooted past him. A faint scent of lilac followed her. Luke smiled and closed his eyes in pleasure before shaking his head. No complications.

* * * *
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Rachel was rattled. What had all that been about? If she weren't so practical, she would have sworn Luke Allred was giving off signals he was attracted to her. She snorted as she drove down the highway in the evening sunlight. A dream come true—twenty years too late. She might wear contacts that had gotten rid of the thick lenses she'd sported in high school, and she might actually have more shape than a ten year-old, but she was still the same girl everyone had overlooked in high school.

If Luke Allred was looking at her, it wasn't because he was attracted to her. Any woman who managed his house and his kids would do the job. If nothing else, marriage to Keith had taught her that when it came to men, her appeal was always practical not sexual. If that still caused a momentary sting, Rachel was old enough to ignore it. Years ago, she had been crushed, but not anymore. She knew her own worth and had found her own ways to like who she was. And if every once in a while she wished an attractive man would find her beautiful, she soon laughed it off and went on her way.

There were too many men out there who wanted big boobs and little brains, and Rachel didn't qualify on either point.

It was still light when she pulled up next to her house. Ernie was more than happy to be let out so he could go for a run while Rachel cared for the mewling, wriggling kittens in her care. After
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