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Chapter 1

 

 

Tomás Herrera studied his four-year-old daughter, Lea, across the kitchen table. She’d nibbled her peanut butter and jelly sandwich without enthusiasm, hadn’t touched her cup of chicken noodle soup, and had only taken a few sips of her milk. 

Tomás wondered if she would ever be the little girl she once was. In the six weeks since she’d been returned to him, she’d barely eaten enough to keep body and soul together. 

It broke Tomás’s heart. “Do you want a cookie, mija?” Tomás asked.

Lea shrugged. Tomás chose to take that as a yes. Setting the lunch dishes on the tile counter in his big country kitchen, he lifted the lid on the cookie jar. As he flipped back the big-eyed cat head on the jar, an electronic voice sang out, Three little kittens have lost their mittens...

Lea’s eyes brightened at the cheeky melody, her mouth curving into a faint smile. She took the chocolate chip cookie he offered her with a soft spoken thank you, then dipped it into her glass of milk.

Lea finding pleasure in anything, even a cookie, set off a mix of joy and pain inside him. He knew he had to be patient. As a former school psychologist, he understood better than most how long it might take Lea to recover from the trauma she’d endured. But it hurt so damn much seeing her suffer.

“Jana will be babysitting you this afternoon,” he reminded his daughter.

Lea nodded gravely. Jana seemed able to connect with Lea in a way Tomás hadn’t been able to yet. Lea welcomed Jana’s hugs and sometimes his 23-year-old assistant could coax a smile from his daughter. 

Like the 18- and 19-year-olds in his independent living program, Tomás and Jana were all former foster kids who aged out of the system when they reached 18. Jana could be flighty, but she always took her responsibility to care for Lea seriously.

At the moment, Jana was conducting a preliminary interview with a potential new hire. Learning to cook in a restaurant or institutional setting was central to Tomás’s program, and he needed an instructor to teach his resident students the basics.

The first five candidates proved to be a waste of his time. This time he’d sent in Jana to vet the woman first. With her spiky blond hair striped with pink and myriad ear studs, Jana was far more representative of the program’s students than Tomás was.

The applicant had to have the proper temperament to work with his initial group of six girls and two boys. The lives these kids had led, their hard luck stories, had left many of them rough around the edges. There was no room in the program for someone who’d have a hissy fit over a few piercings or tattoos.

He picked up the woman’s resume from the kitchen table and scanned it again. Rebecca Tipton, from Los Angeles. A graduate of the California School of Culinary Arts’ cordon bleu program. Pastry chef at some chichi four-star restaurant.

That had raised red flags when Tomás had first read the woman’s cover letter. Why was she contemplating a move from sprawling Los Angeles to an isolated Sierra foothills ranch in Northern California? Why abandon a high-profile position at a haute cuisine restaurant to teach former foster kids how to bake apple pies? What was Rebecca Tipton running away from?

And her name: Rebecca. Far too reminiscent of Becca, the name of his first love, his first wife. 

His initial irrational impulse when he’d read that name had been to throw away her resume. He’d had to force himself to replace it on the stack. Ridiculous to penalize a stranger for having the same name as the woman who tore his heart out eleven years ago.

A knock on the kitchen door pulled him out of his brooding. Lea’s wary gaze slid toward the door as she gripped her half full glass of milk.

“It’s just Jana, mija,” Tomás reassured her.

The solemn little girl watched as Tomás crossed the kitchen and opened the door. Jana grinned up at him as she entered, but he saw the query in her brown eyes.

“Not too bad today,” Tomás told her softly. “She’s a little quieter than usual.”

“How’s it going, sweetpea?” Jana said as she gave Lea a quick hug. Jana glanced over at Tomás. “The lady’s in your office.”

“What do you think?”

“She’s cool. Didn’t so much as twitch at my hair or earrings. And Estelle likes her a lot.”

As much as he valued Jana’s opinion, Estelle Beckenstein’s was the gold standard. His former foster mother had been a rock during his adolescence, a kind but firm disciplinarian who could sniff out a lie or a phony a mile away. 

If there was anything off-kilter about this applicant, Estelle would have sussed it out. She would have sent her packing without wasting Tomás’s time with an interview.

He headed out the kitchen door, resume in hand. As he strode toward his office—a converted barn that had once housed goats—the late July heat blasted him. It was bearable beneath the black oaks and ponderosa pines that dotted the side yard, but when he stepped into the sun’s full glare, its intensity took his breath away.

When he first opened the door, the brilliance of the sunlight made it difficult to see in the relative dimness of his office. He could make out little more than the silhouette of a woman sitting with her back to him, her body more generous than Jana’s tomboy physique, her hair shoulder length.

A chill trickled down his spine as he realized the woman bore a resemblance to his dead wife, Elena. In the shape of her body, the set of her shoulders, the length and color of her hair. He wondered if she would have the same chocolate brown gaze.

Then, as his eyes adjusted to the light, she rose and turned toward him. The breath he’d regained in the coolness of his office vanished from his lungs as his gaze fell on that all too familiar face.

It was Becca Stiles. The woman who had destroyed him.

* * * *

Rebecca had anticipated a difficult reunion with Tomás. She’d expected that storm cloud of anger in his face, the hardness in his usually soft brown eyes. As much as she wished otherwise, she’d come here knowing she might be escorted from the property the moment Tomás realized that Rebecca Tipton was actually Becca Stiles.

But she hadn’t been prepared for the heat that sizzled inside her, the throbbing low in her body. It had been more than eleven years since they’d last made love, since they’d been man and wife, but her body remembered his touch, his scent, every intimate word whispered in her ear in English and Spanish.

His dark brown hair was shorter, but just as thick. His shoulders were broader, almost too wide for the Hawaiian shirt he wore, his arms more muscular. His hands were the same, blunt-fingered and strong, but like everything else about him, they spoke of power and competence. During their marriage, their lives had been filled with unknowns. Now it looked as if he’d found some answers.

As she gazed up at him, he leaned toward her, still angry but maybe pulled by the same memories. He almost reached for her; she could see his fingertips stretching toward her. Then he strode past her and put his desk between them.

“Sit,” he said sharply, then bit out, “please.”

Was he going to give her a hearing after all? Rebecca lowered herself back into the secondhand office chair.

“You remarried,” he said.

“I hear you did as well.”

Something dark flickered in his face. “I can’t possibly offer you this position.”

Rebecca dug in. “You know as well as I do that I’m perfect for the job.”

“You’re married. This is a live-in position, and I don’t have accommodations for a couple.”

“I’m divorced.”

A long, silent beat as he took that in. Then his gaze narrowed on her. “Estelle didn’t say a word when she recommended you.”

“You wouldn’t have even considered me if you knew. Even though no one else with my qualifications has applied.”

“I may have named the program after Estelle, but she isn’t the one that hires and fires here. I am.” His gaze fixed on her, his dark eyes opaque.

She shivered, blaming the chill fingering down her spine on the gust of cool air spit out by the window air conditioner. Wrapping her arms around herself in self-defense, she considered the arguments she’d prepared, knowing in advance she’d have to fight for this job.

But why did she want to? Maybe he was right—she ought to return to her car. Head back down Highway 50, don those same imaginary blinders she’d worn on her way here as she passed the off-ramp to West Hills Cemetery. Then take Interstate 5 south and drive back down to L.A. 

Except what waited for her there was just more despair. Ever since Rebecca’s foster daughter, Vanessa, had been returned to her mother, Rebecca had been hollowed out with grief. One moment social services was dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s on Rebecca’s adoption of Vanessa, the next they were calling to notify her that Vanessa’s mother had regained custody. Now the five-year-old girl was lost to Rebecca forever. Just as her son was.

She had to at least plead her case with Tomás. Hands linked in her lap, she tipped up her chin in challenge.

“You won’t find anyone to match what I can offer. You know from my resume I have impeccable credentials as a baker. I’ve taught cooking classes for two years at a local Boys & Girls Club. And you know as well as I do that I have a personal understanding of what these kids have been through in the foster system.”

She’d spent a year in foster care when her parents were badly injured in a freak accident. They’d required extensive rehab to get back on their feet. Estelle had lavished loving care on her, a frightened nine-year-old, and became a second mother to her in that short time.

Tomás’s hands curled around the arms of his chair, the skin over his knuckles taut. “You’d be living here full-time. We’d be in each other’s faces practically 24/7.”

“It’s been eleven years. We can put the past behind us.“

“Some pasts shouldn’t be forgotten.”

That stung, although she probably deserved it. “I know I’d do a good job.”

He almost seemed to consider it, then shook his head. “I have to think of the kids. They’ve all just been emancipated from foster care and they’re anxious enough about their futures. I can’t increase their tension by adding you into the mix.”

“Don’t you think I deserve a chance?”

He shoved his chair back and pushed to his feet. “Damn it, Becca, these kids need some constancy in their lives. They need someone who will commit their heart and soul to them for the entire five months of the session. I can’t let you get involved with them and then have you leave them in the lurch if the going gets tough.”

“I was nineteen years old, Tomás. Young and confused. I’m not about to walk out on these kids the way I...”

The way I walked out on you. The silent words seemed to echo in the small space. On their heels came the harsher indictment—The way I walked away from our lost son.

He started past her, moving toward the door. Rising, she put her hand on his arm to stop him.

A mistake. Her palm fell on his bicep, just below where the wildly colored sleeve of his shirt ended. His skin was hot, the musculature under it rock hard. She yearned to move her hand along the length of his arm, from bicep to forearm to wrist, then lock her fingers in his.

His dark gaze burned into her, the visual connection sending a honeyed warmth through her. Her heart thundered in her ears, so loud she thought he must hear it and would know her self-control was slipping away.

Then he covered her hand with his. To break the contact, she thought, to get free of her. But his fingers lingered, his thumb stroking lightly across the back of her hand.

He pulled his hand back with a jolt, putting space between them at the same time. “You should go.” His voice scraped across her nerves like rough silk.

She pulled in a long breath, willing her heart to steady. “I really want this job, Tomás.”

His gaze drilled into her. “Why?”

She barely understood the reasons herself. How could she communicate them to as hostile an audience as Tomás?

She only knew that what had seemed so important to her once now seemed so trivial. She set herself to become master pâtissier by working her way up the ranks in a four-star Los Angeles restaurant. 

But without Vanessa, Rebecca’s home was filled with loneliness. Instead of being a sanctuary, it had become a place to escape. Going in to work at a job that no longer fulfilled her seemed meaningless without her foster daughter.

She tried to distill her turbulent thoughts down for Tomás. “I want to feel as if I’m doing something important.”

His jaw worked, tension in the motion. “So I should hire you so you can feel better about yourself?”

“You should hire me because I’m the best person for the job.”

His expression grew cold. “The purpose of Estelle’s House is to prepare those kids for life in the real world. You’ll need to find another outlet to soothe your guilty conscience.”

Even as she fought off the heavy weight of discouragement, she realized he was right. There were other opportunities out there she could follow up on, even some down in L.A. 

Why did it have to be here, with Tomás? Because she wanted to be home again?  Or because there were myriad unresolved issues between herself and her ex-husband?

He reached past her to open the door. Heat spilled inside, intruding on the coolness of the room. He waited, staring at her.

Fighting off the heavy weight of discouragement, she picked up her purse from beside the chair. “I’ve come all this way. Can I see the place before I go?” If she had more time with him, maybe she could persuade him to reconsider.

She could see he wanted to say no, but he gave her a brusque nod and gestured her outside. The afternoon sun had crept just past the towering pine tree beside Tomás’s office, its brightness filtered by needled branches. 

The dappled light fell on a wood and wrought iron park bench beneath the tree, giving an illusion of coolness. But in the growing warmth, even the short-sleeved knit dress she wore seemed stifling. This was brutal, San Fernando Valley type heat, not the more temperate climate of West Los Angeles where she rented her studio apartment.

Tomás led her along a gravel pathway that wound between several structures, overhanging oaks providing welcome shade. “This was once part of a 2000 acre cattle ranch that’s been subdivided over the years. Sam Harrison bought the eleven acres with the original ranch house and outbuildings as an investment. He leases the property to us for a modest fee.”

“You’re still in touch with Sam Harrison?” Another of Estelle’s foster sons, Sam had hit it big as an author of edge-of-your-seat crime thrillers.

“Why wouldn’t I be? Sam never left.”

But she had. Rebecca didn’t have to be a mind reader to divine that message. And although Tomás had apparently found enough forgiveness in his heart for Sam’s part in her departure, that absolution wouldn’t extend to her.

They stopped at the building that faced the parking area, its construction much more recent than the decades old main house and what looked like a small cottage and bunk house beyond it. Fishing a key ring from his pocket, Tomás pulled open the screen door and unlocked the back door. He paused to switch on the lights then stepped aside to give her room to enter.

* * * *

Tomás didn’t know why the hell he was giving Becca—Rebecca—the grand tour. He wanted her out of here, the sooner the better. She looked too damned good, the 30-year-old woman even more sensual, more intriguing than the 19-year-old girl. She’d cut her long hair to just past her shoulders, had lightened the dark color with caramel streaks, but her brown bedroom eyes were the same.

After that brief contact in his office, crazy thoughts ran rampant through his mind. Was her body as soft as it once was? Was her mouth as sweet, her sighs as tantalizing?

He had to focus not on the present, but on the past that still loomed large between them. He might have stuffed the worst of the memories into a remote closet in his mind, but if he let Rebecca get too close, he’d be trying out some of that old baggage pretty damn quick. 

As she turned in a slow circle to view the brand spanking new bake shop kitchen that Sam’s donation had built, Rebecca smiled with delight. God, he’d forgotten the impact of her smile, sexy and beguiling all at once. There was a time she’d only needed to smile, and he’d be all over her. Of course, as a healthy 21-year-old, his hormones generally trumped his good sense, sending him straight into her arms.

And straight into trouble.

Rebecca cast an appraising eye over the shiny stainless steel counters and eight burner stovetop. She trailed fingers across the fronts of the two full-size ovens, resting her hand on the bowl of the 40-quart Hobart floor mixer. He remembered the feel of her hand on his arm, the warmth of it, the pressure. In those few moments in his office he’d been so caught up in memories, he couldn’t stop his response to her.

He pushed aside the images as they threatened again to work their way into his mind. Arms crossed over his chest, he leaned against one of the stainless steel refrigerators.

She caught his gaze across the kitchen’s central work island. “You did a great job putting this together.”

He shrugged. “I hired a consultant.”

“It’s perfect.” She smiled again, and his heart ached at the sight. “I have to admit I’m itching to toss some flour and yeast into that mixer bowl. Make some cinnamon rolls. Or apple turnovers. Or maybe a sweet braided loaf.”

As she threw out suggestions, Tomás could almost smell the yeasty scent of rising bread, taste the warm results fresh from the oven. Even before culinary school, she’d been an amazing cook. When they were married, he’d come home from work tired and hungry and always headed for the kitchen first. To breathe in the fragrance of dinner, then breathe her in, inhale her own special scent.

He tamped down the persistent memories. This wasn’t her kitchen. She wouldn’t be cooking anything here. 

Too edgy in the cluttered confines of the kitchen, he cut through to the bake shop’s dining area beyond. Rebecca followed him, glancing back at the pass-through window cut in the wall between the two rooms. He’d set up the cash register at one end of the pass-through for orders. They’d have a queue for takeout and another for dine-in, the fresh baked treats passed to the waiting customers through the pass-through.

Large picture windows filled the side and front walls of the dining room, revealing beautiful views of the pine and oak-studded countryside. A potbellied stove in one corner would warm the space when the days grew cooler.

With a month to go until the Labor Day start of the apple season, they hadn’t yet set up the dining room. The eight-foot plastic tables were folded and leaning up against the wall beside stacks of chairs.

“How many can you seat?” Rebecca asked.

“A hundred, but we hope to do most of our business with takeout.” To replace his thoughts of Rebecca’s scent, the feel of her skin, he summoned up a picture of the dining room packed with people, long lines of customers eager to place their orders.

“How many students?” she asked.

With her question, he tumbled back into awareness of her. “We have space for eight. Right now, two boys and six girls. Estelle’s the official den mother. She stays with them in the bunkhouse.”

“When do you start the program?”

“Life skills has essentially started. Between Estelle and me, we’re teaching them the basics of bank accounts, keeping up with monthly bills, the ins and outs of renting an apartment. Obviously learning how to run the bake shop won’t start until I hire a qualified instructor.”

She faced him dead on. “Which I am.”

“The program could crash and burn with the first session. Sam Harrison and Lucas Taylor might get tired of funding a losing proposition. You could be out of a job in five months.”

If he’d hoped to discourage her, he could see he’d failed from the bright interest in her eyes. “Do you have a menu yet?”

In spite of himself, her persistence lit a spark of enthusiasm in him. “It’ll depend on what fresh produce is available in the area.”

“I love cooking with fresh, local produce.” She glanced over at him, and he could see the final silent plea in her eyes. Give me a chance, Tomás.

But he damn well wasn’t stumbling into that trap. “I’ll walk you to your car so you can get on the road.” The quicker he could get her out of here, the better.

But she didn’t budge. “It’s seven hours back to L.A. I didn’t plan to do the round trip in one day.”

“You’re not staying here.”

“Of course not.” Her soft brown eyes, filled with secrets he told himself he didn’t want to know, fixed on him. “I made a reservation in Marbleville. In that hotel we used to...”

He wasn’t about to let her finish that sentence. “Then you’ll want to go check in.”

“I thought I’d stay a couple nights. Spend some time visiting with Estelle.”

She almost seemed to be daring him to object. But he couldn’t deny her the time with Estelle. Although Rebecca had lived with Tomás’s foster mother for only a year, Estelle had remained an important constant in Rebecca’s life. He’d just have to lock himself up in his office while she was here.

She wandered over to the front window and walked along it. She seemed to be admiring the vibrant pansies and petunias the girls had planted in a flowerbox on the other side of the glass. But she looked so lost, as if he’d dealt her a fresh blow.

Damned if he’d let himself feel bad. Rebecca was no longer his responsibility.

“Did you stop at the cemetery on your way here?” he asked, pain twisting inside him.

She glanced at him, then back out the window. “No.”

Was that guilt he saw in her eyes? Did she think he would deny her a visit to West Hills while she was here? “I’m sure Estelle would go with you. It’s been a few months since she was out there last.”

Her hand shook and she pressed it against the window glass. “Where’s Estelle now?”

A long-dead urge, to take care of her, see after her well-being, rose in him. He ruthlessly thrust the impulse aside. “She’s in the bunkhouse with the kids. I’ll take you over there.”

“Thanks.” She turned toward him, her composure regained. He must have imagined that misery he’d seen in her face, no doubt due to some lingering need to be her rescuer.

They exited via the rear door of the dining room and back out into the summer heat. The bunkhouse was beyond the main house and his office, just past the small two bedroom cottage where Jana lived. The resident cooking instructor would live there as well, when he hired her. Although neither of the two resumes remaining were particularly promising.

As they passed the cottage, he stopped in its shade. “Rebecca.”

She looked up at him, her expression composed, but he sensed turbulence under the surface. “Yes?”

He shouldn’t even ask, should just keep on walking. Take her to Estelle and return to his office. Call the numbers on the last two resumes.

“Why does it matter so much? You have a life in L.A., a good job there.”

Her gaze slid from his. “I needed to come back home.”

“Then find a job at some fancy restaurant down in Sacramento or up in Reno.” Anywhere away from here.

“I want work that means something.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “A way to fill...”

He waited for her to finish, but she stepped away from him, her face averted. He’d never liked seeing Becca cry. That day in the hospital when he’d felt so frozen with grief, her loud, ugly sobs had shredded his heart.

They continued toward the bunkhouse, leaving the words unsaid. Her palpable sadness unsettled him, both because he didn’t want to see her hurting and because he didn’t want to care.

When they entered the converted bunkhouse, the noise level was deafening, the six girls and two boys making exuberant conversation in the living room. Draped over secondhand sofas and easy chairs, they filled the space with loud, youthful energy.

Estelle sat squeezed on one sofa between Brittany and Ari, who were flanked by Ruby and Colleen. The boys, Kevin and James, filled the other sofa with their lanky bodies, Serena and Katy perched on the sofa back. Jana had come over with Lea who leaned against Estelle, Lea’s somber brown eyes taking in the raucous gathering.

“Lea, your daddy’s here,” Brittany called out.

Lea’s head swung around as he stepped into the living room. She smiled up at him, then her gaze moved past him to Rebecca. The little girl’s face lit as if a flame had burst within her. She mouthed the word, Mama.

Then as fast as her small legs could carry her, she ran across the room and launched herself into Rebecca’s arms.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Tomás had a daughter.

As Rebecca held the sweet weight in her arms, breathing in her little girl smell, she felt as if her heart had just been carved from her chest. Lea might be a year or so younger than 5-year-old Vanessa, her hair might be dark and long where Vanessa’s was sandy blond and a short cap, but she felt the same in Rebecca’s arms.

Estelle had only told Rebecca that Tomás had married, that he was now divorced and had been for a few years. She’d never mentioned a little girl. Maybe because Rebecca had just sobbed out her grief over the phone about the adoption falling through, that Vanessa would be returning to her mother. Estelle might not have wanted to rub salt in that wound by mentioning Tomás’s perfect little girl.

Tomás reached for Lea, tried to pull her small hands from around Rebecca’s neck. “Come on, mija. Let’s go back to the house.”

Lea just clung more tightly, burrowing deeper under Rebecca’s chin. “It’s okay,” Rebecca said. “I can hold her a while longer.”

She wanted to hold her forever. Close her eyes and pretend that the tragedy of twelve years ago had never happened, that this little girl was the baby she’d carried in her womb back then. Despite the illogic of the difference in gender and age—Alejandro had been a boy and would be twelve years old now—she wanted desperately to believe the fantasy.

The taller boy on the sofa whacked the other on the shoulder, gesturing for him to get up. “Come sit down,” the dark-haired boy said as he and his compatriot cleared the sofa. The Hispanic girl and the blonde who’d been sitting on the sofa back slid down onto the cushions on the far end.

Rebecca sat at the opposite end, facing Estelle and the other girls. She settled Lea in her lap and smiled across the room at Estelle. 

She was surprised to see how much the older woman had aged. It had only been seven years since Rebecca had seen Estelle and her late husband Jake during their visit to L.A. 

Estelle was only in her mid-sixties, but now her hair was nearly all white. Her dark brown eyes looked tired and her face haggard.

Lea wriggled in Rebecca’s arms, distracting her from her observation of Estelle. Then with a sigh, the little girl relaxed against her.

Estelle and Tomás exchanged a meaningful look, and Rebecca could see the query in the former foster mother’s eyes. Tomás shrugged in answer. The kids all stared at her in avid curiosity.

“This is Rebecca Tipton,” Tomás finally announced. “She’s...an old friend.”

He reeled off the names of the six girls and two boys, a rainbow of ethnicities, each bearing numerous piercings and at least one tattoo. Hair styles ranged from Ruby’s relatively sedate
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