






“I’m asking you to give me a week my way, and then if I haven’t convinced you, I’ll try yours,” Alexa said.



Ian’s eyebrows crunched together. “A week?”


“I need to get to know her. Her likes and dislikes. Her dreams.”


“I can tell you those. And although I want you to like Jana, I didn’t hire you to be her new best friend. You’re the tutor. I’ll still be involved a little in her education. I promised her I wouldn’t totally abandon her.”


The force of his voice faded slightly at the end of the last sentence, making Alexa wonder what was behind those words. Again that connection sprang up, and she wanted to help him any way she could with his daughter. He had a way of peering at her that sparked something deep inside her.


He looked away and stared out the window behind the teacher’s desk. Finally after a long minute, he swung his full attention back to her. “I’ll give you a day.”
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For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.

—Matthew 6:14






To all parents who have homeschooled their children.
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Chapter One



“Don’t die on me.”

Alexa Michaels patted the dashboard of her twelve-year-old car as it chugged toward its destination, only a half a block away.

At least the car had gotten her to the street where she needed to go, and she was thirty minutes early to her interview for the tutoring position. The vehicle bellowed a plume of smoke from its tailpipe, the wind whisking it away as it sputtered past another sizable dwelling. Finally, her car died two houses away from her objective, a single-story Mediterranean home on an acre.

She pushed the car door open. Its creaking sound protested the action. With a sigh, she retrieved her large purse from the floor and stood. A brisk breeze caught her long, multicolored skirt and whipped it about her legs. Holding it down while clutching her bag, she hurried toward the house.

Halfway up the sidewalk to the front entrance, a plastic liter bottle fell from the sky and splattered two feet from her, clear liquid splashing and wetting the bottom of her skirt.


What in the world!

Stunned, she stopped, her purse slipping from her fingers to plop on the concrete next to her, the bag’s contents pouring all over the ground. She stooped to scoop up her items—lipstick, cell, brush, pen…

A man charged around the side of the house and hurried toward her. Jumping up, she took a step back, the few personal objects in her hand landing in the pile on the ground.

Maybe I’ve got the wrong place. Maybe I should leave…

Then she saw a young girl appear, not far behind the man, and relaxed, taking stock of the pair as they approached. Tall, lean, the male’s long-legged stride ate up the distance between them quickly. His tanned features were set in a look of concern, but as his gaze roamed down her length, his eyes widened briefly before he managed to school his expression into a neutral one.

He came to a halt, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose, framing beautiful Nordic blue eyes with long black eyelashes. “Are you all right? The rocket didn’t hit you, did it?”

With her gaze held captive by his, the questions barely registered on her mind.

“Were you hit?” the man asked again.

She mentally shook herself out of the daze and focused on what he’d said. “No. It just splashed my skirt.” She peered at the smashed liter bottle. “What was in it?”

“Only water.”

The girl who looked about ten years old, with copper-colored hair pulled back in a ponytail, skidded to a stop next to the man. “I can’t believe it went over the house, Dad. That was awesome!” She threw her arms around her father, not seeming to notice Alexa.


Returning the hug, he peered down at his daughter, grinning. “Yeah, definitely the best one yet. You did good.”

At that moment a gust of wind sent Alexa’s skirt dancing about her legs and played with her long mane, whipping it across her face. She reached down, grabbing up as much of the rayon fabric as she could while trying to keep her hair out of her eyes.

Hunched over, Alexa looked up through her curly strands at the man whose own short, black hair stayed in perfect place, complementing the impeccable clothes he wore, tan slacks, navy blue long-sleeved shirt and a jacket. “I’m here for the interview.”

“You’re early.” He turned his grin on her and stuck out his hand. “You must be Alexa Michaels. I’m Ian Ferguson and this one—” he nodded toward the child “—is my daughter, Jana.”

His smile lit his whole face and reached deep into his eyes. It set her heart to beating fast until she noticed the way Jana had stepped a little behind her father, gripping him tighter. Was the girl really that uncomfortable around strangers?

Straightening and hoping her skirt stayed down, Alexa fit her hand in his and shook it. The touch of his fingers around hers made her pulse speed up, but she quickly regained control. Being attracted to a potential employer wasn’t in her plans. She needed this job.

When he looked at her quizzically, she squashed her reaction to the man and returned his grin. “I wasn’t sure if my car would make it. I came early in case I had to walk some.” She returned her attention to the child. “It’s nice to meet you, Jana.”

The young girl smiled, but it didn’t stay on her face long. However, her wary gaze remained on Alexa as though she wasn’t quite sure what to make of the situation.


“You like to do experiments?” Alexa tried again to connect with the child.

Jana nodded. “Yes. They’re fun. Like this one.” She gestured toward the liter rocket.

“Great, I do, too.”

“We were testing different ways to make a rocket go up,” Ian explained. “We used water and compressed air.” He winced. “It went too well. If we do that one again, we’ll have to go out into the country. Again, I’m sorry about nearly hitting you with the bottle. Our first four attempts weren’t nearly as successful.” He scanned the street in front of his house, then his driveway. “Where is your car?”

“It died.” Alexa gestured toward the neighbor’s curb. “It’s over there.”

“Come inside. We’ll talk while Jana cleans up the rocket experiment in the backyard, then we’ll decide what to do about your dead car.”

Alexa squatted to gather her purse contents and stuff them into her bag. A lingering tinge of heat still scored her cheeks. His gaze had flared slightly when it had landed on her beat-up vehicle in need of being painted, especially where the rust showed. Most people who saw her car wondered how it even ran. Sometimes she did, too.

Before she could finish, Ian knelt next to her, grabbed her apple and brush on the grass and gave them to her. “You have a lot in that purse.” The last item on the ground by his feet was a romance paperback. He picked it up and studied the cover. “Interesting.”

She wasn’t going to blush anymore. She enjoyed reading a good love story. After she took the book from him, she dropped it into her purse with the rest of the returned items. “I like to be prepared for all situations. You never know when you’ll be stuck in a line. I get a lot of my reading done while waiting.”

After rising, he offered her his hand. She grasped it and stood, trying to ignore the strong feel of his fingers around hers and the tingling that zipped up her arm. His firm grasp conveyed a confident man. Their gazes connected for a moment, and a rush of warmth continued its path through her. She quickly tugged her hand to her side.

Pivoting, he started for his stucco house, glanced back when she didn’t move and said, “Coming?”

Still stunned by that brief connection, she managed to murmur, “Oh, sorry. Yes.” What in the world was wrong with her?

Shaking her hand as though that would rid her mind of the sensations of the brief contact, she hurriedly caught up and walked beside him toward the double glass doors and the front porch. Ian Ferguson walked in and waved her through. She stepped into a spacious raised foyer. Through the back bank of windows, Alexa saw the small lake that several of the houses in the area abutted.

“Have a seat in the living room while I check on Jana.” He headed across the sunken living room and mounted the couple of steps into a large kitchen.

As Alexa heard the murmur of low voices, she took a seat on the edge of a pristine white couch and put her oversize purse on the floor next to her feet. Her fingers grazed across the soft leather of the sofa. Very expensive, if the pliant feel meant anything.

The formal, tidy room screamed a warning: no kids allowed. She hoped she hadn’t tracked in any dirt. She checked the path she’d taken and breathed a sigh of relief at the clean white area rug where she’d treaded.

The sound of voices had stopped. When she swung her gaze toward the kitchen, it fell upon Ian Ferguson standing in the doorway, studying her. A gasp escaped her lips, and as much as she wished she didn’t, a blush seared her cheeks—again.

“Sorry if I surprised you.” He folded his long length onto a black leather chair across from her and laid a folder in his lap. “Sometimes my daughter gets distracted and forgets to do what she’s supposed to.”

Don’t all kids? Alexa kept that comment to herself. “Does she enjoy science?”

“One of her favorite subjects.” He relaxed back. “What subject do you enjoy the most?”

“If I were smart, I’d say science, but it isn’t. I do love anything to do with animals, though.” She tried to loosen the tightness that gripped her, but she couldn’t shake the sensation she was in a sterile environment of black and white that she needed to keep that way at all costs.

One thick, dark brow arched. “So what are your favorite subjects to teach?”

“English and history, though I have a gift for languages. I thought about being a secondary-school English teacher, but finally decided I love young kids too much so I chose elementary education. I’m starting my last year of college this semester. I can’t take a full load of classes, but I hope to finish by May next year.” Just a few years later than my peers.

“Your college adviser had glowing things to say about you. Dr. Baker is a friend. She said you’re her top student.”

“I’ve enjoyed her classes and was elated when she became my adviser.” And friend. Nancy Baker had been responsible for her getting her last job as a nanny and for telling her about this job.

I want this to work out. Lord, I may need Your assistance here.


He picked up the folder, opened it and scanned a piece of paper. “Your résumé mentions you were a nanny for the Petersons up until last month. What happened?”

“Mr. Peterson’s company transferred him to Houston. They moved there at the end of December.” Which stuck her with finding another job. She was temporarily working at a restaurant, but being a waitress wasn’t where her heart was.

“The past three days I’ve been interviewing some other applicants from an agency. I’ll make up my mind this weekend. I need help as soon as possible.”

Alexa heard a door shutting and then voices from the kitchen. According to Dr. Baker, Ian wasn’t married. Who else was in the house besides the daughter? “Dr. Baker told me you’re a CPA and with tax season coming up, you’ll need help temporarily with Jana’s schooling.”

“I was able to manage teaching her and running my business from home until lately. But now, I need someone to work with Jana on her studies, continuing where I’ve left off. I’ll still be involved as much as my job will allow, but for the next four months that won’t be a lot.”

The fact he was a single dad trying to be both parents touched Alexa. Across the room, their gazes linked, and for a brief moment her mind blanked. Finally she glanced toward the kitchen, the sound of a girl’s voice resonating through the air. “How old is Jana?”

“She’s ten. She’ll be eleven in two months, and she’s counting down the days.”

Again she looked directly at Ian Ferguson, the blue of his eyes startling behind his glasses, an intensity, full of seriousness, pouring off him. “May I ask why Jana is being homeschooled?”

“My daughter has struggled with school anxiety—no, it’s more than that. It’s separation anxiety, and she hasn’t attended since the end of August. In fact, she has problems sometimes even leaving our property.”

Even with the little she knew about separation anxiety, Alexa realized there was a lot more to the story. But the firm set of his jaw indicated there wouldn’t be any more information given out. “Does Jana like to write?”

“That and science are her favorite subjects.”

“Good, even at a young age I encourage children to write. What does she hate to do?”

One corner of his mouth lifted, a dimple in his right cheek. “Math. She probably won’t be following in my footsteps. She actually struggles in the subject, and I’m afraid my patience isn’t what it should be when I teach something that comes easy for me.” When his grin broadened, his whole face brightened, and laugh lines fanned outward from his eyes. The sparkle in those blue depths gave the impression of shared understanding.

But that was just an illusion. Alexa couldn’t find anything they had in common. For starters, a room like the one she was in would give her hives if she stayed in it long, whereas the man across from her appeared as though he fit easily into a formal setting. “I have some games to help kids learn math. It wasn’t easy for me when I was growing up, so I certainly understand what Jana is going through.”

“Do you have any questions about the job?”

“No, Dr. Baker explained what you need. I’ll be starting my spring semester at college in a couple of weeks. I take classes in the evenings and will have to leave by four on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“What kind of teaching schedule would you maintain?”

“I like to seize the moment, especially in a one-on-one setting. If something comes up that piques Jana’s interest, I’ll use that and run with it. If she saw a TV show about, say, dogs and was interested in a certain breed, then we’d do a unit around that breed. Start with the child’s interests and go from there is my motto.”

“How about that math she hates?”

“We’d get to it. She just may not realize it at first. I can incorporate some math into other units—disguise it somewhat so she doesn’t realize she’s learning math.”

Ian blinked rapidly then dropped his gaze to his lap. “I’m still checking out references and interviewing. But I’ll have an answer by Saturday.” He rose. “Now, let’s check on your car. I can try to start it. If it won’t work, I’ll give you a ride home.”

Alexa stood. “We don’t need to check on it. It won’t start. My cousin works for a garage. He’ll have to come tow it to the shop. This has happened before. My car has lived past its life expectancy thanks to my cousin. And if the Lord is willing, it will be resurrected for another couple of thousand miles.”

“And if not?”

She chuckled. “I’m in big trouble. All my extra money goes to finishing school. What’s life without a few bumps in the road? I’m not gonna worry about it until I have no other choice.”

“Let me go tell Jana and my housekeeper, Madge, I’m taking you home.”

“Are you sure? I can call a cab. It sounds like you have a lot of work to do.”

“I’m sure. I have to run a couple of errands, and Madge will be here for a few more hours. She’s only part-time. She comes Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

Did that explain the super-neat house, or was it because of the man before her? She suspected the answer was the man. “Then I accept the ride.”


 

Alexa pushed the car door open. “Thanks for the ride home.”

“No problem. I’ll call you one way or another about the job.” Ian sent her a smile, which she returned as she slid from the front seat.

When she left and strolled toward her duplex, his gaze traveled upward from her gold flats to her flowery patterned skirt of every bright color in the spectrum, to her heavy orange sweater that covered a sunshine-yellow turtleneck underneath. He stopped for a few seconds at her mahogany hair that fell in a mass of curls halfway down her back. Beautiful but wild, which he guessed was due to the wind. Her light scent of vanilla hung in the air, a reminder even after she’d left that she’d been in his car. His memory of her sloe-eyed gaze, so dark it was almost black, prodded him to give her a chance at the job. For a moment in the living room, their eyes had touched, and he hadn’t been able to deny the sense of connection. Which was why he was leery.

He’d decided on the ride to her place not to hire her. As she’d talked earlier at his house and in the car, he’d realized she was too different from what he was used to. And too young. He’d learned, painfully, opposites didn’t really attract. His ex-wife and he had gone in different directions since they had gotten married. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Although he wouldn’t have to be around Alexa much, her whimsical attitude would drive him up the wall in less than a week. What teacher didn’t have lesson plans? Okay, she was still studying to be a teacher and maybe she hadn’t gotten to that part. But still surely structure and organization were important to any teacher. And having a routine was definitely important for Jana. That was what had kept them both sane these past few months doing something he’d never dreamed he would do. That and the Helping Hands Homeschooling Group.

No, he’d go with the first candidate he interviewed two days before—a retired teacher whom the agency had sent. A young woman just wouldn’t give Jana the stability she needed right now in her life. Jana’s world had been rocked when her mother walked out on them fourteen months ago, a couple of weeks before Thanksgiving. She hadn’t even called her daughter on her last birthday or at Christmas. She’d only sent lavish presents with a signed card and a brief note, as if that were enough. The Fergusons—father and daughter—definitely didn’t need another flighty, irresponsible woman in their lives.

As he turned into a parking lot at a strip mall, his grip on the steering wheel tightened until pain streaked up his arms. Tracy had left him for another man and obviously didn’t even care about her own daughter. What kind of God would do that to a little girl whose world used to revolve around her mother?

Half an hour later Ian returned home after finishing his two errands. His daughter stood at the door to the garage waiting for him. After each interview, Jana had given her opinion of the candidate and none of them had pleased her. She wasn’t happy with him having to work more. She craved his attention, and was wary of strangers. He certainly understood why after her mother abandoned her—and him—for a man Jana had never met.

“Hey, pumpkin.” Ian entered the house, the scent of dinner teasing his senses. “Ah, Madge is making her lasagna for us. I love Tuesdays and Thursdays when she’s here to cook dinner.”


“Yep, your cooking isn’t exactly up to her standards.”

“I’d have to take classes for years to be up to her standards.” Another job he’d had to take over when his wife left. At least he’d graduated from putting prepared dinners in the oven to heat up to actually following a simple recipe.

“I asked her for lasagna because nothing is going right. Well, except the rocket launch.” His daughter’s mouth twisted into a pout. “I don’t want anyone else to teach me.”

“I can’t do it all right now. It’s only until the end of April. Not a life sentence.”

“I’ll work on my own when you need me to. I promise.”

“Your education is too important to me to leave it to random chance.” Sighing, he made his way to the family room and sat on the couch. He might be sorry, but he asked, “Which one of the five women do you like the best?”

“None.”

“That’s a first. You not wanting to give me your input.”

Jana huffed. “Oh, all right, the last one. At least she’s young. The others are old.”

“I beg your pardon. Most of them are in their thirties.” At least he thought so since he hadn’t asked their age. “I’m thirty-six and don’t consider myself old.”

“How about the first one? No way she’s even thirty-nine. Probably more like fifty. Maybe even sixty. She had gray hair. Lots of gray hair.”

“There’s nothing wrong with gray hair.” Touching the side of his head, he’d remembered finding a few gray strands yesterday morning.

“I need someone who can keep up with me. Please not her.”

“I’ll consider your suggestion. Why did you like the last one?” He recalled Alexa Michaels’s pert features. She was pleasing to look at, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. His wife had been a beauty, and she’d run off with another man. And besides, Ms. Michaels’s choice of clothes would keep anyone up at night or at the very least be a beacon in a dark room. And she was too young. He wanted someone with more experience.

Jana shrugged. “Besides not being ancient, she has red hair like me.”

“In other words, you don’t want anyone.”

“Bingo.”

He thought of the work piled up on his desk in his office and knew that wasn’t going to be an option. He’d been staying up late just to get some of that work done and wasn’t sleeping much. That lack was catching up with him.

His daughter wasn’t ready to go back to school. She rarely left the yard, and when she did, she was wound so tight he thought she would snap. Going to her therapist’s office once a week or on errands with him was about all she could handle and that only lately because of her counseling.

But most of all, the past few months he’d actually enjoyed teaching her. They had grown closer. Jana was doing so much better in her academics from last year. Homeschooling had been good for her. If only he could find someone to keep her on track while he was swamped with work.

He rose. “I’ll be in my office. Remember, you have that book to finish reading then write a report on it.”

Jana groaned, but flopped into the most comfortable chair in the house in front of the bay window and opened her book. As he left the family room, he glanced back at Jana, an intense look of concentration on her face—a face that reminded him of his ex-wife.

Ian clenched his hands and made his way through the kitchen and living room to his home office. Although folders were stacked high on his desk, the first thing he had to do was call the initial woman he’d interviewed and see if she would take the job. Alexa Michaels wouldn’t fit in.








Chapter Two



Finally, the lunch crowd thinned enough that Alexa could take a few moments to rest her weary feet before she headed home. She still wasn’t used to standing for long hours. Being a waitress definitely wasn’t her preferred job. Besides, she hated the “uniform” they had to wear—a pale blue dress with a white apron and ugly white shoes. She felt as if she was stuck in an old fifties sitcom. All she needed was a little cap on her head.

She eased into a booth with her hot tea and stretched her legs out, flexing her feet. “Ah,” she sighed the word and contemplated never getting up. She wished she’d gotten the job with Ian Ferguson, but he’d called last weekend and told her he went with someone else.

She’d thought the Lord had brought her to the Fergusons. She’d only known about the job because Dr. Baker was a friend of his and had insisted he talk with Alexa when Dr. Baker found out he was interviewing others to help him with Jana. Alexa had been wrong, which meant she was stuck with this job unless another one worked out. She had an interview tomorrow, but she just couldn’t seem to get excited about it as she had with the Fergusons. There was something about Jana and her situation that pulled at her. The wariness mixed with a touch of sadness made her yearn to help the child. She knew what it was like to lose someone special. At least being a waitress would pay the bills, and she could go to school the spring semester. But her student loans were mounting up. It would be years until she paid them off, and there were so many places she wanted to see.

Taking a sip of her tea, she leaned back and closed her eyes, relishing the rest before she left the café.

Someone cleared his throat. “Ms. Michaels?”

Alexa’s eyes flew open to stare up into Ian Ferguson’s handsome face—the same face that had plagued a few nights’ dreams. For a brief moment, no words came to her mind.

“Are you all right?”

“What are you doing here, Mr. Ferguson?”

He grinned. “I could say I stopped by for lunch.”

“It’s two-thirty. A little late for lunch. Besides, I’m off the clock now. You’ll have to get another waitress.”

“I came to see you.”

Her heart fluttered, but she squashed that fast. Had he reconsidered about giving her the job? No, it didn’t make any difference. There was a reason she didn’t get the job. She got the impression they would butt heads over what to do, and he was smart enough to have figured that out. Learning didn’t have to happen on a strict schedule, and she wasn’t going to change her philosophy because he thought it should. “Why, Mr. Ferguson?”

He slipped into the booth across from her. “Ian, please. My daughter has already reminded me lately I’m old in her eyes. Mr. Ferguson only reinforces that.”

“Old? What are you? Forty?”


He grimaced. “Thirty-six.” He paused a moment, then leaned toward her. “Are you still interested in the job?”

“Why? What happened to the woman you hired?”

“According to Jana she was Attila the Hun going through menopause. I didn’t even know my daughter knew what menopause was.”

For a few seconds she suppressed the urge to chuckle, but his perplexed expression coaxed it from her. “You’d be surprised what young girls know today.”

“I’m discovering that a lot lately. My little girl is starting to disappear. She’ll be eleven in a couple of months, and I’m not ready for her to grow up.”

“Before you know it, she’ll be a teenager.”

“Which really sends a chill through my body.”

“Don’t let her know. A teen can smell fear and use it to her advantage. It wasn’t that long ago that I was one of those creatures.” She gave him a smile and a wink.

“Just how old are you?”

“Don’t you know that you’re not supposed to ask a woman that? Or for that matter, a job applicant,” she said in a teasing tone.

He swallowed hard and averted his gaze for a moment, staring across the café as though trying to decide what to say next.

“I’m twenty-three.”

“You’re right. It hasn’t been that long since you were a teen,” he said almost to himself.

“Long enough. So what do you want?”

“I’d like to try you out as Jana’s nanny/tutor.”

Her hand around her cup of tea tightened. “I have a job interview tomorrow with a couple who have three boys. They’re friends of the people I worked for as a nanny.”


“I understand.” Ian leaned back in the booth, but there was nothing relaxing about his ramrod posture.

Alexa folded her arms on the table. “Let’s be honest with each other. I got the distinct impression you didn’t want me for the job. I think our approaches to life clash.” Boy, did they. He was wound too tightly for her. “From what you said, there were others you interviewed. Did you go through the whole list before coming here?”

“No. You’re the only other one I asked.”

“Why?”

“Because Jana preferred you over the others, especially Attila the Hun. She let me know that this morning, and frankly, after watching my daughter and the woman interact together, I agreed.”

“Why did she prefer me? We didn’t interact much.”

“You’re young and have red hair,” he said with a grin.

She lifted some strands. “This isn’t exactly red.”

“What can I say? She’s doesn’t always think logically or make sense.”

Logic would be important to him. Which sent up a red flag. She wasn’t known for her logic. Control was important to him also, and long ago she’d given over control to the Lord. Was this His desire? Was that why it hadn’t worked out for Attila the Hun? Was that why she hadn’t been able to get excited about the other job? “If you don’t mind, can I give you an answer tomorrow after my interview?” For a brief moment she was amazed she had said those words as if she would consider working for him rather than the couple she knew. Every logical reason told her to run from him and his job offer.

“Okay.”

“And if I decide to work for you, I don’t want a trial run. I’ll be quitting this job, and I need one that will last.”


“It will only last until the end of April.”

“That’ll be fine. Who knows? You may decide to extend my employment, that is if I take the job.”

“Thanks, Ms. Michaels.” He slipped from the café’s booth.

“Please, I don’t usually go by Ms. Michaels. It makes me sound too old.” She smiled, remembering his earlier comment. “Call me Alexa, and I’ll want Jana to use my first name, too. Will that be a problem?”

He sighed. “No, Alexa. I’ll wait for your call before I contact someone else.”

As he strode toward the entrance, she prayed the Lord showed her His direction.

 

“Can I have a word with you, Dr. Baker?” Alexa stuck her head into the office doorway of her adviser at Tallgrass Community College.

“Sure. Come in.” Sitting at her desk, the older woman, with short blond hair and a tall, reed-thin body, waved her inside.

Exhausted from tossing and turning the night before, Alexa sank into a chair. “I just had an interview with a couple that offered me a dream job, but when I left the house after talking with Mrs. David, I didn’t tell her I would take it. I couldn’t say the word yes. I kept thinking about Jana Ferguson and what the little girl has been going through with her anxiety.” And what the child’s dad was going through. Behind his austere countenance she’d glimpsed a vulnerability, especially at the café. He seemed lost—grasping to make sense of what was happening to him.

“I thought Ian employed a retired teacher to work with Jana.”

“It didn’t work out. He’s asked me to take over, but I don’t think he’s totally convinced I’m the right one for the job. I’m not sure I am, either. He wanted to hire me on a trial basis.”


“Then take the other one. You need a job.” Nancy Baker studied Alexa. “But that’s not really what you want to do, is it?”

“No. When I met Jana, I couldn’t shake the idea the job was meant for me, but then Ian didn’t hire me, so I thought I was wrong. Now I’m not so sure.”

“You think the Lord is leading you to the Fergusons?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have your answer and everything else will fall into place.”

Alexa grasped the arms of her chair and bent forward. “Can you tell me about Jana and her father?”

“I haven’t known him for long. We became friends last fall when he started attending Helping Hands Homeschooling meetings for support with teaching his daughter. Ian and I hit it off right away when we discovered he only lived a few blocks from me.”

“That’s the organization you started for homeschooling parents in this area?”

Nancy nodded. “There was no local support for those parents. I used to get a lot of calls about what they should do for their children. I’ve never said anything in my classes, but years ago I homeschooled my youngest and struggled at first. There wasn’t much around about it then. There is more now, but for these parents in Tallgrass I decided to form the group so they wouldn’t go through what I did. It’s really grown over the past three years.”

The more she got to know Nancy Baker, the more interesting the woman became. She was a widow with two grown sons, and she worked tirelessly for others at the college and their church. And now, Alexa realized, also with Helping Hands Homeschooling. “I’d love to come to one of your meetings. Would that be all right?”


“Sure. Have Ian bring you. He hasn’t been able to persuade Jana to attend any of the children’s activities we have yet, but he thinks she’s close. A couple of times he almost got her to go to the ranch we use for riding lessons. Jana loves animals.”

“So you’ve been around her?”

“Yes, he holds some activities at his house. Last fall we had a fishing rodeo at the lake behind his house, another time a picnic with fun games.”

“Do you know what has caused Jana’s anxiety?”

“Ian hasn’t come out and said anything to me, but it’s known that his wife left them. I don’t think they have much contact with her. Jana rarely talks about her mother. It’s the same with Ian.”

“How long has he been a single dad?” She told herself that question was purely for professional reasons, but deep down she couldn’t shake a connection that had sprang up between them in his living room. Did it have to do with the young girl or something else? Again the sense he was hurting assailed her, and she was a sucker for wounded people and animals. And when she thought of Jana, she felt the child’s pain. Alexa and her father had a troubled relationship. Was that why she felt such a connection with Jana?

“Over a year.” Nancy checked her watch. “Oh, dear. I’d better get a move on, or I’ll be late for my next class. There’s never enough time in the day for all I do.” She pushed to her feet and skirted her desk. “Jana’s very bright, but last year at school she didn’t do well. When she started having similar troubles at the first of this year and giving Ian problems about going to school, he decided to take her out even though all the literature says to try to keep the child with separation anxiety in school if possible. He thought his daughter needed more than what her present situation was offering.”


“Do you agree?”

“I’m not the parent. Ian is a smart man who loves his daughter very much. He’ll do what’s best for Jana. Be warned, I’m not sure Ian will be too easy to deal with at times.” She smiled. “But I think you can handle it. I also think this teaching experience will be very rewarding. After this semester, you only have a handful of classes left before your student teaching. You’re ready for this.”

Am I? “Hard work doesn’t scare me.” But that brief bond she’d experienced with Ian that day he’d interviewed her did. There were too many things concerning Ian Ferguson that reminded her of her father. Control of any situation had always been so important to her father.

“I know and that’s why I think you’d be perfect to shake up their lives.” Nancy started for the door with Alexa next to her.

Later, as Alexa left the Education Building on campus, she thought about what her adviser had said. Shake up their lives? Why does she think they need to be shaken up?

 

After parking her repaired car in the driveway on the following Monday, Alexa rang the bell at the Ferguson residence. While she waited, she tapped her booted foot to a country song she’d heard on the way over here. The tune continued to play in her mind.

When the door swung open, she sucked in a deep breath at the disheveled sight of Ian Ferguson standing in the doorway, minus his wire-rimmed glasses, which only highlighted his startlingly blue eyes. His hair was still wet and messy as though he’d just finished towel drying it. He was barefoot but wore black slacks and a gray long-sleeve shirt, hanging out of his pants and buttoned wrong. What stunned her the most, however, was his unsettled expression.


“You’re early. Do you always arrive half an hour early?” He combed his fingers through his short hair, trying to bring order to it.

“I didn’t want to be late for my first day on the job.” She pointed toward her car. “Although fixed, I never know how long the repairs will hold. I’ve got my cousin on speed dial. Is it okay to leave it parked there?”

“Fine.” He stepped to the side to allow her into the house. “Jana’s eating breakfast. Why don’t you go on into the kitchen and see her. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

He padded toward the left, disappearing down a hallway, while she went to the right and immediately spied the girl sitting at an oblong glass table that seated six before a floor-to-ceiling window. As she ate her cereal, listening to her MP3 player, she had a book open on her place mat and was reading it, her forehead wrinkled, a small frown on her face. Jana didn’t look up at Alexa until she stopped near the child.

“It’s time for school?” Jana’s grim expression deepened.

Alexa slipped into the chair near the girl. “No, not yet. I was a little early. I thought the first day we could spend time getting to know each other.”

The child’s eyes widened. “Have you run that by Dad?”

“Well, no, not yet.”

“You’d better. I have a timetable, and I’m sure he’s gonna want you to follow it.”

A timetable? That sounded worse than a schedule, more rigid. She shouldn’t be surprised. But the idea sent a shiver down her length. The years she’d lived at home, her father had insisted she follow a strict schedule—he might as well have said timetable—to the point she’d never felt she could just be a child, spontaneous, perhaps daydreaming, free to let her creative mind come up with something to do. Her mother had been more encouraging of Alexa’s naturally carefree nature, but she’d never directly interfered with her husband’s mandates.

As soon as she’d graduated from high school, she’d gotten into the used car that her grandfather had given her, and drove until she’d ended up in Tallgrass, Oklahoma, where some of her mother’s cousins were. Her father had insisted she go to Vanderbilt University and become a doctor like him. He’d dreamed of his child going into practice with him. When he’d first told her that, she’d laughed, not thinking him serious. She went weak-kneed at the sight of blood. How was she going to be a doctor?

“Okay, I’ll have a word with your dad.”

“About what?” a deep, gravelly voice said behind her.

Alexa glanced over her shoulder as Ian poured himself some coffee. Not a hair was out of place, and he’d buttoned his shirt correctly, as well as tucked it into his slacks. Didn’t he work at home? Or was he going out? “About spending some time with Jana getting to know her before we dig into schoolwork.”

“Sure. You have about twenty minutes right now. Would you like some coffee?” He lifted the pot as though preparing to fill a mug for her.

Alexa pressed her lips together before she blurted something out that would get her fired before she’d really started. Lord, I need patience. “I’ll pass on the coffee. Too bitter for me.” She rose, turning completely to face the man. “I was hoping Jana and I could spend a little more time than twenty minutes getting acquainted.”

Taking a sip of his drink, he rounded the kitchen island. “How much time are you talking?”

“Personally, I feel it should be all day, but at least this morning.”

“All day!” His eyes grew round. He peered beyond Alexa at his daughter. “Honey, I’m going to give Alexa a tour of the house and show her the room we use for our lessons. Why don’t you finish breakfast and read, then come to the classroom in, say—” he glanced at his watch “—thirty minutes.”

After a cursory look at the family room off the kitchen, she followed Ian to see the rest of the house, feeling as though she was taking a trip to the principal’s office. The tour took five minutes, with him waving his hand toward the entrance into his bedroom from the end of the short hall that led to it. He opened the door to his office and allowed her a quick peek inside—getting the impression of orderliness like an army barracks right before inspection—before moving on. Alexa passed the formal dining room on the way to Jana’s bedroom, where he paused for a good minute while she took in the perfectly neat, everything-put-in-a-specific-place room with no posters on the wall and little personal items on display.

The tour finally came to a stop at the classroom—five feet away from Jana’s door. He entered and stood off to the side while she circled the row of desks and tried to tamp down her sense of apprehension. This was a sterile model of a classroom in a school except there were only six desks. And why six? Did Jana move from seat to seat with each shift in subject matter?

He waved his hand toward the bookcase. “Those are the textbooks I’ve been using. I’ve left detailed notes of what I’ve covered with Jana and where I stopped.” He crossed to the “teacher’s desk” and picked up a stack of papers—more like the manuscript of a long book—and gave them to her.

She was in over her head. She didn’t care what Nancy Baker thought. This was worse than her adviser realized.

“Since I’ll be working a lot, I thought you could turn in lesson plans each night, and I’ll look them over and give them back to you with my notes before you start the next morning. Then you can adjust according to my suggestions.”

Examining the very detailed schedule—no, strike that, timetable—of what was to be done down to five-or ten-minute intervals, she really tried to keep the horror from her expression, but she must have failed, because he tilted his head to the side with a puzzled expression and asked, “Is there a problem with that scenario?”

Where do I begin? She drew in a deep, calming breath, then another one. “I know you’re paying me to work with Jana and teach her, but I must be able to establish a rapport with her or I won’t be able to maximize her learning. Doing that on a timetable is difficult.”

“What’s wrong with a timetable?”

The genuine inquiry in his question pulled at her. This man didn’t realize he didn’t control his life. It was in the Lord’s hands. No matter how much you structure your life, it could change instantly. Hers had her senior year in high school with the sudden death of her boyfriend. “Nothing per se, and I know that children need structure and boundaries, but not down to every five or ten minutes being planned. Being spontaneous in teaching can keep it exciting and alive for students. Help tap into their curiosity and creativity.”

“Jana has been learning much better than the whole of last year.”

His defensive tone underscored the fight she would have to change this man’s mind. She heaved a sigh and decided to take a risk. “I’m asking you to give me a week my way, and then if I haven’t convinced you, I’ll try yours.”

His eyebrows crunched together. “A week?”

“I need to get to know her. Her likes and dislikes. Her dreams.”


“I can tell you those. And although I want you to like Jana, I didn’t hire you to be her new best friend. You’re the tutor. I’ll still be involved some in her education. I promised her I wouldn’t totally abandon her.”

The force of his voice faded slightly at the end of the last sentence, making Alexa wonder what was behind those words. Was he talking about his wife walking out on the family? Or something else? Again that connection sprang up, and she wanted to help him any way she could with his daughter. He had a way of peering at her in a certain manner that sparked something deep inside her.

He looked away and stared out the window behind the teacher’s desk. Finally, after a long minute, he swung his full attention back to her. “Tell you what. I’ll give you a day to get to know my daughter. Then you can follow my schedule.”

She should make a stand and walk if he didn’t agree to her terms. She stared at the stony expression on his face now as though he regretted that brief glimpse of vulnerability. For that full minute she’d seen a war of emotions—pain, sadness, anger—flicker in and out of his eyes, and it had touched her more than she wanted to acknowledge. He wasn’t as in control of his emotions as he desired. Suddenly leaving Jana, and even Ian, was distasteful to Alexa. She would make this work somehow.

Lord, I’m gonna need Your help BIG time.

“Fine. I’ll take your schedule home tonight and study it.” Since I can’t burn it. “And I appreciate the notes on where Jana is educationally.” She gave him a sweet smile, remembering the look of hurt and sadness she’d seen in his eyes.

“I’m glad we’re finally on the same page.”

Of different books. Alexa headed for the hallway, needing to get out of the sterile classroom with a bookcase, one teacher desk and six student desks, a dry eraser board, a state-of-the-art computer and printer and a world globe. Her first job would be getting to know the ten-year-old child in her charge. The second was doing something about that classroom if she had to stay and teach in it. It needed color, posters, items to excite a child to learn.

In the corridor Alexa shifted to face him. “Why six desks?”

“If you look over the schedule, you’ll see where a group of students come to the house for math. I participate in a co-op through Helping Hands Homeschooling.”

“They do? Does Jana go to their house for classes?” Although she was pretty sure of the answer after talking with Nancy Baker, she hoped to get more information from Ian about their situation.

“Not yet. We do some things here, and it gets her around other children her age.”

“You told me she doesn’t go to a lot of places,” she said, trying another tactic to get some answers to the multiple questions she had about what had happened to make Jana the way she was. What happened to put that look of sadness in her eyes?

“She’ll go to the therapist and has managed a couple of other places with me there. But so far, that’s all.” His expression closed down, a tic twitching in his jawline.

“How about around the neighborhood, lake, yard?”

“Definitely the lake by our house and our yard. She’s also gone to our next-door neighbors’. Kelly babysits her some, always here, however. Alexa will go see Kelly sometimes, but never for long.”

“Kelly lives next door?”

“Yes, on the right. She’s fifteen and has befriended my daughter.” In the kitchen he refilled his mug with coffee. “I’ll be in my office if you need anything. We eat lunch at eleven-thirty.”


“Okay,” Alexa murmured while he left.

She definitely would go home tonight and read up on separation anxiety, but she didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out Jana was scared her father would leave her as her mother had. Alexa knew about loss. She also knew what it was like to be estranged from a parent. Although her father was marginally in her life, their relationship was shaky at best. What few conversations on the phone they’d had in the past five years had been stilted and formal. The pain of his rejection still twisted her stomach in a huge knot.

Entering the kitchen, Alexa covered the distance to Jana and sat next to her. When the child removed her earplugs and peered at her, Alexa asked, “What are you reading?”

“Silas Marner,” Jana said as though she’d taken a dose of foul-tasting medicine.

Nancy had said Jana was bright, and Alexa was beginning to see how bright. “What do you think of the story?”

“Booor—ing.”

“Then don’t read it. There are tons of good stories out there for you to enjoy.”

“Dad wants me to read one classic a week. I love to read, just not these type.” She flipped her hand toward the book. “They’re slow. I don’t care about the past.”

“Like any book, if you don’t care for the topic, it won’t be as interesting to you.” She pointed to the paperback. “For today I’d like you to put it aside. You can finish it tomorrow.”

“But Dad was gonna talk to me at dinner tonight about it.”

“I’m sure he can postpone it until tomorrow evening.” At least she hoped he would amend his schedule this one time. “He thought we should get to know each other first.”

Doubt turned the corners of Jana’s mouth down. “He did?” Jana scraped her chair back and leaped to her feet then whirled around and charged across the kitchen into the hallway.


Alexa quickly followed, hoping the path to Ian’s office didn’t become worn by the end of the day.

Jana hurried in to see her father. “Dad, I thought I had to finish Silas Marner this morning and write a report. Have you changed your mind? She says I don’t have to do it today.”

Alexa appeared in the doorway, the challenge to her authority still ringing in her ears. Ian’s narrowed gaze fixed on her. He’d begrudgingly gone along with the plan for her to get to know Jana first. Would he openly challenge her in front of his daughter?
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