






How would he care 
for the children?



Jared caught sight of Ashley tickling Emma under her chin and heard the little girl burst out in the giggles. Eric followed a minute later. For once the house sounded as it had when his sister was alive.


Then an idea burst in Jared’s brain as bright as any rocket during fireworks. In a short time, Ashley had straightened the house and engaged the twins, proving she wasn’t just a very attractive woman—which Jared intended to ignore. He was never going to get involved again, no matter how beautiful the woman or how strong his reaction to her. What he was interested in was Ashley’s skill with the twins.


What he needed was someone to watch the twins. From what he’d seen today, Ashley Ross would make a perfect nanny.


And with her in his corner, winning custody of the twins would be a cakewalk.
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Every good action and every perfect gift is from 
God. These good gifts come down from the Creator 
of the sun, moon and stars, who does not change 
like their shifting shadows.

—James 1:17






To Darcy, who’s managed to make, 
or should I say bake, a niche where once 
there was a need. Way to go, girl!
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Chapter One



The doorbell shattered his dream of Africa.

Jared Hornby shook off the blanket of sleep, raced for the front door and yanked it open. He stifled a groan.

She stood there—tall, capable and in control; Lady Justice come to dispense her judgment. Her pansy-blue eyes completed a quick survey of him before returning to his face. Jared found no emotion on her elegantly sculpted features.

Only the cascade of flaming orange-red hair that rippled past her shoulders in a waterfall of waves suggested that this woman might have a heart. That would make her substantially different from the other children’s services people who’d contacted him.

He’d put them off as long as he could.

Today was D-day.

“Jared Hornby? I’m Ashley Ross.” She thrust out a hand and shook his in a no-nonsense manner, apparently oblivious to the lightning jolt that shot from her slender hand up his arm. “I’m here because—”

“I know why you’re here, Ms. Ross.” Jared drew his tingling fingers away. Despite the “electrical” connection, he didn’t bother to disguise his frustration with her visit.

“You do?” She blinked spiky golden lashes.


“Of course.” He considered telling her to come back, but really, what good would that do? “Come in.”

“Uh—thanks.” She stepped into his sister Jessie’s house, her long narrow feet clad in unbusinesslike red sandals.

Jared’s attention strayed to the glittering turquoise polish that colored her toenails. It—she—was nothing like any of the previous social workers.

Ms. Ross shifted her stance, emphasizing her height and her incredibly long legs. She wore jeans, a T-shirt the color of her eyes and a fringed chambray vest. Even for Tucson that was casual dress for a social worker.

Jared had expected something else.

“Where should I start?” she asked. She set a metallic bag that looked like it could carry most of her worldly possessions on the dust-covered hall table.

“I don’t know.” Jared figured she was new at this. Not one of the other court people who’d shown up to discuss his parenting ability had ever asked his opinion—about anything. “Where do you want to start?”

“Wherever you prefer.”

“The kitchen?” he said.

“Okay.” Her gaze rested on his shoulder.

Jared tracked her stare to a stain on his T-shirt and immediately visualized a scoreboard with one mark deducted for lack of neatness.

“Breakfast is over?” Ms. Ross lifted an eyebrow. Her face was completely expressionless. So that tingle of awareness he’d felt hadn’t affected her?

“Er, no. The twins are still sleeping,” he explained.

“Well, I’ll start in the kitchen.” She moved forward.

“Wait!” Jared stepped in front of her, suddenly remembering he’d forgotten to clean up last night. Not a good place to assess his parenting abilities. Spaghetti for dinner had seemed such an easy choice. Of course, he’d never before made it with the help of two six-year-olds.

Actually he’d never made it at all.

“Uh, maybe the living room?” he offered.

“Fine.” She turned and followed him there.

Jared blinked at the wall with the hole in the plaster he hadn’t fixed. Then his gaze swerved to the pile of laundry he’d gathered but hadn’t had time to wash. First impression—zero. He stopped so abruptly Ms. Ross ran into him.

“Sorry. I’m really sorry,” he apologized.

She looked at him as if he’d lost most of his brain cells. He probably had. Instant fatherhood did that to a guy.

“It’s just that— I wasn’t expecting you this early— I mean, I’m a little behind—” He stopped because her wide blue eyes said she couldn’t care less about his silly excuses. “Start wherever you want, Ms. Ross,” he said, finally admitting defeat.

“It’s Ashley and it really doesn’t matter to me where we start, it’s just that Connie said— Whoa!” She gaped.

Jared guessed that was a reaction to the plywood-covered opening where a door was supposed to go. Or maybe the mountain of dirty clothes littering the sofa shocked her.

But Jared’s attention snagged on something else.

“You said Connie?” he repeated carefully.

“Yeah, Connie Ladden. Well, she was Ladden way back when we were in foster care. Now she’s Connie Abbot.” Ms. Ross frowned. “But you know that—her. Don’t you?”

“Yes, I know Connie.” His brain couldn’t make sense of this. Maybe because it got hung up on Ashley Ross’s intensely blue eyes.

“Connie said you needed help.” As she spoke, Ashley braided her masses of red-gold hair into two plaits and wound them around her head, like a crown. “She was coming herself.”

“Yeah?” He remembered that offer.

“Well, she’s not feeling well this morning. So I’m here to lend you a hand in her place.” Ashley began to sort the laundry, assembling piles of clothes according to color. After a moment she glanced at him, one imperious eyebrow raised. “Don’t you want to shower and change?”

“I guess.” But Jared didn’t move.

“Ew.” Her pert nose wrinkled in disdain at mud-covered shorts. “These should have been soaked.”

Jared thought the crown of hair made her look like a queen. Royalty vs. the mundane.

“You are not a social worker?” he asked carefully.

“Me? A social worker? Hardly. I’m a nurse. I told you, I’m Connie’s foster sister, Ashley Ross.” She checked her watch. “It’s almost eight-thirty. If these people are coming at eleven-thirty—”

“Eight-thir—? But I thought—” Jared glanced at his watch, shook it, then realized it wasn’t running. His mind did a video replay. The kiddies’ pool. Eric and Emma giving their toys a bath and his watch?

“The washer’s in here?” Ms. Ross stopped, surveyed the kitchen. “Oh, mercy.”

“Yeah, it’s in there.” Jared winced at the look on her face.

“Somewhere in here,” she muttered. “This is bad.”

“Very bad,” Jared agreed. He backed away. “Horrible. A mess.”

“All of the above,” she agreed, her eyes leveling with his, pink lips pursed.

“Yeah.” He backed up. “So, um, I’ll just go shower, then.”

“You do that,” she said, her forehead pleating in a frown.

Jared turned and escaped upstairs like the chicken he was. First he checked on the still-sleeping kids then took the precaution of calling Connie. “There’s a woman here,” he began.

“Yes, Ashley. I sent her to help you,” Connie’s husky voice assured him.

“That was nice. She, uh—”


“Jared, honey,” Connie said, smothering a laugh. “Ashley’s one of those people who can do anything in half the time it takes everyone else. If I were you, I’d just get out of her way and let her do her thing while you prepare for that meeting.”

Connie’s advice was usually good. He decided to take it.

“There is no way you can allow anyone to take the twins from you,” she added.

“No,” he agreed, “I can’t. Thank you, Connie. I hope you feel better soon.” Bemused by the morning’s events he stared at the phone until the dial tone intruded. Then he hit the shower.

When was the last time he’d taken his time in the shower? Sobered, Jared stared at his freshly shaven face in the mirror and faced the answer. Two months ago. The day his twin sister, Jessie, and her husband, Jeff, had died in a car accident, the night of their annual Valentine’s date.

The last sane day of Jared’s life.

Ever since then he’d been running on adrenaline, trying to make the world okay for two little kids who didn’t understand why their parents weren’t around anymore.

Speaking of which, Eric and Emma should be up by now. Jared pulled on his only clean T-shirt and jeans—well, relatively clean. He yanked the quilt on his bed into place in case some nosy social worker checked his room later, and then headed down the hall. Both kids’ beds were empty.

Fear gripped his heart and held on. He raced downstairs, yelling their names.

“Relax. They’re in the kitchen having breakfast.” Ashley beckoned to him.

Having jerked to a halt on the bottom step, Jared carefully stepped across the now-gleaming foyer tiles.

“It’s dry. I washed it first thing.” Ashley shrugged. “It needed it.”

“Yes, it did.” He followed the twins’ voices.

The kitchen didn’t exactly sparkle because unfinished oak floors couldn’t, but it looked better than it had since—Jared forgot everything as a fragrant aroma assaulted his senses. Coffee.

“Have a seat,” Ashley said.

Bewitched by the smell, Jared sat. She handed him a steaming mug across the clean table. His mouth watered as he lifted the cup to take a sip.

“Hey, Uncle Jared. We’re having oatmeal. Can you make oatmeal?” Eric lifted a spoonful of it to show him then slid it into his mouth. “I like oatmeal.”

Since Eric hated almost everything, Jared could only stare.

“It’s not my fave, but it’s okay.” Emma glanced around. “Did you know Ashley was coming, Uncle Jared?”

“No,” he said, amazed by the results the redhead had achieved in such a short time. “But I’m sure glad she’s here. Thank you,” he said to Ashley.

“Not a problem. Your dad stopped by while you were in the shower. He offered to help so I asked him to spray wash the patio. He did but said he had to leave.” She shrugged. “We used all the milk so I also phoned in an order for groceries. Okay?”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” he said, amused by the idea of saving a trip to the grocery store.

“You can if you pay a delivery fee,” she said, starting another load in the washer.

It would have saved so much time if he’d only known that.

The doorbell rang. Jared looked at her.

“Probably the groceries.” She opened the fridge to show off its sparkling depths. “Once I threw out the moldy stuff, you didn’t have much left to eat besides the jars of condiments. You must really like pickles.”

Not him. Jessie.

“I’ve been meaning to clean that,” he said, gritting his teeth. Like he needed it emphasized that he didn’t have the fridge loaded with healthy stuff. “Thanks.”


“No problem.” She smiled, her grin open and friendly.

Jared relaxed, just a little. So far nothing seemed to be a problem to Ashley Ross.

As fast as a procession of grocery bags were deposited on the counter, Ashley stored them, leaving Jared to pay. When the delivery boy was gone, she faced him.

“If the kids are finished eating, maybe they should get dressed?” Ashley checked her watch then shot him a pointed look.

Bossy. Pushy. A buttinsky. He knew what needed to be done.

“Their clothes are all laid out. They bathed last night.” Jared wiped Eric’s chin and dabbed at Emma’s dainty nose where a spot of brown sugar had landed. “You guys go on up and get changed. Remember I told you a lady is coming today?”

“We know.” A very adultlike Emma gripped his arms as he swung her off the chair then slapped her hands on her tiny hips. “Behave and remember our manners.”

“And don’t ask questions,” Eric added.

“Right.” Jared high-fived them. “Don’t forget to make your beds, either.”

It still amazed him that they could do that. The fluffy duvets were easier for the twins to manage than sheets and blankets. Jessie’s idea. She’d been so smart about that kind of stuff, and Jared wasn’t. But at least this morning the kids scampered away giggling and carefree—for the moment.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Ashley said quietly, blue eyes dark and serious. “Connie told me. It must be terribly hard for you.”

“Yeah.” Jessie’s loss was profoundly tough, on so many levels. But Jared was not going into that. Not now. Not with her. “Anything I can help with?”

“The garage?” She quirked one royal eyebrow, once more projecting that imperious demeanor. “The door is locked—”

“As it should be,” he said firmly. “It’s off-limits to everybody.”


“I’m not sure you should say that to children’s services,” Ashley warned, her tone mildly chiding. She tilted her golden-red crown to one side. “What’s in there anyway?”

“Skeletons,” he said.

“Uh-huh.” Ashley’s queenly jaw tilted upward. “Truthfully?”

“Actually they are skeletons—of cabinets I’m making for this kitchen. I thought if I could show my work, I could earn some extra money at night, while the kids sleep.” His dropping bank account grew closer to red every day.

Judging by the way she narrowed her eyes, Queen Ashley wanted to ask more. But then the twins returned. And they were not happy.

“I can’t find Mr. Mudrake, Uncle Jared,” Emma told him, hands on her hips again. “He was on the sofa but everything’s moved.”

“I just tidied up a little, Emma.” Ashley squatted so she was on the child’s level. “Who is Mr. Mudrake?”

“A big ugly frog,” Eric said.

“He’s not ugly,” Emma growled.

“I’ll bet he’s a handsome prince,” Ashley teased with a wink at Jared. “I tucked him into the toy box. He was tired.”

“Are you sure he’s okay?” Miss Em questioned everything lately, Jared noticed.

“I’m positive. But you can check on him if you like,” Ashley said.

“Okay.” Emma raced away. She returned with a huge smile. “He said he’s staying there. He wants a longer nap.”

“Sleepyhead.” Ashley touched her mussed brown hair. “May I comb your hair?”

“Well, are you going to put it in those knobs that Uncle Jared always makes me wear?” Emma demanded. “I hate those and the kids at school always laugh at me.”

“What do you like?” Ashley asked.

“Ponytails?” Emma suggested after some thought.


“Good. I can pull them.” Eric caught Jared’s glare. “Kidding,” he said.

“I hope so.” Jared watched Ashley and Emma disappear upstairs. “She should have told me she didn’t like how I did her hair.” His ever-present parental insecurity multiplied. “Your mom always used to—” He stopped. Was it bad to keep talking about Jessie with them?

Another minefield Jared constantly tiptoed around.

“I think that’s why Em doesn’t like it,” Eric said, his voice very quiet. “It reminds her of Mom.” Then he smiled. “She was way better at it than you, though. You suck at doing hair, Uncle Jared.”

“Thank you very much.” Jared tugged his nephew’s ear. “Could we please clean up our language? Suck is not on my approved list.”

“Derek says it all the time at school. His dad doesn’t care.” Eric scuffed his sneaker toe against the floor.

“You’re not Derek.” In those words Jared heard echoes of his parents. “Let’s clean up the backyard. Then we could shoot some hoops.”

“You suck at that, too. And sometimes you don’t keep score right.” Eric waited for a reaction then shrugged. “I guess we could, for a while. But it’s Saturday. We usually do fun stuff on Saturday, Uncle Jared.”

“We have to wait until the lady comes, remember? She made special arrangements to visit today so you guys would be home from school,” Jared reminded.

“Why is she coming anyhow?” Eric followed him outside.

They couldn’t play hoops because someone—Ashley or his dad?—had painted the cracked and broken patio with the gray paint Jared had bought last week. His dad hated painting.

Queen Ashley sure was thorough.

It took only a few minutes to pick up the things strewn across the grass. The sun shone strongly but Jared wasn’t sure the patio paint was totally dry so he suggested they climb up on the big trampoline. They began bouncing while he struggled to explain in six-year-old terms something he wasn’t sure he understood himself.

“They’re coming because they need to decide if it’s okay for you guys to live with me, if I can look after you all right.” Jared wasn’t going to tell the kid he was the only alternative to their elderly grandparents. “This lady has to make sure I’m up to the job.”

“Are you?” Eric stood perfectly still, head tilted to one side.

“Yes.” Jared faked confidence.

“Huh.” The boy didn’t sound convinced.

I don’t blame you, kid. I’m not sure, either, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to walk away from you and your sister.

They bounced and talked about school and baseball and summer’s soon arrival until Ashley opened the patio door and waved at them.

“There’s someone here to see you,” she said. “In the living room.”

Jared moved through the house, marveling at its organization. Jessie would be proud of her home today, even if it was an old fixer-upper. The worst of the unfinished repairs were now almost invisible thanks to strategic pictures, lamps and furniture that had been moved. Even a few bright flowers perched on the mantel, clipped from Jessie’s wedding bush in the front yard.

The place looked like a home.

“Mr. Hornby?”

He nodded, stifling a groan. The children’s services matron was everything he’d imagined she would be. Lean with a severe face that almost screamed judge, jury and executioner.

“I’m Loretta Duncan. I’m here to do an assessment.”

“Hello.” He shook her thin clawlike hand and waved at her to be seated. “Do we really need another assessment?” he asked just to let her know he wasn’t backing down from his guardianship claim. He introduced the kids. From the corner of his eye he saw Ashley coax Eric and Emma from the room.

“Our assessments help us ensure you meet all the conditions required to care for these children,” Ms. Duncan recited, studying her notes.

“Even though their parents made me their godfather?” Pain stabbed his heart and clogged it with burning loss. “And neither set of grandparents are able to do the job?”

“Even though,” Ms. Duncan agreed, her voice firm. “Now, I see the house has been cleaned. That’s good. Apparently it was a disaster last time.”

“The last time someone from your office was here, the children were sick with colds. Hardly a good time to visit.” Jared chafed at the need to explain.

“Hmm. Before we begin, may I look around?” she asked.

“Look wherever you like,” he invited. He was going to say “except the garage” when he remembered Ashley’s comment. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“I do not drink stimulants,” she said in a stern tone.

“Oh.” He wasn’t exactly sure where to go from there, but Ms. Duncan didn’t seem bothered. She rose and walked away. As she moved, she touched a surface here and there, making notes on her pad and murmuring something he couldn’t hear.

The old house needed a ton of work. He’d slaved every free moment since he’d arrived and hardly made a dent. If you looked closely enough…

Jared felt the weight of his responsibility like a load of bricks on his heart, but no way would he give up. Not today, not next week—no matter how many “assessments” they did. The twins were his. Just let anyone try to take them away.

“I’ll be outside when you need me,” he said and received a grunt that he assumed meant Ms. Duncan agreed he could leave for now.

Squeals of laughter from the backyard drew his attention. Jared followed the sound. He stopped short when he saw Ashley parade across the grass, nose in the air, a long scarf draped around her neck and trailing behind her like a train as she moved regally across the lawn, one small fist pressed against her chest.

“A queen,” Emma squealed. Her dark ponytails—perfectly combed ponytails—flopped up and down in her excitement. “You’re being a queen. The Queen of Hearts—the one who ate tarts?”

“Yes. Now it’s your turn.” Ashley sank to the ground in graceful elegance, long legs bending under her like one of the kids’ rubberized flexible toys. She winked at Jared and patted the grass next to her. “Join us?”

“Uh—” Jared was lousy at games. It was too hard to push away the anger that festered inside and pretend he wasn’t furious with God for taking his loved ones.

“We’re playing charades. You can be next,” she promised. “Sit.”

Jared sat.

The twins had been reticent to make new friends since their parents’ deaths. In public, among strangers, they stuck close to him, as if afraid he’d disappear from their lives, too. Yet Ashley Ross had managed to feed them breakfast, comb Emma’s hair and engage them in a game that they clearly liked.

Who was this wonder woman?

Emma now carried the same scarf Ashley had worn. But she chose to lay it on the grass, carefully stretching each corner to ensure the chiffon laid flat. Then she lay down on it, but only for a second. She got up; she lay down. Up, down.

“I don’t get it,” Eric complained. “Uncle Jared, what’s she doing?”

“No clue.” Jared noticed the flicker of a smile that tugged at Ashley’s wide mouth. “Do you know?”

“Uh-huh.” She chuckled when Emma folded her hands under one cheek as if asleep. “The Princess and the Pea?” she guessed.

“Yes!” Emma giggled like a carefree child should.

Which she would be, Jared reflected, once Emma got past her loss. Clearly Ashley helped her do that, royal manner notwithstanding.

“That’s a silly one,” Eric grumbled. “Who knows a story about dumb old peas?”

“I do. And I won.” Emma did a little happy dance across the grass. Then she flopped down beside Ashley, face beaming.

“Well, it’s my turn now and I’m gonna do something way better than dumb old peas.” Eric grabbed the scarf and wrapped it around his head to make a kind of mask. Then he walked on tiptoes over to Emma, bared his teeth and growled.

“That’s easy,” Emma said. “The big bad wolf.”

“Which one?” Eric demanded. “You have to say which fairy tale, don’t you, Ashley?”

“Yes, I’m afraid you do. Which one do you choose, Emma?” She smiled at the little girl who looked deep in thought.

“I think it’s the wolf from The Three Little Pigs,” Emma decided finally.

“Wrong.” Eric stood in front of Jared. “Who do you guess, Uncle Jared?”

“Me?” On the verge of backing out, he glanced at Ashley. No way she’d let him escape. “Uh, I don’t know.” He’d never dealt in fairy tales. Never wanted to after his dream of happily ever after had died in Africa. “I give up.”

“You can’t. You have to take one guess at least,” Emma declared. “That’s the rule.”

“Oh.” Jared tried to think of something but his mind blanked. “Do it once more,” he said, buying time. He saw Ashley hide her smile. While Eric performed his act again, Jared leaned near her. “Hints?” he murmured.

“Against the rules,” she whispered back.


“My house, my rules.” He waited, pinning her with a dark look. “Help me.”

After an imperial stare she nodded once.

“Red, with a hood.” She didn’t even move her mouth to say it. “Who am I, Uncle Jared?” Eric was growing impatient.

“Uh, the wolf in Little Red Hood?” he said.

“Red Riding Hood,” the woman beside him corrected. A strand of red-gold hair slipped forward. She slid it behind one ear. Her eyes mesmerized him.

“That’s what I said,” Jared muttered.

“Sure you did.” Ashley tucked her chin to hide her grin.

“Uncle Jared wins.” Delighted to have fooled his sister, Eric did his own little dance before holding out the scarf. “Your turn, Uncle Jared.”

“My tur— No!” Jared shook his head as if that would help his case. “I mean, you guys go ahead. You’re doing well. But I—”

“You what?” Ashley’s big blue eyes held his, waiting. She glanced toward the twins who were whispering some secret. “Don’t know any fairy tales?”

“Of course I know some fairy tales,” he shot back, and then wished he hadn’t. The truth was Jared’s knowledge of fairy tales extended only as far as those DVDs Jessie had bought for the kids to watch, and that was because he’d played them over and over in the past two months whenever he ran out of ideas and needed something familiar for the kids. Well, he sort of “knew” them. “I can’t think of any fairy tales right now.”

Eric and Emma wore resigned faces. It occurred to Jared that he backed out of a lot of their activities because he was uncomfortable with acting as if everything was okay. That was probably the wrong thing to do, but then he was learning there were a lot of those when it came to parenting.

“I’ll just watch,” he said.


“I thought Connie said David and Wade had been helping you out.” Ashley’s head tilted sideways as she studied him.

“They have.” Truthfully, Jared’s two pals had been his life-line to sanity since his sister’s death. Two months and he still couldn’t quite believe Jessie wouldn’t come bursting through the door, demanding to know how he’d treated her “babies.”

“And David’s sister?” Ashley pressed.

“Darla? Yeah, she’s been here a lot, playing with the twins.” Jared frowned. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“I met Darla. She’s all about fairy tales.” Ashley grinned. “How could you possibly forget a fairy tale given her, um, obsession over them?”

“Obsession?” Well, that made sense given that Darla had a brain injury that had left her with a mental age of around ten. Jared figured some of Darla’s obsession must have rubbed off on the twins because they’d played some game about fairy tales for the past three evenings.

Fairy tales. Stories passed down through generations. Suddenly Jared was back in Africa, listening to the village elders recite past glories and tumultuous victories while the kids reenacted them. An idea clicked. He held out his hand.

“Give me that scarf.”

“Attaboy,” Ashley cheered.

Jared draped the scarf over his head so it fell to his shoulders. His discomfort at looking stupid melted when he caught sight of Eric and Emma’s wide happy grins. Maybe he could get this part of fatherhood right.

A blanket they’d used yesterday lay draped across a picnic table. Jared grabbed it and gathered it like a cloak.

“King,” Emma said immediately.

“But which one?” Ashley tapped her bottom lip with one slender finger.

“Not a king.” Something he’d done had set them on the wrong track. Jared thought quickly before walking over to a blue paloverde tree. He selected a branch then stripped off one new shoot. He tested its weight and then began to parry and thrust.

“You’re poking something,” Eric yelled excitedly. “Stabbing?”

“Not quite.” Jared felt like a fool but he’d started this and he was going to finish it. He stood straight, bowed in front of Ashley then pressed the hilt of the stick to his side. His audience remained silent, puzzled. “Second clue,” he said. He drew a circle on the grass, marked twelve spots around it then sat down at one of them.

“I don’t know any fairy tales about eating dinner, Uncle Jared.” Emma’s disapproval chided him. “Except the three bears and Goldilocks.”

“Nope. And it’s not dinner.” Jared jumped to his feet and began moving the stick once more, frustrated that he couldn’t get even a silly playact right.

“Excuse me.” Ms. Duncan stood in the French door, staring at him as if he’d lost what little sanity he’d begun the day with.

Which he probably had.

“We were just playing a game.” Jared slowly removed the scarf from his head and dropped his sword and cloak. His face burned with embarrassment. “Did you want to speak to me now?”

“If you have time.” Ms. Duncan did not crack a smile.

Jared turned to go inside with her, but Emma raced over and tugged on his arm.

“That’s not fair, Uncle Jared. You have to tell us what you were acting,” she said with a frown at the social worker.

“Oh. I was Sir Galahad. One of King Arthur’s knights. Of the round table.” Both kids blinked in confusion. “You know— Camelot?”

Ashley’s blue eyes widened. Then a tiny smile shaped her lips.

“I’ve heard of it,” she admitted.


“Who?” Emma demanded.

Jared sighed.

“I’ll read you the story later, guys. Maybe you can keep playing the game with Ashley for now?” He glanced the redhead’s way. “Would you mind staying with them for a few minutes more?”

Ashley studied him for several moments. At first he thought she might refuse but then Emma twined her fingers into Ashley’s and she finally nodded.

“I can stay a little while longer,” she agreed. “But I do have an appointment to get to.”

“Okay. I’ll be done as quickly as I can. You guys play on,” he said, sparing a moment to wonder what appointment the lovely Ashley had on a Saturday.

“I don’t want to play anymore. I’m thirsty.” Miss Em planted her sneakers on the grass in a way that told Jared she couldn’t be cajoled.

“Me, too.” As usual Eric followed his twin’s lead.

“How about some juice? I saw orange, grape and apple when I unpacked the groceries.” Ashley gave Jared an outrageous wink. “Would you like a drink, ma’am?”

“Yes, actually I would,” Ms. Duncan said, her face relaxing a fraction. “It’s very warm for April. Orange juice, if you don’t mind.” She led the way inside.

Jared rolled his eyes at Ashley then followed Ms. Duncan to the living room, and sat down on a straight-backed chair Jessie had recovered last year.

“Shall we begin?” Ms. Duncan asked.

“Sure.” Jared hoped he didn’t look like he was sweating bullets. “I’m ready whenever you are. Ask me anything.”

“All right.” Ms. Duncan cleared her throat. “Tell me how you intend to care for these children, Mr. Hornby.”

How would he care for them? Jared caught sight of Ashley tickling Emma under her chin and heard the little girl burst out in the giggles. Eric followed a minute later. For once the house sounded as it had when his sister was alive. He was so angry at God for taking Jessie.

Then an idea burst in Jared’s brain as bright as any rocket during fireworks. In a short time, Ashley had straightened the house and engaged the twins, proving she wasn’t just a very attractive woman—which Jared intended to ignore. He was never going to get involved again, no matter how beautiful the woman or how strong his reaction to her. What he was interested in was Ashley’s skill with the twins.

He had a job lined up. What he needed was someone to watch the twins. From what he’d seen today, Ashley Ross would make a perfect nanny.

And with her in his corner, winning custody of the twins would be a cakewalk.








Chapter Two



“So far, so good, Connie,” Ashley whispered into her phone. “The children’s worker is here now so we’ll see how it goes.”

“That could last awhile and you have plans,” Connie murmured. “I’ll come over.”

“No! Do not come over here,” Ashley hissed. “You’re probably contagious. I have a while before my interview. I can stay a little longer.”

After coaxing Connie’s agreement, she hung up, trying not to listen to the conversation in the next room as she got the children involved in coloring pictures to decorate the fridge. The grueling questioning Jared endured and his steady answers clearly showed how much the big man cared for the two munchkins now seated at the table.

She poured juice for Jared and Ms. Duncan and carried it into the other room. Jared rose and took the tray, setting it on the table. Typical Sir Galahad gesture.

A smile tugged at her mouth as he cast her a droll look that said he wanted to escape. Just as quickly she stifled her mirth. He was good-looking in a heartthrob kind of way, but she wasn’t interested. Not at all.

“I brought a glass of juice for each of you.” Ashley bent and placed the glasses in front of Jared and Ms. Duncan.


“I believe you’ve already met Ashley? She and I have a common friend,” Jared explained to Ms. Duncan. “Connie Abbot. Maybe you’ve heard of her?”

“Oh, yes, we know Mrs. Abbot well at Children’s Services.” The woman actually smiled. “We often benefit from her charities.” She squinted at Ashley. “Do you work for Mrs. Abbot?”

“I, um, help her sometimes,” Ashley hedged. She quickly changed the subject. “I’m currently staying with her. I just moved back to Tucson.”

“You have a job here?” Ms. Duncan asked.

Strictly speaking, Ashley knew she didn’t have to answer. What she did was none of this woman’s business. But Connie had told her how much Jared wanted to keep the twins and she’d seen for herself how hard he was trying to do the right thing, including playacting fairy tales, which he clearly abhorred. She couldn’t do anything to jeopardize his chance at guardianship.

“Not yet,” she said, lifting the tray and preparing to leave.

“Ashley’s a nurse. I’m sure it won’t be hard for her to find work,” Jared reassured the nosy woman.

“Did the children need a nurse today?” Ms. Duncan’s tone oozed innuendo.

“No. Of course they didn’t.” Jared tipped back his tousled head and looked at Ashley, his burnt chocolate eyes smoking black with temper.

Ashley frowned at the hint that Eric and Emma weren’t being properly cared for. According to Connie, this man would bend over backward for his charges.

“I came in Connie’s place,” Ashley butted in before Jared could say something he might regret. “Connie intended to visit with the twins this morning so the two of you could chat freely, but she fell ill. Jared has a lot of support from his friends, Ms. Duncan. Connie, her husband, Wade, and their friend David Foster have been helping the twins make the transition.”

Okay, maybe name-dropping wasn’t apropos, but it couldn’t hurt to let this woman know that Jared had the influential support of both a well-known Tucson architect and a respected lawyer in his bid for custody. At least it silenced Ms. Duncan. For the moment.

“Excuse me.” Ashley shared a look with Jared. “I’d better get back to the twins.”

“Thanks a lot.” He did look grateful. Sort of. Or mad.

Ashley left the room as a wealth of empathy surged inside. How appallingly agonizing to lose your sister and then have to step into her shoes. How honorable of him to even try. Parenting two six-year-old children was a lot to ask of anyone. Especially a single guy with no experience. At least Ashley didn’t think Jared had experience.

But she didn’t feel sorry for him. What was there to feel sorry for? Her entire life she’d begged Heaven for two things—a home of her own and a family. As an adult she intended to make the home part come true, but inside she still yearned for that tangible connection with someone who would wrap an arm around her shoulders and say, “I’m here for you. I love you, no matter what.”

Jared had that in his parents and the twins. They had Jared.

Ashley had no one.

An orphan for as long as she could remember, Ashley had found acceptance and love in her final foster home in North Dakota, the one she’d shared with Connie. But she’d always known the Martens weren’t her real family. They were loving people who’d given her a wonderful home and plenty of love when she’d needed both. She had no doubt they’d be there to listen if she dropped by, but they had other needy kids. Besides, Little Orphan Ashley was all grown up.

Or she should be.

“You look sad, Ashley. Are you?” Eric’s hand touched her arm, his brown eyes, so like his uncle’s, brimming with compassion.


“Not really. Just thinking.” She forced a smile to her lips. “Shall we play another game?”

“I’d rather make cookies.” Emma climbed down from her stool at the breakfast bar, grape juice splattered across her shirt. “We used to do that with our mom sometimes. But she died.”

“Daddy died, too,” Eric added in a solemn tone.

“I heard about that. I’m so sorry.” Ashley felt the anguish emanating from the two as they shared a sad glance. She crouched down and slid an arm around each waist. “But I know they loved you very much.”

“Yeah.” Emma sighed. “They’re in Heaven now.”

“Yeah, in Heaven,” Eric echoed. He poked Ashley’s arm. “Uncle Jared doesn’t know how to make cookies. Do you?”

“Sure. Chocolate chip?” Both little faces lit up. For a nanosecond Ashley was relieved. Then she remembered the empty cupboards. Maybe there weren’t any baking ingredients in the house.

“I like lots of chocolate,” Emma ordered.

“I like peanut butter,” Eric added.

“I think we’ll have to check first to make sure we have what we need. Now let’s see.” Ashley rose and began opening cupboard doors. She heard snickers behind her and turned. Emma and Eric were almost doubled over with the giggles. “What’s so funny?”

“The chocolate chips aren’t in there,” Eric hooted. “You have to look in the stash.”

“The stash?” Ashley moved to check the corner cupboard where Emma was pointing. “Oh, my.” An array of chocolate treats filled the lowest shelf.

“My sister had a sweet tooth.” Shades of pain colored Jared’s hushed voice.

Ashley caught herself wishing she could make it better for him. She studied him as he leaned against the door frame. His height topped her five feet ten inches by a good half a foot. It wasn’t often she could wear heels and still be shorter than a man. She rather liked the dainty, protected feeling it gave her.

Her brain blasted a warning. Do not trust him.

“Ms. Duncan wants to talk to you two,” he said to the twins. “Are you ready?”

“Are you going to be there, Uncle Jared?” Eric asked as his forehead furrowed.

“I don’t think—”

“He’s going to be there,” Ashley butted in, pinning Jared with her gaze. “Your uncle is going to hear every question and if you have trouble answering, he’ll help you. He won’t let anything bad happen.”

“Okay.” Eric headed for the other room. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Me, too.” Emma walked a little way then stopped and glanced behind her. “Come on, Uncle Jared.”

“Coming.” He waited till Emma was out of earshot. “I can speak for myself,” he muttered as he passed Ashley. “Besides, she said she wanted to talk to them alone.”

“You’re their guardian, Jared.” She gripped his arm. “You hear everything that’s said unless a judge decides otherwise. That’s your right. And your duty.”

“And you know this because?” He didn’t look convinced.

“Because I was a foster kid. Look, I’ll explain later. For now, just be there. If you’re uncomfortable with any questions, stop them.” She gave him a tiny shove in the back.

“I suppose you’ll insist on coming in with us?” Those dark eyes made it clear Jared Hornby never asked for help.

“Sure I will.” She smiled. “You might need me.”

“Doubtful. I can manage this on my own.” He turned and walked out.

“Because you’ve been doing such a bang-up job so far,” Ashley mumbled under her breath as she followed him. That probably wasn’t fair, but having been through the foster system numerous times she was familiar with the kinds of questions that would be asked.

And the kind that shouldn’t be answered.

“Good, you’re back. Actually I have a couple of other questions for you first, Mr. Hornby.” Ms. Duncan shifted her papers. “Where did you reside before the—er—”

“I was staying with my dad.” Jared rushed to answer as he glanced at the kids. “I returned home before Christmas. Mom has been ill so I decided to move back—”

“From?” Ms. Duncan’s pen scratched furiously.

“Australia.” His voice altered, hardened. “I’d been living there for several years, working as a contractor. Before that I was a missionary in Africa. A high school teacher.”

Ashley could tell by his pinched lips that he didn’t like talking about that part of his life and wondered why. It sounded exciting.

“So you weren’t intending to take up permanent residency in Tucson.” Ms. Duncan scratched more.

Ashley took that scratching as a bad sign.

“Actually, yes. I was looking for accommodation before the accident,” Jared said quietly.

“You’ve been looking since Christmas?” Ms. Duncan frowned. “It’s April. Surely it doesn’t take that long to find a place to stay in Tucson.”

“For me it does. I like to do woodwork.” He shot Ashley a glance.

She immediately thought of the locked garage door. His tools, she realized.

“And?” Ms. Duncan’s pen tapped against her pad, displaying her impatience.

“I wanted a workshop. In fact, I am making cabinets for this house.” His tone left no doubt that he’d prefer to be there now, working instead of answering a bunch of questions.

Careful, Ashley warned mentally. Don’t antagonize her.


“Ah.” Ms. Duncan studied him for several moments, made another note then lifted her lips in what might be called a smile. “Now, children, I’d like to ask you about living with your uncle.”

“Why? Did we do something wrong?” Emma’s fear was palpable.

“No, sweetheart, you didn’t.” Jared lifted her onto his knee. A moment later Eric joined his sister. They both clung to their uncle’s big tanned hand.

Ashley’s throat jammed closed at the heart-wrenching picture the three of them made supporting each other. Forget the appointment. She would spare whatever time it took for this hurting family.

But the interview dragged on until both kids were yawning and fretful. After the first half hour, Jared did little to hide his irritation at the woman’s continued probing. He objected when her inquiries grew too intrusive so Ashley took it upon herself to interrupt and smooth the waters whenever tensions grew. Which was often.

“Are you Mr. Hornby’s legal representative?” Ms. Duncan demanded, testy after several such disruptions.

“Goodness, no.” Ashley laughed. “It’s just that I grew up in foster care so I’ve heard all these questions before. I’m only trying to help.”

“I see.” Ms. Duncan was not impressed.

“I’m sorry, but when you called you said this would take under an hour. You’ve been here much longer.” Jared’s face tightened. “I’m not trying to be rude, Ms. Duncan, but Saturday is my day to run errands and do fun things with the kids. This isn’t fun.” He glanced down at the children. Bored, they’d dropped the plastic blocks they’d been playing with and now ignored the cars, dolls and other paraphernalia from their toy bin. “Could we continue another day perhaps?”

Ashley wanted to cheer. He’d phrased it perfectly.


“It’s such a lovely spring day outside. Kids need fresh air and movement to stay healthy, don’t they, Ms. Duncan?” His eyes gleamed with cunning.

“Well, yes.” Ms. Duncan’s face turned pink under his fulsome smile.

“I’m sure Ms. Duncan has her own things to do today,” Ashley murmured, standing on one foot while the other woke up. “It must be inconvenient to work on your day off.”

“We are compensated for overtime,” the woman said stiffly. But she also rose. “I believe I have enough to fill out my assessment forms in the office. You will hear from me when I am prepared to do another assessment.”

“Do you know when that might be?” Jared asked.

“We prefer to arrive unannounced. We get a better picture of the family then. Nothing is staged,” she said, glancing around the room.

“Sure. No problem. Come whenever you like. I’ll see you to the door now.” Jared shot Ashley a look.

She translated it to mean “keep the kids here” and bristled a bit at the implication that she was here to serve. And then she remembered that she was.

Get rid of the chip on your shoulder, Ashley. Not everyone’s out to con you.

“Okay, you two. Let’s clean up these toys.” Ashley began helping them restore the room.

A few moments later Jared returned. He looked frustrated.

“Go and wash your hands, guys,” he said. “Then we’ll go out for lunch.”

“Yippee!” They rushed away.

“Is something wrong?” Ashley asked, concerned that the sparks in his espresso eyes had been snuffed out.

“Ms. Duncan wants three more inspections. Unannounced. At the end of August she’ll decide whether or not I’m fit to take over permanent guardianship.”


“Well, today went well.” Ashley frowned when he shook his head.

“Because you were here. Yesterday I was offered a teaching job with the local school until the end of term. I start in three days. How am I supposed to keep this place pristine, teach, look after those two and finish the cabinets?”

Ashley watched a speculative gleam alter his incredible eyes.

“I don’t suppose you’d consider hiring on as a nanny?”

“I can’t. I need to work to keep my nursing license active,” Ashley explained. “I don’t know about teachers but nurses need a certain amount of work hours of nursing in order to stay registered. If I let it go, I’d have to retake my training. Because I was overseas—” She shrugged and clamped her lips together to stop revealing more personal information.

“The kids go to school. It wouldn’t exactly be full-time.” He raked a hand through his hair as if he was at his wit’s end.

“But you can work during school hours and then you’re free, aren’t you? You don’t need a nanny,” she said, thinking he needed some training in housekeeping.

“Originally I thought that would work. But there’s a lot of prep with this school. I’ve never taught young kids, always high school science, and this is a big class. I need time to prepare.” He smiled as Emma hung one of her pictures on the fridge. “I need that income,” he murmured.

“I see.” She waited as he told the kids to put their crayons away.

“Everything happened so quickly.” He sighed. “It’s taken us a while to get adjusted,” he said with a meaningful glance at the twins.

“Yes, of course.” Ashley caught his wistful glance at the informal family photo that sat over the fireplace and felt a pang for his loss.

“I underestimated my savings account,” he admitted with a wry look. “Okay, so you can’t do it. But do you know anyone who could give us a hand? Your help here today has shown me that I’m going to need it.” He brushed Eric’s hair smooth with one hand while the other dusted off Emma’s shirt.

“I haven’t been back in Tucson long enough to know anybody like that,” she said quietly, sensing that the children were now listening to their conversation. Ashley looked at Jared and inclined her head toward Emma.

He caught on immediately.

“Hey, guys, I need my wallet if we’re having lunch out. Can you get it from my dresser?” Jared asked. He waited until they dashed off. “It’s going to be a struggle. They don’t like being away from me unless they’re at school. I guess they’re worried maybe I’ll leave them, too.”

Ashley’s heart melted as his words. Poor little things. But because she’d been conned one too many times by someone’s sad story she forced herself to remain steadfast.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it. “I’d really like to help but I have an interview at the hospital this afternoon about a job. If I get it, I’ll be tied up there.”

“Don’t apologize,” Jared said. “It’s just that the kids seemed to relate to you. They haven’t relaxed like that with anyone since—but don’t worry. I’ll manage. I have been.”

Not very well, she wanted to say. But that was unfair. The kids were healthy and as happy as they could be given the circumstances. He’d kept their family home and was doing everything he could to ensure they stayed in it. Sir Galahad—Jared—was keeping this family together to the best of his ability.

“Well, I’ll see what happens. Maybe they’ll have to come to my room and wait after school until I’m ready to leave.” He shrugged.

But what if he had a meeting? Or one of the twins was ill and had to stay home?

The dryer buzzed so Ashley moved to change loads then began folding clothes. To her surprise, Jared pitched in right beside her, carefully folding the small clothes.

“How many loads so far?” he asked.

“Not so many that you can quit,” she teased.

“I was afraid of that.”

They shared a grin until the twins came tumbling downstairs, wallet in hand, and Ashley remembered that she was supposed to be leaving.

“It was under your bed, Uncle Jared. We had to look and look.” Eric handed him the black leather.

“Well, I’m glad you did. I can’t do anything without it.” He stuffed the wallet into his pocket then led the way to the front door. “I owe you for a lot, Ashley, and I can’t thank you enough. We finally made a good impression on someone from Children’s Services thanks to you. I appreciate it.”

“I’m glad I could help. And glad I could meet all of you.” She smiled at the twins. “I guess we’ll have to make cookies another time since you’re going out for lunch.”

“But you’re coming, too. Isn’t she, Uncle Jared?” Emma asked.

“No, I have to leave. But thank you for the invitation.” Ashley looked at Jared, somehow loath to go. Oddly, he was smiling. “What’s funny?” she asked.

He shrugged. “You’re so organized, I guess I thought you’d be giving me advice or something.”

“As a matter of fact—”

“Can we wait in the truck while you guys talk?” Eric interrupted.

“Sure.” Jared nodded.

“Bye, Ashley. Don’t forget about the cookies.”

“I won’t.” She grinned. “You be good and help your uncle.”

“We will.” First Emma then Eric held up their arms for a hug.

Ashley reveled in the warmth of that embrace. It was so hard to let go and watch them rush away. Jared followed the twins as far as the front door and stood watching as they climbed into his vehicle. Then he faced Ashley. “Sorry. You were saying?”

“I was saying that, as a matter of fact, I did do some checking.” Ashley withdrew a list from her pocket and held it out. “Those are some of the things the children mentioned they’d like to do. I phoned and the first two are possibilities as long as you arrive before two o’clock.”

“I always was a good judge of character.” He chuckled as he scanned the paper. His laughter died when he turned it over. “What’s this list on the other side for?”

“Jobs that need to get done around here before the next inspection.” It was aggressive, in-your-face and absolutely none of her business. Except that Ashley couldn’t erase the image of two small sad children clinging to the only adult in their world.

“You think I need your list to tell me how to get this place squared away?” His long lean fingers crumpled the paper as he spoke, his voice a snarl of irritation.

“I think you have to get this house repaired however you can. The twins need you, Jared. They need you to get this guardianship thing settled and keep them safe, here in their home.” Ashley spoke from her heart, willing him to listen. “You are what stands between them and foster care. You’ve got to make this work because you are their family now. You cannot let anything mess that up.”

Family. It was always her passion and in that moment she got caught up in defending it. Until she glanced at Jared. His eyes had hardened to black flint. His jaw flexed. His shoulders went back and he drew himself to his full height.

“Look, lady,” he said, his teeth almost snapping together. His eyes shot daggers at her. “Back off. I know exactly what I need to do. Make no mistake, no one will take these children from me. But what I don’t need—”

“I know I’m nosy,” Ashley interrupted, unfazed by his anger. “And pushy. But I care about those two kids.” Maybe a little history would help. “I told you I grew up in foster care, Jared. I wasn’t beaten or abused or anything like that. But I didn’t have my own home or someone who would always be there for me, somebody who would love me even if no one else did. I was an orphan.”

She paused, waiting for a reaction.

“So?” He wasn’t giving an inch.

“So every orphan, every foster kid has the same dream. We hope for someone to show up in our lives and say, ‘There you are. I’ve been looking for you. You’re safe now. I love you and care about you. I always will.’” She pinned him with a look. “You can do that for the twins. Don’t let them down.” She didn’t stick around to hear whatever he would say when he stopped spluttering. What he thought of her didn’t matter. It was the kids that mattered.

Ashley grabbed her purse from the hall table and walked out. The twins waved from inside the truck. She waved back but kept walking to her car. Once inside it, she switched on the ignition and drove away. In the rearview mirror she could see Jared standing there, watching her.

Sir Galahad—the perfect knight. Perfect in courage, gentleness, courtesy and chivalry.

Nice to know he still existed.
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