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      “He’s the handsomest man I’ve seen all season,” Trish Johnson said with a sigh. “He’s too young for me, but you should try to get his attention.”

      It took all of Merry’s self-control to only give a weak smile and take another snip from the woman’s short white hair. The ladies who came into the La Chevelure Hair Salon were always trying to set Merry up, usually with visiting men they’d noticed around Huckleberry Falls. As a tourist destination, it turned out to be a lot.

      “Merry Hurst, you listen to me,” Trish persisted. “He’s a real gentleman and offered me his arm to help me walk across the street. He had just a hint of an English accent. That’s just what you need, my dear, to go along with your mother’s dress business. A sophisticated man.” She wiggled her brows knowingly.

      “I’m glad to hear he has manners.” Merry doubted the woman understood the inadvertent insult to Ray. Merry’s late husband had only been a rancher’s son. And a wonderful husband and father. She fluffed Trish’s hair one more time and asked, “How’s that?”

      The woman gave an impatient sniff. “It’s perfect, as usual.”

      Before she could talk about the man some more, Merry handed Trish a mirror and turned the chair around so she could see the back of her head. With Merry’s back to the wall, she faced Ellie’s station, and the corners of her friend’s mouth quirked up. Divorced a few months, she was getting used to people trying to set her up too.

      Merry glanced out the wall of windows which had an amazing view of the Teton Mountains behind the town square. In her opinion, it was the best thing about the salon’s location. The owner did have a flair for creating an up-scale salon environment as well as styling hair, but she was a bear to work for.

      “It’s fine.” Trish handed back the mirror. “I really want you to meet this man. I hear he’s not staying at one of the fancy hotels. He chose a room in Lizbeth and Bart’s bed-and-breakfast.”

      “I do appreciate you looking out for me,” Merry said, undoing the cape on the woman’s shoulders. “But I’m really not in the market for another man.”

      “It’ll have been two years in January, and little Alex needs a father in his life,” Trish insisted as she rose from the chair.

      The woman’s comment hit one of Merry’s worries, and she bit back a retort. Her son was her life, and she understood all too well how much he missed his father and grandfather.

      “Now don’t look at me like that. I have a hunch about this man and you.” Tapping her temple, Trish leaned closer and whispered, “I have an instinct for these things.”

      “I appreciate your concern.” Merry indicated the front counter and headed that way.

      “You’re too young to spend the rest of your life alone.” Trish followed her.

      Merry knew the woman too well. If she didn’t put this to rest, the dear woman wouldn’t let it go.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?” she teased.

      Trish blinked in surprise. “Heavens, no. Why ever would you think that?”

      “Because every man you’ve tried to set me up with is a visitor here. I’ve already told you I’m not moving out of Huckleberry Falls, so there’s no point in trying to match me up with a man who won’t stay here.” Merry ran the woman’s card through the machine. “We both know I have limited options, even if I were interested in marrying again. Which I’m not.”

      Trish waved away the comment. “That’s the good thing. This gentleman is setting up a business here. And he’s so classy. Tall, dark, and handsome, and the most gorgeous brown eyes. And he wears nice clothes too.” She fanned herself and glanced back at Merry as she turned toward the door.

      So much for discouraging her. That was the most effusive the woman had been about a man she wanted to set Merry up with.

      She went back to her station to clean up. Trish had proclaimed herself Huckleberry Falls’ matchmaker. It was unfortunate the older woman had selected Merry as her next project.

      Merry was checking her schedule when the salon owner stepped into the room.

      “I need a couple of volunteers to help with the Festival of Trees in December.” Alice Smith’s gaze went to Merry first. “With so many visitors, it’s great advertising.”

      “What’s involved?” another hairdresser asked. “We can’t cut hair there.”

      “I’d like to showcase services we offer here besides hair,” Alice said, still looking at Merry. “Like nail art.”

      Merry glanced at her own finger, which she’d painted with a fall leaf and knew immediately why her boss was looking at her. She’d gotten a bit of a reputation for doing artistic nails on the side. It was a fun outlet, but not something she wanted to do all the time.

      “We don’t do nail art, though,” she said carefully.

      “It’s a service I’d like the salon to offer, so I’ve reserved a booth for you. I’d like to have one of you other stylists do make-up for the ladies and face painting for the children.” Two other hairdressers asked questions, and Alice gave her attention to them.

      Merry let out a slow breath. Alice hadn’t even asked if Merry would be available that day. The owner finished answering everyone’s questions and swept from the room.

      Ellie frowned and met Merry’s gaze. Also a single parent, Ellie had to juggle work and family. She’d mentioned more than once wanting to someday own her own shop. It was times like this Merry agreed with her. Not that she’d do it herself, not while her son was young.

      By the time Merry finished up her shift, her feet ached and her body itched. She stopped by her house for a quick shower to get rid of the hair. With Halloween in two days, she’d promised to take her son to the community center for the scarecrow-making event. She almost forgot the bag of canned goods for the food drive and had to run back in to grab them.

      When Merry opened the door of the Happy Ducklings Daycare, she found her son waiting near the front counter with his new friend Grace. They’d only known each other a week and were already best buds. Merry couldn’t help smiling at the way they stood chattering away with each other, holding hands. It was the closest thing she’d ever seen of someone finding a kindred spirit.

      Merry went to the counter to check her son out. “Hi, Millie,” she said to the owner who was handing Alex his jacket.

      “Mama.” Alex grabbed it and ran to the half-door which kept children from coming into the reception area. He’d dragged Grace along with him. She raised a shy hand and waved.

      “Good evening, Grace.” Merry waved back. The little girl’s curls were reminiscent of a young Shirley Temple. Merry wondered if the child’s mother had considered entering her daughter in the contest for Christmas fairy. Add some wings and glitter, and she’d be perfect.

      “Can Grace come with us to build scarecrows?” Alex asked.

      “Isn’t her family already going?”

      Alex shook his head. “Please. She’s never been.”

      The door opened behind them, and Merry glanced over her shoulder. A dark-haired man, wearing an expensive overcoat and shoes that screamed money, had entered, his attention focused on his phone.

      “Papa!” Grace cried.

      So, this was her father. Usually, her nanny picked her up.

      The man glanced up from his phone, and his gaze landed on his daughter. When he noticed how close she stood to Alex, he raised one of his eyebrows but said nothing. Barely glancing at Merry, he stepped to the computer used for checking children in and out.

      “Come, Grace. We must hurry.” He had a hint of an English accent, which might have something to do with his daughter’s advanced vocabulary. Grace didn’t sound like a child just shy of five. It made Merry think of Trish Johnson’s perfect gentleman. Was this him?

      He barely acknowledged Millie Bartholomew, the daycare owner standing behind the counter. So, not such a gentleman after all.

      “But, Papa, it’s a charity. It helps people.” Grace gave him a pleading look, but he was paying attention to his phone. It about broke Merry’s heart.

      “Another time, perhaps.” The man had put away his phone and taken her hand.

      “But it’s only tonight, and I must go with Alex.” Grace jerked her hand free.

      Looking surprised, her father turned to face her. “I don’t have time to go to a charity event.”

      “She’s welcome to come with us,” Merry offered.

      “And who might you be?” His disdainful tone made her stiffen.

      “She’s my mother, Merry Noel Hurst,” Alex said proudly.

      “Merry Noel?” Grace asked, her bright eyes on Merry. “That’s so pretty.”

      “She was Grammy’s Christmas present.”

      Before Alex could tell Merry’s total life story, which he was prone to do, she put her hand on top of his head.

      “We’re going to the Make-a-Scarecrow food drive at the community center,” she explained. “Grace is more than welcome to join us. Alex had already invited her before you arrived.”

      The man glanced at Millie, who smiled.

      “I know Merry Hurst very well. She’s lived in Huckleberry Falls all her life. She’s a good, upstanding citizen and a wonderful mother.” The middle-aged woman got a twinkle in her eyes. “She’s also a widow.” Merry and the man both scowled at her. Millie didn’t look repentant at all and added in the way of an introduction, “Grace’s father is Mr. Carlisle Wyndham.”

      “Carlisle Alexander Wyndham,” Grace corrected and gave Alex the most adorable grin. “I told you Papa has your name.”

      “We really must go, Grace,” her father said firmly, but Merry didn’t miss how the corner of his mouth twitched.

      The guy was dressed like he was heading for a meeting. She recognized the brand of expensive cologne he wore as one sold at Neiman Marcus. She could have made her house payment for a month with what a single bottle cost. Merry only knew because she’d sold perfume at a mall while putting herself through beauty school. Her experience there with uppity people had given her a disdain for most wealthy people who threw their money around on such frivolous things as thousand-dollar bottles of cologne.

      She was about to tell Alex that Grace couldn’t go, but the disappointed expression on the little girl’s face stopped Merry.

      “Really, Mr. Wyndham, we’d be happy to bring Grace with us. All Alex has talked about this week is her.”

      “Please, Papa. Please.” Grace clutched her little hands to her chest and scrunched up her face. How could he refuse her?

      “I have a meeting I must attend, and Mrs. Henderson has the night off.”

      “I don’t want to go to a meeting with you,” Grace whined.

      “How late do you think you’ll be, Merry?” Millie asked. “We’re open tonight until eight, so you could drop Grace back here when you’re done. Then Mr. Wyndham can pick her up.”

      “Last year it only took us an hour.” Merry met the man’s gaze, her brows raised.
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      Carlisle glanced between the woman and her son, stopping when he came to Grace’s pleading little face. He’d promised her mother not to lose sight of what was important. His daughter knew when she’d won and clapped her hands.

      “I can come. I can come.” Grace and young Alex clasped hands and danced around, Grace’s papers fluttering to the floor.

      “You didn’t say anything,” Mrs. Hurst said with a soft laugh as she bent over to collect the pictures. “She could tell from the look on your face?”

      “Sadly, yes.” He took the pages from her.

      “Make sure you don’t play poker around her, then,” she said.

      He frowned, confused.

      “If a four-year-old child can read your face, she’d take you for every penny you’ve got.”

      “Then it’s fortunate I don’t play cards.” He extended his hand to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Hurst.”

      “You too,” the woman said, taking his hand.

      She had a good grip, something he’d come to appreciate since transplanting to the US. A wisp of long brown hair had escaped her knit cap. While she looked tired, she also had a twinkle in her hazel eyes as though she found him amusing. What a curious woman.

      Carlisle quickly typed in a text to change his meeting and then turned to her.

      “Now, if you’ll tell me where to find this event, my daughter and I will be on our way.”

      “But I want to go with Alex.” Grace stomped her foot. Appalled at her disgraceful behavior, Carlisle was about to reprimand her, but Mrs. Hurst knelt to face his daughter.

      “Isn’t it wonderful your father could change his meeting so he can take you?” The woman brushed aside a strand of his daughter’s hair in much the same way Grace’s mother used to do. “We can wave at you there.” Mrs. Hurst stood and said to Carlisle, “It’s at the community center behind City Hall. That’s near the train station. Bye, Grace.”

      “But, Mama,” her son began, but Mrs. Hurst quickly took his hand.

      Before his daughter could throw another tantrum, the woman had hurried her son from the building. Had he somehow offended her? He glanced down at Grace, who stared after her little friend, her bottom lip protruding in a pout. So much had happened since the accident, and both he and she were still adapting. It clearly meant a great deal to her to spend an hour with the boy.

      “Let’s hurry and catch up with your friend,” he said, holding out a hand to Grace, “so we can sit by them.”

      His daughter rewarded him with one of her brilliant smiles. She took his hand and practically pulled him outside.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Hurst,” he called when she stepped away from a small SUV where she’d been buckling in her son.

      She turned to face him, shooting his daughter a quick glance and him a meaningful look. It seemed to question his sanity when she’d given him a quick escape.

      “Grace would so love to do this scarecrow with her friend,” he said, trying to sound as apologetic as he could. “If you would be so kind as to permit us to sit near you?”

      “Yes, Mama,” Alex cried. “Please.”

      “Please,” Grace echoed.

      “Of course, you’re welcome to sit with us.” Mrs. Hurst glanced at her car and over at his bright red sports car. “Is that yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you should either follow us or ride with us. I even have an extra car seat in the back,” Mrs. Hurst said.

      Before Carlisle could respond, Grace was already moving toward the Hurst vehicle. “Come, Papa. I want to ride with Alex.”

      Knowing how nasty car seats could get from sticky child fingers, Carlisle had to bite back a grimace. He opened the passenger door for Grace, surprised at the cleanliness.

      Mrs. Hurst opened the driver’s door and mumbled, “I’m kind of a clean freak.”

      “For which I’m grateful.”

      “I understand completely.” She slid into her seat.
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      Merry wanted to smile as she watched Grace’s father buckle her into the seat. From his neatly pressed slacks, barely showing wrinkles, to his carefully groomed dark hair, Carlisle Wyndham seemed a fastidious man.

      She had a feeling the poor man would break out in hives if he were ever to visit her brother’s house with his three young children and their ever-sticky hands. Merry had missed them since they’d moved to California last summer.

      Mr. Wyndham buckled himself in, surreptitiously checking out the interior of her car. Was he afraid he’d catch some disease in here? Once again, she had to fight a grin. That would be rude. Besides, this had to be Trish’s sophisticated gentleman. And his daughter was Alex’s new best friend. Merry had a responsibility to play nice.

      So, she kept the snark out of her voice when she asked, “Did you find everything all right?”

      “Yes, actually.” The man didn’t look abashed at her subtle reprimand, but his cheeks flushed a little.

      Merry started the car and glanced over her shoulder before backing out. Mr. Wyndham also looked back, watching his daughter, who chatted away with Alex.

      How long would the Wyndhams be in Huckleberry Falls? Merry hoped they’d hang around through Christmas. Alex would be crushed to lose his little friend too soon. He’d already begun talking about showing Grace the holiday events. The town knew how to throw a party, and they’d turned December into one big celebration. The residents went out of their way to make the Christmas activities memorable.

      “Are you only visiting Huckleberry Falls?” Merry asked.

      “No. I expect to be here for a year or two. Possibly more.”

      Merry wondered where he and his daughter were staying and then remembered Trish had mentioned the Williams’ B&B. How interesting that he’d choose that rather than one of the more expensive hotels. Not that it was any of her business.

      “What do you do for a living?” Only after she’d asked did it occur to her he might not have to work.

      “I’m a product developer.” Mr. Wyndham glanced at her and then looked away. “I’m working with Gretchen Blaise on an avalanche transceiver system.”

      Wow. This guy really did run in wealthy groups if he knew the famous actress who owned the local ski resort. But it also spoke highly of him, since the woman was well liked in town. Merry had never met her, but Gretchen Blaise had a reputation as a fair boss who also supported local charities. The Edelweiss Resort always donated a tree to the festival and brought in a lot of money.

      “What made you interested in something like that?” A flash of pain crossed his face, and she quickly added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude on something personal.”

      He opened his mouth as though he meant to say something, but gave his head a little shake instead. Only then did Merry realize the children had stopped talking in the backseat.

      “Mama’s beacon got broke. She died,” Grace said, her voice sad. The words were almost rote, as though she’d heard them many times from the adults around her. “But Papa is going to fix it so other people don’t die too.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Merry said, surprised the child understood so much. Or perhaps it was because her father seemed to have turned his grief into something positive. It piqued Merry’s curiosity, and she reminded herself it was none of her business. She didn’t like talking about the car crash which had taken her husband and her father either.

      “Grace, do you know what a scarecrow is?” Merry asked to change the subject, glancing at the little girl through the rearview mirror.

      “Oh, yes,” she said with her sweet voice, her little face lifting. “Miss Millie read us a story about a lonely scarecrow who was so sad because he can’t make friends with the birds and animals.”

      “I told her about the scarecrow in the movie,” Alex piped in. “She’s never seen The Wizard of Oz. I said she can come to our house and watch it, and we’ll make popcorn balls.” He looked at Grace and added, “I’m going to be the Cowardly Lion for Halloween.”

      “I’m going to be a fairy, but Papa won’t let me go trick-or-treating.”

      “We’ll be in New York,” Mr. Wyndham said with a scowl. “And I’ll take you to a few homes of people we know.”

      “But you always talk about boring business stuff with them.”

      “You could go trick-or-treating with us next year. We know everyone in Huckleberry Falls,” Alex said and then went into a description of what he wanted to be next year.

      “We don’t really know everyone here,” Merry said, trying not to laugh at her son’s enthusiasm. “Though my mother used to. The city has doubled in size since I was born. I’m glad the powers-that-be are working hard to keep the small-town feel while growing the Swiss theme. I think that’s why we have so many visitors.” She pulled into the busy parking lot of the community center.

      “It’s a charming town. I must say, considering this crowd, it would have been difficult to miss that some kind of event was going on tonight.” Mr. Wyndham glanced at her for the first time since she’d asked about his development project. “Thank you for inviting us to come with you. This means a great deal to Grace.”

      “It’s our pleasure. I’m glad you could rearrange your schedule to accommodate her. They’re little for such a short time.”

      Merry unlocked the doors and went around to help Alex from his car seat while Mr. Wyndham did the same for his daughter. Merry then grabbed the box from the back of her SUV.

      “You’ll find the people of Huckleberry Falls take their scarecrow-making very seriously,” she said. “After tonight’s event, many of the scarecrows will end up on Main Street in front of the stores where the children go trick-or-treating.”

      “I can carry that for you.”

      “If you want.” Merry handed him the heavy box. “And I’ll keep track of the children.” She extended a hand to each of them.

      They made their way along with the throng from the parking lot into the building. When they reached the tables at the entrance, she looked inside the box and pulled out the large bag of canned goods she’d put together that morning.

      “What’s this?” Mr. Wyndham asked from beside her.

      “The purpose of this event is a fundraiser for the local food bank. The price of admission is canned goods or twenty dollars which they then use to buy canned goods.” When he put down the box and reached for his wallet, Merry put a hand on his arm and said, “I brought lots of food.”

      “This is a good cause. I’m happy to contribute.”

      Merry agreed and didn’t argue further. He pulled out several fifty-dollar bills and handed them over. Was he flaunting his wealth?

      Her mother’s dress shop customers included a lot of wealthy clients, and some had entitlement issues. Her mom had always told Merry it was unfair to judge people when she’d complained about their attitudes. She’d tried to see them as her mother did, but too many of them had still managed to intimidate Merry. So, she’d gone to cosmetology school instead.

      And Mr. Wyndham had done a good thing by donating so much money. It was lucky for the food bank that he’d changed his schedule to make his daughter happy.
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      Carlisle followed Mrs. Hurst inside. As her son had said, she seemed to know everyone, stopping to chat with people.

      “Merry,” a deep male voice called from behind them.

      Carlisle turned to find three young men—one of them practically a giant—striding toward them.

      “Ezra!” Merry gave the young man with horn-rimmed glasses a hug while Alex clung to his leg. “How long can you stay?”

      “We’re just passing through.” Ezra picked up Alex. “I couldn’t come this close to Huckleberry Falls and not see my favorite cousins.”

      “Right.” Merry glanced at Carlisle. “Mr. Wyndham, this is my cousin Ezra Savage.” She pointed to the giant of a man beside him. “This is his brother-in-law Coop Montgomery, and this is Trace Barton. They live in northern Washington, where Ezra’s dad owns a castle.”

      “A castle?” Grace interrupted before Carlisle could respond.

      “Manners,” he whispered, putting down the box and picking her up.

      “Sorry, Papa.”

      “It’s all right.” He extended a hand to each of the men. “Do you all work at the castle?”

      “Coop’s the head gardener, and Trace is his assistant. I do the programming and web design.” Ezra pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to Carlisle. “You ought to bring your daughter to see it. We have an authentic Victorian village and a Native American village.”

      “There’s a ghost,” Alex cried.

      The big man Coop grinned at the boy, though Ezra and Trace exchanged glances and shook their heads.

      “A ghost?” Grace whispered into Carlisle’s ear.

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts, lovey.”

      “Have you talked with my mother yet?” Mrs. Hurst asked Ezra.

      “Who do you think told us you’d be here?” Ezra ruffled Alex’s hair. “She’s putting us up for the night. Come by when you’re done here.”

      “Can we?” Alex asked.

      “Yes, but we can’t stay late. You have school tomorrow.”

      “See you later.” Ezra waved, and the three men left.

      “A castle?” Carlisle asked as Mrs. Hurst led the way to a table.

      “Some distant relative made it rich during the gold rush,” she said, removing Alex’s coat. “He had the family castle dismantled and brought to America.”

      “With a family name of Savage, it must be an Irish castle.” Carlisle set down the box and put Grace’s coat on the back of one of the folding chairs.

      “Yep, and they have fun playing up the Irish ghost who was supposed to have come with it. It’s just a lot of fun. Nothing too scary.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Carlisle scanned the room. It seemed the community center had been constructed to accommodate a variety of events with its stage on one end and what looked like a kitchen to the side.

      “Have you seen many castles?” Mrs. Hurst asked.

      Carlisle glanced at her, wary. It wasn’t often Americans recognized his name. Did she know who he was?

      “It’s difficult not to see castles in England.” His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out, thinking it would be his assistant. To his surprise, it was Grace’s nanny, Mrs. Henderson. She’d taken the evening off to visit her sister, who’d been feeling unwell.

      
        
        My sister had a stroke, and I’m needed here to watch her children. I’m so sorry, but I have no idea how long I’ll be gone. You should find someone else to tend Grace. I hate to leave you in the lurch like this, but family comes first.

      

      

      “Is everything all right?” Mrs. Hurst asked, watching him with concern.

      “Just an inconvenience,” Carlisle said as he typed a quick reply. “My housekeeper’s sister had a stroke.”

      “You call a stroke an inconvenience?”

      He glanced up to find the woman staring at him, disbelieving. His face went warm at his insensitivity.

      “Poor word choice. It’s obviously much more than an inconvenience for her and her sister. I meant an inconvenience for me as I must seek a new nanny.” He pocketed his phone again and pointed to the box. “What do we do now?”

      Mrs. Hurst looked like she wanted to say something more. He was glad when she started pulling out clothing from the box instead.

      “The businesses on Main Street provide the stands for the scarecrows. I’ll go get them while you take out the clothes in the box.”

      The woman hurried off to the side where she approached a tall, pregnant woman. As they chatted, Mrs. Hurst said something, and the two women laughed. Mrs. Hurst’s rang with a joyous sound. It carried a brightness which appeared to be contagious. She glanced his way and then waved him over.

      “Come, children.” Carlisle took their hands and led them to the waiting women.

      “Annie has the great idea to have one of our scarecrows be a chef at her pastry shop,” Mrs. Hurst said. “She’s provided some special accessories.”

      “What’s a chef?” Alex asked.

      “A cook,” Grace said. “Grandpapa has one.”

      “This is Annie Montgomery, the owner of Torta al Cioccolato,” Mrs. Hurst said. “Most people in town just call it Torta.”

      “Chocolate cake?” Carlisle asked, surprised at the Italian name in a town with a Swiss theme.

      “Yes,” the pregnant woman said. “My parents fell in love with the Swiss Italian region and wanted to open a bakery based on what they’d seen. We also import Swiss chocolate and candies. And you are?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. This is Mr. Wyndham.” Merry met his gaze, looking sheepish. “Double lapse. I forget your first name.”

      “Carlisle.” He extended his hand to the pastry shop owner. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Montgomery. Is your husband here as well?”

      “He’s deployed. That’s why things have been so crazy, having to care for the business and three children by myself.”

      “You have my sympathies. Single parenting isn’t easy.” He glanced at Mrs. Hurst. “Do you have everything we need to begin?”

      “I’ll grab one base, and you can bring the other. Alex and Grace, grab one of my belt loops.” She glanced back at Mrs. Montgomery. “We’ll bring these to the shop so you don’t have to worry about it.”

      “Thank you.” The woman darted a glance at him and looked back at Mrs. Hurst, her eyebrows raised in query. Merry gave the slightest of shoulder shrugs.

      Obviously, Carlisle needed to get around town and meet more of the people. He followed Mrs. Hurst back to the table where the children scrambled into their chairs so they could reach the boxes.

      “See.” Alex held up a pair of overalls. “You use old clothes for the scarecrows. These used to be mine, but I got too big.”

      Grace had taken a garment from the box and tried to hold it up, but it was too large for her.

      “Let me help, honey.” Mrs. Hurst took the dress and held it up.

      “That’s Grammy’s. She doesn’t need it anymore,” Alex said.

      “I think we can put the chef’s coat and hat over Grammy’s clothes.” Mrs. Hurst turned to Carlisle and asked, “Mr. Wyndham, would you mind going over there and getting us some straw? I brought netting for the arms and legs.”

      “Call me Carlisle, please,” he said.

      “And I’m Merry.” Her smile brightened her features even more. She truly was a merry person.

      By the time Carlisle returned with a bundle of hay, he wondered if he should have changed his clothes before coming. Had he known he’d be attending such an event, he’d never have worn his dress coat. The thought brought to mind one of his grandfather’s lectures on proper dress for families that were members of the peerage. What would the old man say if he could see Carlisle now? It made him chuckle.

      “What are you laughing at?” Merry asked as she tied something around the crossbar for the tall scarecrow’s frame. “We want in on the joke.”

      At first, Carlisle wasn’t going to tell her, but the three happy and expectant faces loosened his lips. He set down the pile of hay and extended his arms from his sides. Grace giggled.

      “You can be the scarecrow, Papa!”

      “Oh, dear.” Merry’s expression had turned serious, but he detected the hint of a twinkle to her eyes. “I never even considered what the hay would do to your cashmere coat. I’m so sorry.”

      “It will be fine.” Carlisle found it interesting that she recognized it as cashmere. Did it make him a snob to consider that a middle-class woman might not? He pushed the thought aside. “What would you have me do?”

      “Take off your coat, for one. Alex and Grace, you can stuff hay into the netting for the arms and the legs for the child scarecrow. See, like they’re doing at the next table.” Merry paused her own stuffing of a pillowcase with a face painted on it. “Carlisle, you can help me get the head on this guy.”

      After carefully folding his coat over his chair, he stepped beside her. He held the stuffed-bag-head on top of the long pole, while she tied it into place.

      “Did you paint this?” he asked, impressed as he examined it more closely.

      “Yes. I like to tinker.” She raised one hand, wiggling her fingers, and he realized one nail had a colorful fall leaf painted on it. “Were you really laughing about your coat?”

      “Partly. I was thinking of my grandfather. I spent most of my childhood in his care.” Carlisle tried to keep the stiffness from his voice, which always crept in whenever he referred to his absent parents. From the way Merry was staring at him so intently, it was still there. “My grandfather is quite prim and proper.”

      “I’m guessing he wouldn’t approve of you making a scarecrow?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Grandpapa is very cross,” Grace muttered.

      “Grammy’s not. She’s nice, and so is Nana,” Alex said. “Maybe they’ll adopt you. They make the best cookies.”

      “Don’t worry. My mother and mother-in-law are famous for—” Merry made air quotes. “adopting everyone.”

      “Do they both live in Huckleberry Falls?”

      “My mother does. My in-laws own a ranch outside of town, but they’re still fairly close.” Turning toward the children, she asked, “How are you two⁠—”

      Merry burst out laughing. Alex, with little care, was happily stuffing hay into the stretchable netting, the result reminding Carlisle a bit of a sausage-shaped porcupine. His daughter, a bit like her great-grandfather, had approached stuffing her netting with great care, making sure nothing stuck out of the netting.

      “Oh, sweetheart, it’s okay if the straw pokes out. We only use the netting because we have to move these when we’re done. Usually, when you make a scarecrow, you build it in a field where it’ll stay put.” Humor chimed in Merry’s voice as she said to her son, “I think that’s enough straw for that arm, honey.”

      “But Grammy’s round,” he said, shoving in another handful. “Put more in, Grace. You’ll see. Grammy gives the best hugs because she’s soft and squishy.”

      Merry turned her back to the children, covering her mouth. Her mirth was contagious, and Carlisle found it difficult not to smile too.

      “I suppose your mother wouldn’t care to be described as soft and squishy?” he whispered.

      “Definitely not.” She glanced back at the children where Alex was now helping to stuff more straw into Grace’s side. Merry said, “Let’s do the legs.”

      She pulled out a giant pair of what looked like some kind of support hose.

      “Do those belong …” Carlisle let the words fade out at Merry’s flat look, but then the corner of her mouth twitched, a twinkle in her eyes again.

      “No, the stockings aren’t my mother’s. I bought these at the store.” She stretched out the hose sideways, he assumed to accommodate the straw. “Start stuffing.”

      Carlisle spent the next two hours in quite the most pleasant evening he could recall in a long while. The scarecrows didn’t look finished, but Merry assured him she and Mrs. Montgomery would put the final touches on them, when they set them up in front of the shop. He wished he and Grace would be there to see them.

      Later, when they reached their lodgings at the bed-and-breakfast, they were both drowsy. Grace barely said a word as she climbed into her bed. She kissed his cheek, pulled her stuffed bunny close to her chest, and closed her eyes. It had been a lovely evening spent in the company of his daughter.

      Yet it was Merry’s bright eyes which stayed in his mind as he fell asleep.
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