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Dan Rowland looked at the flowered pink note in his right hand and sighed. Man, he hated this. He had a million things to do today, and the one thing he didn’t have time for was meeting with his son’s fourth-grade teacher. 

Even though it had been fifteen years since he was in the classroom, he still couldn’t shake the idea that talking to a teacher meant trouble. 

More than once he’d been sent to the principal’s office as a kid, but he knew today he wasn’t being called on the carpet. No, what bothered him today wasn’t so much meeting with the teacher. 

What bothered him was what would come next—the request.

One was coming. It always did. If your child’s teacher asked you to stop by for a short meeting, and you knew the kiddo wasn’t in trouble, that meant only one thing—you were going to be asked to do something.

Last night, his son, Toby, had handed him the note requesting the meeting and mentioned the class needed some help. 

Dan had been busy cooking dinner, but he’d stopped and asked Toby what he thought the teacher needed. His son had shrugged and said he didn’t know. Then he’d run off to play video games, so Dan hadn’t thought much about it. 

He figured if they were asking him for help, they probably needed a printer connected. People always wanted him to connect their printers once they learned he “worked with computers.” 

Not that he considered the logistical systems he set up for companies simply working with computers. What he did was intricate and involved, but hey, he still knew how to set up a printer.

He could do that.

Resigned, Dan climbed out of his truck, headed across the parking lot, and walked through the door next to the office. Kringle Elementary School looked like countless others—a small, squat building with dull beige bricks and a few plants out front. 

He checked in at the office, then glanced around. Inside, the school also looked like every school he’d been in as a kid—dull beige walls that could do with a new coat of paint, highlighted by colorful posters hanging every few feet offering life advice on the value of positive thinking.  

The temporary brightness of the posters wasn’t enough to distract guests from the worn green carpet that bore the stains of countless kids spilling and scuffing on them.

Since school had ended a half hour ago, the halls were empty of children. They’d headed home or, like his son, headed off to sports. 

Toby was practicing basketball with his team in the gym, so Dan had a few minutes to meet with Judy Whitaker, Toby’s teacher. 

Not that this meeting was going to last a few minutes. He’d listen politely to her request, whatever it was, and then turn her down if it wasn’t something he could do in thirty minutes or so. He’d be nice, of course. He’d been raised with manners. 

But he still would say no. 

Wandering down the hallways of Kringle Elementary School, Dan couldn’t help being more than a little happy that this was where his son now went to school each day. 

In addition to the motivational posters, the halls were filled with children’s schoolwork proudly displayed. The walls might need a new coat of paint, but the teachers had worked hard to make it a fun, interesting place. 

When he got close to Toby’s classroom, he recognized one of his son’s drawings. Toby had spent most of a weekend working on his rendition of the United States. He’d included all the capitals in the correct locations, and within each state, he’d listed the populations and the state’s claim to fame. 

His son had done a great job and had accepted almost no help from him. Toby liked to do things on his own. 

When Dan reached the door to the classroom, he reminded himself that saying no didn’t make him a bad person, and then he opened the door. 

He wasn’t surprised to find the room covered top to bottom with charts, illustrations, and decorations. Most of the artwork depicted scenes having to do with Thanksgiving. The south wall was home to a few scenes of Thanksgiving dinners, and the north wall contained posters about kindness along with student essays on what Thanksgiving meant to them. 

As far as he could tell, the main focal point was on the kids’ plans for their holiday. 

Dan had read Toby’s paper before his son had turned it in. He’d written how he was thankful for his dad, his grandparents, and his aunt Amy. He said he loved Kringle, the small Texas town he and his dad had moved to two months ago because his family was here. He also said he wanted to stay in Kringle forever. When Dan had read that part, he’d realized once again how much his son longed for permanence. Too much had changed in Toby’s young life, especially in the last few years. 

As Dan moved farther into the room, he finally noticed a woman sitting behind the teacher’s desk, and he quickly realized she wasn’t Toby’s teacher. Judy Whitaker was in her late fifties. This woman was young and very attractive. 

When she noticed him, she stood immediately. She had a nice smile, the kind that reached her eyes, the kind that was impossible to resist. She was tall and slender with short light-brown hair, but it was her eyes that really caught his attention. They were a bright, clear blue, which was startling.

Dan found himself smiling back. “Hi, I’m Dan Rowland, Toby’s dad.”

Her smile grew even brighter. “Yes, I know,” she said. 

She circled the desk and came closer. “I appreciate you taking the time to talk with me. Judy wanted to be here, but she was called away and asked me to meet with you instead. I’m so glad you could come.”

Dan nodded, unsure what to say. If he were honest, he hadn’t really had much choice in the matter. His son’s teacher had asked to see him. He’d be a pretty crummy parent if he didn’t take that seriously. But now that he was here, he wasn’t sure what to think. This woman wasn’t even Toby’s teacher.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but who are you?” he asked, not certain he wasn’t indeed being rude.

The woman laughed softly. The sound was low and sweet, and Dan liked it a lot.

“I’m so sorry. I’m the other fourth-grade teacher here, Joy Bakersfield. It’s nice to meet you.”

She extended her hand, and Dan shook it. She had a nice, firm grip. 

“Nice to meet you,” he said. “What did Ms. Whitaker need to see me about? Is Toby having a problem?”

She laughed again, and despite himself, he smiled. He definitely liked the way she laughed. 

“No. Not at all,” she said. “Toby is a great kid. I know Judy really enjoys having him in class, and the times I’ve met him, it’s obvious you’re raising a very kind young man.”

Her praise of Toby made Dan very happy. 

“I think he’s great, too,” he said. “So if I’m not here about Toby, why am I here?”

She cleared her throat and looked a tiny bit nervous, which did nothing to calm Dan’s own feeling of dread. Yep. He was about to receive a request. 

Finally, she blurted, “We need your help. The fourth grade is involved with many activities this time of year, and we need a parent volunteer to help during the next few weeks leading up to winter break.” 

Dan was all set to say no.

She gathered a few papers off the desk and continued. “Let’s see. We have the canned food drive before Thanksgiving, then a poster contest, and finally, the holiday concert. Judy mentioned that you would be perfect.”

Dan wasn’t sure why Judy Whitaker would think that. He’d hardly had any interaction with the class up to this point. “Ms. Bakersfield...”

“Joy. Please call me Joy,” she said, flashing another smile. Then she hurried on to add, “I know it seems like a lot, but I’ll help, and Judy will help, too. Plus, I’m sure a few other parents will pitch in as needed. We don’t expect you to do all the work, just organize and oversee it. Toby told me the other day that you’re great at organizing projects, which is exactly what we need.”

Dan was thrown. Toby had said that? “Look, I understand, but I’m—”

“Very busy,” she finished for him. “I know. Since you work at home, people probably think you have nothing to do, but I know that’s not true. Both of my brothers work from home, and they’re two of the busiest people I know.”

Dan was glad she understood. “I just can’t right now. I’m getting my business set up, and Toby and I are settling into our house.”

She nodded her head a few times, but something about her expression told him she didn’t really understand. Or if she did, the look in her eyes made it clear she wasn’t through with her pitch. She wasn’t about to accept a no, but he wasn’t about to give her a yes.

“Isn’t it just the way of things these days,” she said after a moment. “We’re all so busy we barely have time for anything. I know I’m swamped with teaching and grading and keeping my house clean, plus taking care of my dog and doing my volunteer work for the animal rescue.”

The last part of her sentence hung in the air. Although he wasn’t certain she’d done it on purpose, she’d just shared with him that she found time to volunteer even though she was busy. If her request hadn’t annoyed him so much, he would have congratulated her on her artful speech.

“Ms. Bakersfield,” he started again.

She shook her head. “Joy.”

“Joy, I just can’t take on any extra work now. This is a very busy time of the year, and I’m in the middle of several large projects. They all have updates that need to be done quickly. I’m sorry, but I just don’t have time. I’m sure some of the other parents would like to get involved.”

There he’d done it. He’d told her no. 

For a few moments she didn’t say a word. Then she turned and walked to the desk.

Dan stuffed his hands in his pockets. He would’ve been proud of himself except now he felt guilty. Joy was a nice person, and he understood the importance of helping the fourth-grade teachers. But he hadn’t been lying. This time of year wasn’t good for him.

Joy retrieved a piece of paper from the desk, then walked over to stand next to him. Right before she reached his side, she slipped glasses on her nose. 

They were purple and rather startling with her blue eyes. Dan found himself distracted by her glasses, and it took a moment for him to catch up with what she was saying.

She placed the paper in front of him, then stood back. It was a list of things Toby planned to do during the holiday season. Right at the top on line one, Toby had written “help my dad with the Thanksgiving can drive and Christmas concert.”

Dan felt like he’d been punched in the gut. 

“We asked you because it seems important to Toby,” she murmured. “None of the other students wrote something like that, and we didn’t tell them to write it. Sure, earlier in the day we told the students what was coming up and that we’d be looking for parent volunteers, but that was it. He came up with that all on his own.”
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