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      Ryan Danvers balanced on the icy slats of the barn roof in his Roper cowboy work boots the chilly December wind whipping around the raised collar of his shearling coat.

      He plucked a nail from his mouth and hammered a new shingle into place.

      A windstorm swept through Kringle, Texas, last night and ripped off two dozen shingles clean off the barn—the same barn set to host the annual Danvers’ Christmas Party in two weeks.

      With his high deductible, it wasn’t worth filing an insurance claim, so now, instead of party planning, Ryan was up here risking his neck patching the roof, knowing every dollar he spent on supplies dinged his paper-thin party budget.

      “Dang it,” he mumbled around the remaining nails in his mouth and wiped cold sweat from his forehead with a gloved hand.

      What in Santa Claus’ name was he doing?

      The weight of the past perched like an anvil on his shoulders. Seven years ago, his parents died in a horrific car crash on Christmas Eve.

      For the first five holidays afterward, he and his older sister Jenny stopped his parents’ beloved tradition, too heartbroken and lost in their grief to consider it. Celebrating Christmas seemed wrong in a hundred different ways.

      Then, two years ago, for the sake of the town and their own mental health, Jenny insisted they start up the party again. Their parents—especially their mother—loved Christmas, but to Ryan, the holiday was a reminder of everything he’d lost.

      And he resented it, even as he moved forward for the love of his sister.

      This year, however, Jenny was on bed rest, expecting her first baby. The doctor issued strict orders—no stress, no planning, no running around organizing a party.

      That left Ryan in charge and as much as he loved Jenny, he begrudged the solo responsibility.

      Okay, Grinch. Get over yourself. This isn’t about you.

      He shook his head and eyed the sky. The wind bit his face and burned the skin beneath his beard stubble. Thick gray clouds gathered heavy in the sky with the threat of more icy rain. In this part of Texas, it rarely snowed, but sleet? Oh yeah, that was a thing. Why did it feel like Christmas was plotting against him?

      One shingle down, twenty-three more to go.

      Mentally, Ryan calculated the cost of repairs and deducted it from the party budget he and Jenny set at the first of the year. Yikes. He was coming up way short.

      Hmm. He could take the roof repair from the ranch budget, but then he’d be grappling for property tax money come January.

      Wincing, he pounded in another shingle. Seriously, why did the Danvers have to single-handedly fund a big Kringle Christmas shindig just because of tradition?

      Tapping into his personal savings was also an option but because of high interest rates, he’d stuck most of his disposable income into certificates of deposits and early withdrawal would cost him all his gains.

      Honestly, if it were up to him, he’d cancel the whole dang thing.

      But it wasn’t up to him. Not really. The Danvers Christmas Party wasn’t just a family tradition—it was also a pillar of the town’s holiday celebration, and the town sorely missed it during their five-year hiatus.

      Local businesses depended on their event. The exposure and sales home-owned companies made during the party kept them going throughout the slow winter months. Canceling the party would mean letting folks down.

      And Ryan hated letting people down.

      Thirty minutes later, he hammered in the final nail into the last shingle and glanced up as a familiar red pickup truck pulled into the driveway. Scott Finley, his brother-in-law and best friend, parked and got out. Ryan hooked his hammer through a belt loop of his jeans and picked his way across the roof to the ladder.

      Scott walked over, tilted back his Stetson, and squinted up. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?”

      “Like you’ve lost your ever-loving mind.”

      Ryan grunted. “You offering to help, or are you here just to state the obvious?”

      Scott chuckled and stepped to the base of the ladder. “Looks like you just finished. Perfect timing on my part.”

      “What’s up?” Ryan peered over the eaves at him. “My sister okay?”

      “Jenny’s fine. She sent me to check on you. It worried her that you were out here on your own since you gave the ranch hands two weeks off for Christmas.”

      “My sister has enough to worry about without fussing over me. Tell her I’m fine. Now step off, I’m coming down.” He waved, shooing Scott away.

      Scott moved back and waited until Ryan was on the ground. “How much are these repairs costing you?”

      Ryan winced. “Don’t ask. Choosing a high deductible seemed like a good idea at the time for lower monthly insurance premiums, but now…”

      “Where you getting the money to cover it?” Scott surveyed the old shingles lying strewn on the ground. The wind had blown several into the branches of the old oak tree next to the barn.

      “Our party budget.” He blew out his breath. “I hated to dip into it, but no roof, no party. I’ll have to find somewhere to skimp.”

      “People will get it.” Scott bent and started picking up the old shingles. “Hard times all around this year.”

      Ryan joined him. “Yes, and the budget was already tight since you and Jenny couldn’t put as much into the kitty with the baby on the way.”

      “We’re really sorry about that. I had no idea how expensive babies were. I took on extra work but⁠—”

      “Hey, no shade. I understand completely. If the party didn’t mean so much to the town, I’d just pull the plug on the whole thing, but bringing the event back the way we did two years ago made such a difference in the community.”

      “For sure it was a morale booster.” Scott bobbed his head and carried the armful of shingles he’d collected to the nearby burn barrel. “Everyone in Kringle was so grateful when you two started the party back up again, and no one more so than me.”

      The reinstatement of the Christmas party two years ago was what got Scott and Jenny back together after five years of estrangement when Ryan hired Scott, a contractor, to renovate the barn. In fact, Scott was the one who put those shingles on the roof in the first place.

      Ryan trailed after Scott. The grass, still covered in frost, crunched beneath their boots. He stared at the old oak tree where the few stray shingles still clung to the branches, stubborn and out of reach.

      A blast of wind cut through him, along with biting grief.

      For the most, he managed his sorrow well enough, but at Christmastime? Well, Christmas was different—the cold air, the scent of pine, the holiday decorations, the goofy music—brought the old heartache sharply into focus.

      Thinking of his parents, Ryan’s mind drifted back to happier times, and he recalled the holiday after he’d turned eighteen and was helping his dad string lights along the front of the house. Dad had stepped back to survey their work and nodded with a grin.

      “Looking good, son.” He clapped Ryan on the shoulder. “You know, one day this’ll all be yours. This party, this place—it’s more than just a holiday thing. Putting on this event is about showing people what it means to come together. It’s about community. Connection. Loving thy neighbor.”

      Ryan brushed it off with a laugh. “Yeah, sure, Dad. I’ll stick to hanging lights while you run the Christmas show for a long time to come.”

      But his father’s face turned serious, something rare for his fun-loving dad. Dad added weight to the hand on Ryan’s shoulder and looked him square in the eyes. “You’ll understand one day. This party, it’s profoundly important. Not just for the town, but for us Danvers too. It’s our way of showing the town we care.”

      The memory settled around him like a shroud. Standing here on this cold December day, it hit him. His dad had known how much this party would one day matter even if Ryan couldn’t see it back then. The annual event wasn’t just a venerable tradition. It was their family’s love language.

      “Ry?” Scott’s voice broke through the memory. “You seriously thinking about canceling the party this late in the game?”

      Ryan clenched his jaw. The thought crossed his mind, several times over the past few weeks, but he’d pushed through. “Yeah. But I won’t.”

      “It’s okay if you do. You gotta put yourself first, bro.”

      Maybe it would be all right, but he wouldn’t cancel. It meant too much to Jenny, even if she couldn’t be part of it this year. Ryan gave a short nod, though the weight in his chest didn’t lift.

      The party was a reminder of everything he’d lost, but that memory of his dad, standing in the cold with a hand on Ryan’s shoulder, reminded him the festivities were also about everything he still had—his friends, the people of Kringle, Jenny, Scott, and soon a new niece or nephew. The ranch.

      Home. Family. Community.

      If he canceled, he wouldn’t just be giving up on the party, he’d be letting go of the values and traditions his parents tried to pass down to him and he wasn’t ready to let go.

      He turned toward the barn, the patched roof standing as a small victory, but it didn’t make the heaviness in his heart any lighter.

      Not this time of year.
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      Sometime around September, Nina Ellis decided the only gift she wanted for Christmas this year was Ryan Danvers.

      He didn’t know it, of course. No one did. And though Christmas Eve was fast approaching, Nina still hadn’t figured out how to make her wish come true.

      It wasn’t as if she could order Ryan online and have him delivered. Even if she could, she’d never be able to afford him. He was way out of her league. Her best hope would probably have been Santa, but the jolly old man didn’t exist.

      Ha, ha, ha, and ho, ho, ho.

      Nina sighed and kneaded the silky pâte à choux dough, pressing and folding the way her grandmother taught her when she was ten. The bakery stretched unusually quiet for a December afternoon. Customers trickled in and out, but the holiday rush hadn’t materialized, leaving her too much time to think.

      About Ryan. About the bakery. About how everything teetered on the edge this year.

      Ellis Early Eats was more than just a bakery since her grandparents, Garrett and Ellie, opened it in Kringle in 1981.

      For decades, Gee was the town’s only doctor, back before it became a tourist town, marketing itself to big-city visitors during the holidays.

      However, it was Ellie who made the bakery the heart and soul of Kringle. She filled the shop with the scent of freshly baked bread, cinnamon rolls, cream puffs, and her famous kolaches, all while raising three children and keeping the books for Gee’s practice.

      Nina’s parents took over the bakery when she was a teenager and Ellie got too sick to run it anymore.

      Her folks expanded the menu and updated the equipment, bringing in customers from all over the county and beyond. The bakery thrived until they retired four years ago and moved to Arizona, leaving the store to Nina with a little help from Gee after Ellie passed away.

      She loved working with Gee, but things had changed. Her grandfather, who once juggled patients and pastries with ease, had slowed down and so now the financial side of things fell on her shoulders, and with rising costs and fewer customers, she found herself swimming upstream.

      The bakery once buzzed with customers during the holiday season, but since urban sprawl from Fort Worth pushed the big box stores closer to Kringle, she found it harder and harder to compete. People still loved the idea of homemade baked goods, but the convenience of picking up a dozen cookies or a pie at half the price from Costco was doing them in. Nina tried to adjust, offering catering services and custom orders, but even those were drying up.

      She glanced at the shelves dwindling of supplies. Lately, debt piled up faster than customers walked through the door.

      Ryan Danver’s Christmas order was a lifeline—two hundred kolaches, a hundred cream puffs, twelve dozen cookies, fifty pies, and ten sheet cakes. The largest single order they had all year, and if she could pull it off, the income from it would keep the bakery afloat until the Valentine’s Day surge.

      Photographs of her family hung on the wall in front of her. A snapshot of her grandmother pulling a tray of freshly baked rolls from the oven, head thrown back, laughing, was one of her favorites. Gee sitting with customers at a table, his smile warm and inviting, another.

      Her grandparents built this place on love and hard work. Letting them down felt like a betrayal, but she didn’t know what else she could do. She worked sixty to seventy hours a week, with no time for a social life.

      Not that she minded. She loved the bakery.

      Her gaze drifted to a framed photo of Gee from last spring with his church group. Ryan stood beside him, smiling, his hand resting on Gee’s shoulder. That day meant so much to her—Ryan and a few other church members had stepped in to drive Gee to his chemo treatments when Nina was too overwhelmed to manage every day.

      Ryan showed up at the bakery the first day Gee needed a ride, wearing that shy smile, and offered to help.

      “Figured it was the least I could do,” he said. “Your grandfather used to give me and Jenny free cookies when we were kids.”

      Nina’s heart ached with a gratitude so intense she could hardly speak. The way Ryan helped Gee into his truck, and made sure her grandfather was comfortable, plumping a pillow for his lower back and adjusting the seat for his long legs, stirred something inside her.

      Every Sunday during church service, Nina looked across the pews at him, as he held the hymnal, and his deep voice rang out above the rest.

      One morning, he turned his head and caught her staring. He flashed her a quick smile. She dropped her gaze, her face flaming, and spent the rest of the service keeping her eyes locked on the pastor.

      Ryan was kind and generous, never making a big deal about the help he offered, never expecting anything in return. That was what made him so different. He wasn’t just the handsome rancher every young, single, straight woman in town swooned over. He was a good man. The kind of man she dreamed of but was too nervous to pursue.

      After finishing the pâte a choux, she put it the fridge to rest and washed her hands at the sink.

      The bell above the door jingled.

      Nina dried her hands on a kitchen towel and stepped into the storefront to greet the customer and stopped in her tracks.

      Ryan Danvers.

      Looking more handsome than usual.

      He wore a Stetson, work boots, and a shearling coat. He gave her a smile, but his lips pressed tight, and the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Morning, Nina.”

      “Hey, Ryan.” She kept her voice neutral, not wanting to give away her flaming crush on him, and pushed back a tendril of hair that escaped her messy bun.

      They looked at each other, neither one speaking.

      “Well,” they said in unison, then laughed together.

      “You go first,” he said.

      “No, no, you.” She waved, alarmed at how fast her pulse sprinted.

      Ryan glanced around at the empty bakery and winced. “Pretty quiet in here.”

      She shrugged as if the vacant tables were no big deal. “It’s Monday morning. Past breakfast and not yet ready for the lunch crowd.”

      He cleared his throat.

      She interlaced her fingers in front of her, rested her knotted hands on her apron at her navel, and waited.

      “I… um…” He pressed his palm to his nape and shifted his weight. “Listen, Nina, there’s something I need to discuss with you.”

      Her breath hitched and a weird hope jolted through her. She leaned forward. “Yes?”

      “About my order for the party…”

      “Do you want to add to it?” she asked.

      He dropped his gaze. “Um, not exactly.”

      Her stomach fell to the floor and rolled around. She latched her gaze on to his face, trying to decipher his unreadable expression. “What is it? You need to change something?”

      He pointed at a table. “Could we sit down?”

      “Is it that bad?” Her laugh came out nervous, edgy.

      He didn’t smile, just moved to the table and sat. He took off his Stetson and settled it on the chair beside him.

      Uh-oh. Nina flitted behind the counter, uncertain what to do. “Would you like some lunch? I know it’s a little early, but I also know ranchers get up before dawn too. I just sliced some roasted turkey and baked fresh sourdough loaves. I could whip up my avocado and turkey sammie, no charge⁠—”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Thanks, but I should get back to the ranch. I’ve got a long to-do list.”

      “Oh, okay.” Not knowing what else to do, she walked over and pulled back the chair across from him, the legs scraping against the floor, the noise extra loud in the empty bakery.

      He placed both hands, palms down, on the table and met her gaze with steady eyes. “I know we have a written contract for the order, but I wonder if you’re open to amending it.”

      Nina pursed her lips and exhaled slowly, emptying all the air from her lungs the way Gee taught her to regulate her emotions. “What’s happened?”

      “The storm blew shingles off my barn roof and the repairs took a bite out of the party budget. I can’t afford to pay you all at once and I was wondering if you accept some kind of payment plan.”

      He’d already put down the ten percent deposit she required for large orders. Nina opened her mouth, but didn’t know what to say, and closed it again.

      “If you can’t do that, I understand, and instead maybe we could reduce the quantity of the order?” His eyes searched her face, and his mouth pulled down.

      “By how much?”

      He grimaced. “By half.”

      She gripped the edge of the table, trying to steady herself. “Ryan, I’ve already placed the order for the ingredients.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if I had any other choice.” He sounded exhausted, and the muscle near his right eye ticked.

      “You’re right.” She forced a smile. “It’s just flour, sugar, butter. I can use that on any recipe. Nothing special other than it’s a larger than normal expense.”

      “I’m so sorry. Forget it. I’ll figure something else out.” He pushed back his chair and got to his feet.

      Nina hopped up too, flashing back to Ryan helping Gee into his truck, carefully fluffing that pillow and settling it just so for her grandfather. “Wait. Let me see what I can do. I’ll crunch some numbers and get back to you with a payment plan. Folks in Kringle look forward to your Christmas party every year. It means a lot to the community, and it was sorely missed the years after your parents… well… we don’t want a shoddy party, do we? We’ll make this happen one way or another.”

      “Really?” He looked so hopeful Nina decided she would rearrange the entire solar system if he asked her to.

      “Yes.” She bobbed her head and brightened her smile. She had no idea how she’d swing it, but she’d find a way, even if she had to run a balance on her credit card.

      “Thank you, Nina. I know our friends and neighbors will appreciate it.” He picked up his Stetson and settled it on his head. “It means a lot to me and Jenny too.”

      She wanted to say something inspiring and encouraging but the words stuck somewhere between her heart and her lips. He stood so close to her. She ached to reach out and touch him, to comfort him, but manners and personal boundaries held her back.

      “I better let you get to work. I’m sure the lunch crowd will be descending soon,” he said. “Let me know what payment plan you can swing and be fair to yourself, okay?”

      “I’ll text you.” Her smile froze to her face.

      He tipped his hat and left, the bell jingling in his wake. She tilted her head and watched him saunter away, her heart beating too fast, her mouth too dry. If Santa were real, Nina knew exactly what she’d ask for this year.

      A Christmas miracle.
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      Outside on the sidewalk Ryan turned to look over his shoulder through the bakery’s plate-glass window decorated with Christmas-themed clings.

      Behind the counter, Nina arranged a tray of Christmas cookies in the display case. Her fingers moved with an unconscious grace, lifting each cookie and placing it just so. She wore a Chilly Willy-themed apron over a simple blue sweater, the fabric lightly flour-dusted. She looked happy, surrounded by the tools of her trade, and there was a peacefulness about her he envied.

      Nina had the most gorgeous hair he’d ever seen. True midnight black that shimmered with hints of blue in the sunlight, and right now, under the soft glow of the bakery lights, it looked like she’d painted in red and green streaks as if the Christmas spirit had found its way into every strand.

      Ryan had always noticed her hair and admired the way it usually fell in soft waves around her shoulders, even if today she had it piled into a loose bun atop her head. A few tendrils escaped, curling around her face, softening her features.

      Captivated, he stared.

      She leaned forward to place a few more cookies on the parchment-lined glass shelf, her shirt pulled tight across her back, revealing the gentle curve of her waist. Ryan recalled the way she’d smiled at him earlier, the kindness in her eyes, and something inside him ached. It wasn’t just attraction, though that was definitely there, but something deeper, something he couldn’t quite put into words.

      He thought of the sandwich she offered him and the charming warmth of her sweet little bakery.

      She’d proposed food and company. Why had he turned her down?

      Scott was right. He spent too much time on the ranch. Too much time alone. Ryan took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

      Nina looked up from the counter, surprise flashing across her pretty face. “Back so soon?”

      “Yeah,” he said, feeling awkward. He swept off his Stetson and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I, uh, thought I’d take you up on that sandwich if the offer still holds. Turns out I’m hungrier than I thought, but I’m paying. I insist. You can’t keep a business going giving food away for free.”

      She blinked, and those lovely pink lips curved into a welcoming smile, one that made his pulse spike. “I’m glad you changed your mind. C’mon in and have a seat.”

      He took the table he’d sat down at before.

      “You want the turkey and avocado on sourdough?” she asked.

      “That sounds delicious.”

      “Cup of butternut squash soup to go with it?” She pointed to the posted chalkboard menu on the wall over the counter. “Soup of the day.”

      “Sure, sure, but I have one request.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You have lunch with me.” He glanced around the empty shop. “At least until the customers show up.”

      “Deal,” she said, upping the wattage on her smile. “I did expect it to be slower today since there’s an event going on at the Kringle Kandy Kompany. I think they’ve got food trucks over there.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” he said as she disappeared into the kitchen. “They’re introducing a new holiday candy.”

      “Yep, even got a Fort Worth news crew showing up.”

      “Fancy that,” he said.

      She appeared in the doorway between the kitchen and storefront. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you. What’d you say?”

      “Nothing important… hey, do you mind if I come hang out with you in the kitchen while you whip up the sandwiches? That is unless there’s some kind of health code violation.”

      “No, come on in. Just wash up at the sink and stay away from my prep station. I’ve got a little table and chairs back here where we can sit.”

      Ryan joined her in the kitchen, stepping to the huge stainless steel sink to wash his hands while Nina sliced the sourdough bread.

      The kitchen was even cozier than the storefront, the air thick with the smell of yeast bread and cinnamon. Her sound system perched on the windowsill was playing the Christmas song, “Winter Wonderland.”

      Nina assembled the sandwiches. Ryan kept his hands clasped behind his back and studied the photographs lining the walls that captured family moments over the years—three generations of Ellises loving and cherishing this place.

      “C’mon over.” She carried two platters loaded with sandwiches, dill pickle spears, chips, and cups of butternut squash to the little wooden table set up in a little alcove between the commercial refrigerator and the ovens. “Water okay or would you like something else to drink?”

      “Water is fine.”

      She poured two glasses of ice water, and they settled into their chairs. Nina passed him a napkin from the dispenser on the table and took one for herself.

      Ryan took a bite of his sandwich. “Mmm, this is delicious. Do you make your own aioli?”

      “I do,” she said. “Buttermilk is my secret ingredient. I learned that from Gee.”

      “Props for Gee.” Ryan lifted his thumb. Why didn’t he eat at the bakery more often? While the lunch menu was limited, it was spectacular, nonetheless. “How is your grandfather doing, by the way?”

      “Great.” She nodded. “Completely cancer-free at his three year checkup. I can’t thank you enough for driving him to his chemo treatment.”

      “I only did it the once.” Ryan shrugged. “I didn’t mind at all. Happy to help.”

      “Well, we truly appreciated it, and the cookies I sent as a thank-you don’t seem near enough.”

      “You didn’t have to send cookies, but I sure did enjoy them.” He patted his belly. “Just like I’m enjoying this soup and sandwich.”

      She pulled her bottom lip up between her teeth, and her gaze held his. He smiled at her, hoping he didn’t make her nervous, because she was easy to talk to, easy to be around. On the sound system, “Winter Wonderland” changed into “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.”

      “Gee would be here right now if he wasn’t playing in a dominoes tournament at the senior citizen center. He’s in the finals and hoping to win a trip to Padre Island.”

      “I didn’t know he was a domino sharp.”

      “Oh, yeah.” She laughed. “Mostly, though, he uses it as an opportunity to dispense free medical advice to his friends and competitors. Once a medicine man, always a medicine man, I guess. He’s still got that bedside manner. People ask him for advice on everything from aches and pains to what kind of flour they should use for biscuits.”

      She was a talker. Ryan hadn’t realized that. Nina made him think of his sister, Jenny, in that regard. All those words tumbling out while he listened and delighted in every second of her conversation. Her talkativeness didn’t bother him at all. It gave him time to think. He didn’t want to mess up.

      “Miles had big shoes to fill when he took over your grandfather’s practice.”

      “He did,” Nina agreed, nodding. “But Doc Miles is doing great. He really cares about the community, just like Gee did.”

      Ryan took another bite, the flavors of the sandwich bursting on his tongue. He licked a bit of aioli from his thumb and caught Nina watching him, her eyes lingering on his mouth. He froze for a moment, then cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t know. It’s been a while since I’ve needed to see a doctor.”

      “Guess all that healthy living is paying off, huh?” she said, looking him up and down in a way that gave him trouble swallowing the last bit of sandwich.

      He finally got the bite down, and it hit his stomach hard, as he fought a bout of unexpected nerves. Why was he anxious?

      Her words weren’t suggestive or a come-on. She was just a woman noticing a man. Paying attention. Maybe thinking about how hard he worked or the things he could do with his hands—rope a wild mustang, wrestle a steer to the ground, cradle a newborn calf.

      Or his own baby⁠—

      Whoa! Where had that thought come from? Ryan shook his head, feeling as if this kitchen and Nina’s food had cast a spell over him.

      He had no plans to start a family.

      Ever.

      Jenny was enough, and she and Scott could populate Kringle with as many little Finleys as they wanted. He figured he’d make a terrific uncle. He’d never seen himself as a husband or a dad material. He and Jenny had the best parents ever, and Ryan learned what it meant to be a man from the father who’d raised him. The one he would miss forever.

      Nina stared at him as if she expected him to say something and he realized he’d lost the thread of the conversation.

      “Your good health,” she said. “Must be from ranching.”

      “Oh yeah, yeah, that.” He dipped into the butternut squash soup garnished with crème fraiche. “Don’t have a lot of time for excesses. Unless too much work counts.”

      “It can, for sure.” She rubbed her hands up and down her crossed arms. “When I was plotting a career, I never thought I’d be setting an alarm to get to work by three a.m. My teen self would be horrified. It was trying enough putting in a couple of hours at the bakery before school back then.”

      Ryan nodded. “I hear ya. I got up early for football practice after chores, ready to go, and everyone else would be stumbling around the locker room like they’d just rolled out of bed.”

      “They probably had,” she said.

      He thought back to what Nina had said. “You still get up early on your days off?”

      She laughed. “I do try to sleep in, but my body thinks I’m running late and shoves me out of bed by five, but at least it’s not three, which is ridiculously early.”

      He was usually in the barn by five, but five wasn’t three, and Nina was right. That was a ridiculous hour. “I don’t remember the last time I was up past nine.”

      “I generally go to bed at eight. The same time as my grandfather, which makes me feel old.” She laughed.

      It was a fluttery sound. Light and fun like a butterfly. Ryan’s gut clenched. He wanted to hear it again.

      “But at least I get to eat breakfast on the job,” she said. “Though I probably should cut back on the pastries. I’m a sucker for our blueberry cinnamon rolls. Have you tried them?”

      Ryan found himself about to say something about how good she looked, that the pastry didn’t seem to be hurting her, but he shoved his mouth full of soup instead. It didn’t keep him from thinking how nicely she would fit against him, however, and that simply wouldn’t do. He refused to objectify her in any way.

      “I haven’t tried the blueberry cinnamon rolls, but you’ve just talked me into it. I’ll take half a dozen home with me.”

      He pushed back his empty plate and soup bowl and stood to clear his place. From the musical playlist, George Strait started singing about Christmas cookies.

      Nina cocked her head and peered up at him. “Ryan?”

      He looked down at her beautiful heart-shaped face surrounded by tendrils of jet-black hair and a solid ache hit his chest. “Yeah?”

      “Would you care to dance? This song is my absolute favorite Christmas tune.”
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      Nina hadn’t expected him to accept her invitation, and honestly, she couldn’t believe she dared ask him to dance.

      But when he set down the dishes he carried and reached for her hand, tugging her toward him with a playful grin, she didn’t care how awkward she sounded, because here she was, in Ryan Danvers’ arms, two-stepping through her grandparents’ bakery kitchen in time to George Strait.

      His grip was warm and steady as he pulled her closer, one hand settling on her waist and the other hand holding hers with just the right amount of pressure. The upbeat rhythm of “Christmas Cookies” filled the bakery, the rollicking tune bouncing off the tiled walls.

      Ryan led her in a lively dance, his boots shuffling on the kitchen floor, his laughter joining hers. He guided her around the shining pots and pans hanging from cooking racks and twirled her with a mischievous smile.

      A giggle bubbled up inside Nina as he spun her out and then pulled her back toward him.

      She couldn’t believe she was dancing to a song about Christmas cookies in her kitchen with the man of her fantasies. It was surreal, ridiculous, and absolutely perfect. Nina hadn’t been this close to a man she had such a mad crush on in… well… ever.

      The feel of his belt buckle bumping her hip bone and his thigh sliding between hers as he led her sent her hormones rocketing off the charts. She liked the feel of Ryan. His hand, his shoulder. Every bit of him.

      But something in his eyes left her wondering if her Christmas wish should stay a secret between her and Santa.

      Maybe this dance was enough, a fleeting moment she could cherish, but once he released her, would she ever get this close to him again?

      Oh, who was she kidding? She hadn’t dated much since college, and she’d graduated four years ago. Work kept her busy. And those few dates? Casual. Conversations over burgers or chicken-fried steaks from opposite sides of a table. A movie. Walks around the town square.

      Those dates hadn’t involved a man grinning at her like she was special, his intense eyes locked on hers as he dipped her. The sudden move yanked a gasp from her lips and sent her grabbing on to his shoulders for balance.

      He was quick, though, righting her in an instant and drawing her near again, still keeping time to the quick tempo.

      She never imagined he could out dance Patrick Swayze, his steps light and sure, guiding her around the kitchen like it was a huge dance floor and not a small space crammed full with baking equipment.

      “I’m starting to think you were just waiting for an excuse to show off your moves,” she teased.

      He grinned down at her, his hand at her waist. “Maybe I just wanted to see if you could keep up.”

      She peeked up at him through lowered lashes. “I think I’m doing pretty well, don’t you?”

      “You’re doing great.” His gaze held hers. “You’re more than keeping up, Nina.”

      She stared into his eyes and her heart stuttered.

      The song ended, the lively tune fading into a quieter, slower melody, Frank Sinatra’s “The Christmas Waltz.”

      They stilled, his hand still at her waist, hers resting on his shoulder. Neither of them moved away. The air between them charged with something unspoken, something…

      Unnerved by the look in his eyes, Nina stepped back, brushed her bangs from her eyes, and looked away. “Thank you for the dance.”

      He nodded, his gaze locked on hers. “My pleasure.”

      The bakery fell quiet, just the hum of the refrigerator and the faint sounds of the town outside filtering in. The air between them pulsed with energy and a touch of Christmas magic.

      In the storefront, the door opened, and the bell jingled.

      “You’ve got a customer,” he murmured but didn’t move an inch.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      He didn’t let go of her hand right away. His thumb brushed over her knuckles, a slow, gentle motion that sent shivers shooting down her spine. “I should get going.”

      She nodded, her pulse racing.

      He gave her a small, crooked smile and dropped her hand.

      Nina felt the loss keenly, the distance between them too vast, too empty. He glanced around the kitchen as if waking up from a spell.

      “Thanks for a nice time, Nina.”

      “Anytime, Ryan.”

      “Hello? Yoo-hoo. Nina, you here?” a voice called from the front of the bakery.

      “Coming,” she called out. To Ryan, she said, “You can leave through the back exit.”

      “Thanks.” He tipped his hat, and then he was gone.

      Leaving Nina hungrier than ever for a man she wasn’t sure she could ever have.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan stepped from the rear entrance of the bakery into the alley, the brisk air cooling his flushed skin.

      He glanced back at the lighted windows—why? Was he expecting to see Nina watching him leave? But the glass reflected only his own conflicted expression.

      Ego check, Danvers. It was just a dance.

      Whew. Ryan left the alley and ambled around the corner to the street where he’d parked.

      His pulse was still doing the two-step long after his legs had stopped. What had he been thinking? He went back in for her delicious turkey and avocado sandwich, not to spin her around the kitchen like some kind of a Christmas fool.

      But she’d asked him to dance.

      Why?

      He’d noticed Nina before. Who wouldn’t? But noticing wasn’t the same as letting himself feel something. Now those feelings rushed in all at once, and good grief, they left him reeling.

      Ryan leaned against the hood of his truck and blew out a breath, collecting himself before he climbed in and drove back to the Double D.

      Nina Ellis was full of life, too talented to be tied to a town like Kringle, never mind that her family roots sank deep in the soil. And him? He was just a man doing his best to keep his head above water, weighed down by responsibilities and sad memories he couldn’t shake.

      “Ryan Danvers!”

      Dang it.

      He knew that voice all too well. Putting on a smile for propriety, Ryan turned to see Mrs. Claiborne heading toward him, her bright-red coat swaying in the breeze.

      The older woman carried several shopping bags, her petite frame almost hidden by her oversized load, but her blue eyes, sharp and knowing, peered out from under her wide-brimmed hat.

      Ruth Claiborne had been his Sunday school teacher, his mother’s good friend, and practically a third grandmother to him and Jenny. He’d grown up under her watchful eye, and even now, she had a way of making him feel like a little boy caught sneaking extra cookies at the church picnic.

      “Afternoon, Mrs. Claiborne.” He pushed away from the truck and moved toward her.

      She shifted the bags, her hands clutching the handles. “What are you doing out here, sneaking around the back of the bakery?”

      “Who said I was sneaking out the back of the bakery?”

      She arched her eyebrows and gave him The Look. The one she gave the kids who fumbled their bible verses.

      “Here, let me help you with those.” He reached out.

      She hesitated for only a second before relinquishing the shopping bags. “Thank you, Ryan. My car’s down the street. I ended up buying more than I thought, and those sacks were getting heavy.”

      He took the load from her, and it was hardly a strain compared to the hay bales he hauled on a daily basis. “What are you doing carrying all this alone? Where’s Freddie?”

      She waved a hand. “Freddie’s got a domino tournament. He’s in the finals with Garrett Ellis. First prize is a weekend trip to South Padre Island.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Her eyes twinkled up at him as she adjusted her red fedora. “Besides, I’m not helpless, you know. I could have managed, but why turn down willing muscle?”

      “True.”

      She linked her arm through his and guided him down the sidewalk. “So, what were you really doing in the bakery? And don’t you dare try to tell me you were buying baked goods because before you took on my burdens, you were empty-handed.”

      Dang it, he had been empty-handed and after he’d promised Nina he’d pay for his lunch and buy some blueberry cinnamon rolls. He’d gotten so addled by their dance, he’d forgotten.

      Ryan’s cheeks warmed as he glanced back at the bakery and told the truth, just not all of it. “I went in to talk to Nina about the big order I placed for our annual Christmas party.”

      “Something wrong?”

      “Yesterday’s storm blew off the barn roof and I had to take the cost of repairs out of the party budget. I asked her if she would take payments. Didn’t want to, but…” He shrugged, his gaze dropping to the sidewalk. “Turns out Nina’s suffering too with those big box stores moving in closer to Kringle.”

      “Hmm.” Mrs. Claiborne looked pensive. “I see. You and Jenny have always been so generous, hosting that party every year. Your parents would be proud, but you shouldn’t have to shoulder the financial burden for the entire thing.”

      “The party’s our family’s Christmas gift to our friends and neighbors.”

      “And it’s a much-appreciated tradition… oh, here I am.” She stopped beside her Cadillac. “You know, your parents would want you to be happy, Ryan. They’d be proud of you keeping the ranch going, but they’d also want you to have a life. And by life, I mean dating.”

      Ryan’s chest knotted. “I know. It’s just…”

      She opened the back door, and he settled the bags down in the back seat. “Yes?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Mrs. Claiborne reached up to pat his cheek. “In case you’re not picking up on what I’m putting down, I’m talking about Nina. You’re single. She’s single. You’re both young and good-looking…”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It could be if you don’t go deciding what’s best for Nina without even asking her, and don’t think you’re not worth loving just because you’re carrying a heavy burden. A burden shared is a burden halved.”

      The accuracy of her words jolted him, and Ryan forced a smile. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “Well, since you’re not planning to sweep Nina off her feet, how about helping at the church? We’re setting up for the Christmas pageant and we need all the hands we can get. There’s a potluck afterward…” She studied him expectantly.

      He might be busy, but it wouldn’t kill him to be charitable. Especially to a woman who’d been so good to his mom. “What day?”

      “The setup is Thursday afternoon at three, then the potluck at six. Since you’ll be working, you don’t have to bring any food unless you want to swing by and pick up something from Nina.” Mrs. Claiborne winked and then shot a glance over her shoulder at Ellis Early Eats.

      “I’ll see you on Thursday,” he said, not commenting on picking something up from the bakery.

      “You’re a good man, Ryan Danvers, but please don’t let the past steal your future.” Mrs. Claiborne’s eyes took on a sad, faraway expression.

      He nodded and swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Thanks for the advice.”

      She hopped in her car and tooted her horn at him as she drove away.

      Mrs. Claiborne might be right, but knowing and doing were two different things. How could he let himself hope for something more when the cost of losing it would break him all over again?
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      Tuesday morning, five thirty a.m., the day after her kitchen dance with Ryan, and Nina couldn’t stop grinning. Yesterday evening, she’d emailed him a payment plan for the party catering that suited them both and when he emailed back that she’d saved his hide, she felt positively giddy.

      Okay, yes, there’d been potential… and sizzle. Lots of sizzle. More than Nina had dared hope for actually, but these cookies wouldn’t bake themselves. She had work to do.

      Focus, Ellis.

      All four ovens hummed, the bakery toasty warm as Christmas music played, and Nina rolled out sugar cookie dough that had already rested in the fridge overnight.

      She cast a glance over her shoulder at the table where she and Ryan had shared a sandwich and then two-stepped their way over the wooden floor. A giddy laugh pushed up her throat, and she reached for the snowman cookie cutter.

      Oh wow. The guy she’d secretly been crushing on for years liked her back.

      Or at least he seemed to.

      Why had she waited so long to make a move?

      Why? Because he’d been chin-deep in grief over losing his parents in a tragic accident, and the timing never felt right.

      But now?

      Time had passed. Things had changed.

      She finished cutting out the cookies, arranged them on the baking sheet, popped them in a preheated oven, and then took out the tray of blueberry cinnamon rolls. She had half a mind to send a dozen out to the Double D as a thank-you to Ryan for the dance, but that felt a little too forward.

      Nina set the cinnamon rolls on the sideboard to cool and mixed up the glaze for the cherry popovers cool enough to frost. Singing along with “All I Want for Christmas is You,” she filled the pastry bag and piped on the icing.

      When her dance with Ryan ended, and they’d stood for a moment in the quiet kitchen, she’d thought that he hovered on the verge of dipping his head and kissing her. She’d pursed her lips and tilted back her head…

      Even now, just thinking about it, Nina’s cheeks heated.

      Goodness! How she’d wanted him to kiss her.

      Yoo-hoo, Earth to Nina. Did you forget the real reason Ryan Danvers strolled into your bakery?

      Yeah, he wanted a payment plan. Maybe he’d danced with her because he felt backed into a corner. Perhaps it had nothing to do with liking her. Maybe he simply felt obligated because she’d asked him to dance.

      Nina dropped the piping bag and slapped a palm across her mouth. She’d never considered that possibility. She wanted Ryan to like her back and so she simply assumed that he did. But what if it was all a ruse to get on her good side so she’d offer him an ideal payment plan?

      She didn’t think he was a manipulative person, but honestly, what did she know about him other than he’d smiled at her in church and had been good to Gee the time he drove him to his chemo treatment?

      But when they’d danced, and his hand settled on her waist, he’d held her as if she was something precious…

      Unless she imagined it.

      The smell of burning sugar yanked her back to the moment. Smoke poured from the lower oven.

      “No! No! No!” She grabbed oven mitts and yanked open the oven door. A puff of hot air singed her forearm hairs. Hissing, she dropped the tray into the stainless steel sink, the cookies burned to crisps.

      Darn it. In her woolgathering, Nina had forgotten to set the timer. Terrific. Already down a batch, and she wasn’t even open yet.

      No crying over burnt cookies. It was Gram’s voice in her head, gentle yet firm. Start again.

      Right.

      Nina took off the oven mitts and let out a sigh. Okay, enough with thoughts of Ryan Danvers. He’d derailed her too much already.

      A knock sounded at the front door.

      Nina leaned out of the kitchen to peek into the storefront. The bakery didn’t open for another fifteen minutes. Who was this much of an eager beaver at five forty-five in the morning? Nina squinted into the darkness.

      She didn’t recognize the well-dressed woman huddled on the sidewalk, her frosted blond hair twisted in an elegant chignon. She wore a chic camel coat with knee-high black leather fashion boots. Definitely not from Kringle.

      The woman spied her and waved.

      Nina went over, unlocked the door, and opened it a crack. “I’m sorry, we’re not open yet.”

      The woman’s smile was polished and professional. “I know it’s early, but I wanted to get here before the breakfast crowd claimed your attention.”

      Nina narrowed her eyes and snapped her fingers. “You were in here last month.”

      “I was.” She nodded.

      “You bought two dozen madeleines for your book club.”

      “Excellent memory. Your cookies were a huge hit, by the way.” The woman extended her hand. “Katherine Brothers. May I come in?”

      “All right, but if you don’t mind, I’ll keep working while you talk,” Nina said.

      “Not at all. I don’t want to hamper you.”

      Nina pushed the door open wide and flicked on the dining room lights. “Come on in.”

      “Thank you.” Katherine stepped inside, rubbing her palms together and giving Nina a bright smile. “I do appreciate your time, Ms. Ellis.”

      Nina moved behind the counter to grind the beans and start the coffee. Katherine trailed after her, scanning the bakery’s interior. “Such a charming old building.”

      “Yes, Kringle built the town square in the 1890s, and all the buildings are still original, although the National Historical Society green-lighted renovation on most of them.”

      “And the bakery has been renovated as well?”

      “Yes, my grandparents undertook that task when they started Ellis Early Eats.” Nina added water to the coffee maker and sent a sidelong glance at the woman. What was Katherine angling at?

      “That’s excellent. You should be really proud of your bake shop.”

      An uneasiness settled in Nina’s stomach. The woman’s praise wasn’t a casual compliment. There was a calculated gleam in Katherine’s eyes, a purpose that put Nina on guard.

      She turned to face the woman as the smell of coffee filled the air. “What exactly can I do for you, Ms. Brothers?”

      “Cards on the table?”

      “Please.” Nina folded her arms over her chest and leaned against the counter.

      “I’d like to buy your bakery.”

      Nina stared at the elegant creature and blinked. “You want to what?”

      “Buy your bakery.” The woman’s tone was straightforward as if she hadn’t just dropped a bombshell. “I knew it was exactly the place I’d been looking for when I tasted those amazing madeleines. It’s right here in the town square, in the heart of Kringle. It’s got charm, it’s got history, it’s got je ne sais quoi.”

      “S-sell the bakery?” Nina’s brain hung in neutral, barely able to process what the woman was saying.

      Katherine Brothers nodded long and slow, putting extra emphasis on her intent. “Yes.”

      Nina shook her head. “My grandparents started this bakery, and then my parents took over and now they’ve passed it on to me. It’s been in our family for three generations.”

      “Yes.” Nod, nod, nod. Seriously, the woman was a bobblehead. “That’s what makes it so special. That and your amazing cookies.”

      “The bakery isn’t for sale.”

      Katherine narrowed her eyes and deepened her smile. “Oh, sweetheart, everything is for sale for the right price.”

      Goosebumps skittered up Nina’s arms. So many times, she wished to be free of the bakery. She’d never really had a choice of career because of her family legacy. She’d gotten her degree in business with the sole purpose of eventually taking over the bakery from her parents and it happened faster than she’d intended when her father’s rheumatoid arthritis forced him and her mother to move to a drier climate. Nina had never worked anywhere besides the bakery.

      “Here’s what I’m prepared to offer…” Then Katherine Brothers named a number so high Nina was certain she heard incorrectly.

      “Excuse me?” She blinked.

      Katherine repeated herself.

      “I-I don’t know what to say.”

      Katherine pulled a glossy business card from her designer purse and handed it to Nina. “I’d like to keep you on as manager. Name your salary. You wouldn’t have to worry about anything—you’d still be running the place but with financial backing and resources to expand and hire someone to help you.”

      Nina took the card. The name and logo blurred before her eyes. This was a dream offer. She would never get another one like it.

      “Just think about it. Take all the time you need. I know this is a busy time of year.”

      The door opened, bell jingling, and one of her regulars, Mrs. Claiborne, walked in. “Mornin’, Nina. I need two boxes of donuts for the angel tree volunteers.”

      “Coming right up,” Nina said, turning toward her customer. “All honey glazed, or do you want some chocolate?”

      “A box of each.” Mrs. Claiborne eyed Ms. Brothers, then turned her attention back to Nina. “You’re still coming to help set up for the pageant on Thursday afternoon, right? And the potluck afterward?”

      “Absolutely.” Nina boxed up the donuts.

      Katherine Brothers cleared her throat. “Just give me a call when you’re ready, Ms. Ellis. I’ll be waiting.” With a wave of her hand, she strolled out and set the bell jingling again.

      “Who was that?” Mrs. Claiborne asked, staring after the elegant woman.

      “You saw her too?” Nina asked, clutching the business card. “I was beginning to think I imagined her.”
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      Garrett Ellis watched Jean Deerling lay down her last domino to a chorus of groans and laughter from the table. She had a way of making winning look effortless, always one step ahead of everyone else.

      “The tournament is mine!” she said and rubbed her palms together as the organizer declared her the winner and gave her the gift certificate to a four-day stay for two on Padre Island.

      He wasn’t surprised. Jean was sharp, with a quick mind and quicker wit. She didn’t miss much. He’d lost out of the tournament in the previous round and had been watching the few competitors left at the table, secretly rooting for Jean to win over the men.

      From his spot across the room, he noticed the way her eyes darted around, taking in the women who had been circling him like hawks all afternoon. He suppressed a smile, sipping his coffee and leaning back in his chair.

      It was the annual Kringle Senior Citizen Community Center Christmas party, and everyone was in a particularly festive mood, probably because his friend Charlie Gunter had spiked the punch bowl.

      Jean stood up, her gaze fixed on him, and he felt his heart beat a little faster. She was a striking woman, confident in a way that drew people to her. He’d always thought of her as more of an acquaintance, but lately, he’d noticed the way she looked at him, and it stirred something he hadn’t felt in a long time.

      As she made her way over, Garrett saw a couple of the other women shift, their gazes narrowing slightly. He couldn’t help but be impressed. Jean was bold, that was for sure, and she looked radiant in pine-green slacks and a red cashmere sweater.

      She slipped between the tables, weaving past a tray of barbecue sliders and a platter of cookies from Ellis Early Eats frosted in red and green.

      “I’m gonna get some more punch,” Charlie said. “You want some?”

      “No, I’m good,” Garrett said, his eyes locked on Jean.

      Charlie winked and nudged him in the elbow and then ambled off to the beverage table.

      “Hello, Garrett,” Jean said.

      “Jean.” He nodded and took a casual sip of his coffee. “Congrats on besting those old codgers. You’ll have fun on Padre.”

      “Sadly,” Jean said, lowering her lashes. “I have no one to accompany me on the trip, but then again, I’ve never been afraid to travel solo.”

      Was that an invitation? Garrett’s heart skipped a couple of beats. Maybe he should lay off the coffee.

      “Enjoying the party?” he asked because he didn’t know what else to say.

      “It’s a little stuffy in here. Would you mind accompanying me outside for a walk?” She put a hand on his forearm.

      “Sure.” He tossed the paper cup in the nearby trash can, wondering what brought all this on, but not wanting to jinx things by asking.

      Jean slipped her arm through his and leaned in to whisper, “I saw Betty Pats heading your way and thought you might need a rescue.”

      “Oh,” he said, feeling a little disappointed. “Is that what this is?”

      “I know how she can natter on, bless her heart.”

      “A rescue, huh?” He lifted his eyebrows and quirked a grin.

      “Let’s call it that, just in case.”

      “All right, then.” He guided her to the coatrack. “Which one is yours?”

      “The red one.”

      Of course, it was. Nothing shy and retiring about Jean. He helped her on with her coat, then held open the door. They stepped outside together.

      “Which direction?” he asked.

      “How about the lake?”

      “That’s a good mile away.”

      “Are your knees acting up?”

      “No.”

      “Mine either.”

      “It’s another mile back.”

      “I’m fully aware of how walking works, Garrett Ellis.”

      He laughed and they set off, the fallen leaves crunching beneath their feet, the afternoon sun peeking through the clouds.

      “We should do this more often,” she said. “Why haven’t we done it before?”

      “I don’t know.” He slid a glance over at her, her arm still tucked through his. It felt nice against his side.

      Jean smiled, pleasure in her eyes. “Are you planning on attending the Danvers Christmas Eve party at the Double D?”

      “I go every year they have the event,” he said. “I delivered both Ryan and Jenny.”

      “You delivered most everyone in Kringle.”

      “Not your kids.” He’d been the only doctor in Kringle for years, but Jean had never come to see him, preferring to drive to Fort Worth instead, but he’d never taken it personally.

      “It’s nice to see the Danvers’ place return to life,” she said. “I was afraid Ryan and Jenny weren’t ever going to shake their grief.”

      “Me too. It’s a hard thing, for sure. Losing people you love. The pain never really goes away, does it?” Garrett gazed out over Lake Kringle and watched a pair of cranes skim over the water.

      Jean gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “No, it doesn’t, but we’re still here, Garrett. We’re still living.”

      “True.”

      “How’s bakery life treating you?”

      “It’s a lot sweeter than medicine,” he deadpanned.

      Jean pulled back and stopped walking.

      He stopped, too. “What is it?”

      “You’re a funny man, Garrett Ellis. Why didn’t I know that about you?”

      “Probably because we’ve never spent much time getting to know each other. All these years, we’ve been mere acquaintances because you didn’t trust my medical opinion,” he teased.

      “Oh, but that is not true,” she said. “I just wanted to keep my secrets secret.”

      “What secrets might those be?”

      “Well, would it be as much fun to walk with me if you were thinking about that ugly scar on my knee? Or how hideous my appendix looked when it came out?”

      He laughed. “So you’re an enigma.”

      “It makes this a lot more fun, don’t you think?”

      “Walking? Or did you have something else in mind?”

      “I might,” she said. “If you’re interested. I did win a trip for two to Padre.”

      “Why don’t you come by the bakery on Thursday morning, say around seven, if you’re an early riser? We can have a cup of coffee and some of Nina’s blueberry cinnamon rolls and a good conversation to start the day, see how things go.”

      “Call it date?”

      “Yes, Jean, I think we should.”
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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