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ALICE GRANTHAM LOST her fiancé and her job, so she’s had to come home to Willow Park to live with her parents. To recover some sense of independence and security, she’s cobbled together different part-time jobs, including one as assistant to the pastor of her hometown church. Nothing seems to be going right for her. Even Micah, the first boy she ever loved, is standoffish with her now.

Micah has always been a prodigal son, but now he’s trying to put that lifestyle behind him. Then a five-month-old daughter he never knew existed is dropped on his doorstep, the result of one of his many one-night stands. He needs help from Alice to care for his daughter, but he can’t let himself hope for a second chance with her. He can’t help but want it, though...
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Author’s Note
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AS WAS THE CASE WITH Married for Christmas, this book is centered around a church, but it is not an inspirational romance. It is a regular contemporary romance that features characters who happen to be religious. It’s a distinction I want to be clear about because the expectations for each genre are different. Because I assume some will be reading this book who didn’t read Married for Christmas, I’m going to repeat the explanatory note I wrote there.

Spirituality is an important aspect of human experience and the lives of a lot of people, but it’s often surprisingly absent from contemporary romances. Because of that, I thought I’d write this note to prepare readers of this book. The point of this story is not to present any sort of religious message, but faith is important to these characters and so the plot and character development turns on their spiritual condition as much as anything else. In writing a story like this, the challenge is that there’s likely to be too much religion for some readers and too little for others. I don’t know if I navigated this difficult creative challenge successfully, but I do believe it’s worth the attempt.
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DANIEL WAS A GOOD MAN and a great preacher, but he could sometimes be a frustrating boss.

“Alice,” he called out from his office. “Where’s Jobes?”

Alice Grantham was sitting at the desk in the outer office at First Presbyterian Church in Willow Park, North Carolina, but Daniel’s booming voice carried easily through rooms. She looked up from the bulletin she was putting together for Sunday. ”What?”

“Jobes. I need it. Weren’t you going to bring it to me?”

With a sigh, she stood up and walked over to the credenza against the wall, on which were piled dozens of books. She was pretty sure Jobes was an author’s name since she remembered seeing it as she organized all Daniel’s books three months ago when she first started working for him.

If the book was on the shelves in his office where it belonged, he would have gotten it himself, so she figured it must have ended up in one of these piles. The credenza was like the island of lost books, where anything he’d lent out, left in another room, or taken home and then brought back ended up until Alice took the time to return it to his bookshelves.

She knew he was working on an adult Sunday School class on Hebrews right now, so she scanned the spines for something by a person named Jobes about Hebrews.

“Is it there?” Daniel called, after about forty-five seconds.

“I’m looking.” She had to speak loudly to be heard through the office, but she did try to keep her tone from sounding impatient.

Working for Daniel twenty hours a week was better than having nothing except the ten hours the local library was able to give her, and being rude to her boss was probably not the best way to commend herself to him.

Six months ago, she’d been living in Asheville. She’d had a nice apartment, a good job at a university library, and a fiancé. After six years in college and graduate school and one failed engagement, she’d thought things were finally lining up very nicely for her. She was preparing for a happy, comfortable life.

Then Bill, her fiancé, dumped her because he decided she wasn’t what he needed in a wife.

Then two months later she’d been laid off at work. They liked her at the university, but she was the library’s newest hire, and the budget cuts they were facing were too severe to keep her position.

So she’d had to move back in with her parents in Willow Park and try to resurrect her life.

She was forced to cobble together part-time work while she kept looking for another full-time job. First Presbyterian, the church she’d grown up in, had money in its budget for a part-time assistant for the pastor, so Daniel—who’d only started preaching at the church recently himself—had offered her the job.

If things had gone as she’d expected, she would have been married this coming Saturday, but instead she was back in her hometown, searching for a random commentary for a sometimes exasperating pastor.

Whom she’d known since she was four years old.

She finally landed on a book by Jobes that had Hebrews in the subtitle, so she grabbed it and brought it into his office. She held it up. “Is this the one?”

“Yes,” Daniel said, looking up from the notes he was scrawling on a yellow legal pad. He was around thirty, good-looking, and very happily married. “Thanks.”

As she handed him the book, she was tempted to tell him he’d never actually asked her to get it for him a first time, as he clearly believed, but she decided it wasn’t worth the effort.

He was already opening up the book and flipping the pages. “I’ve been needing this.”

“Then you should have gotten up to get it yourself,” came a female voice from the doorway.

Because she was watching, Alice saw Daniel’s face change as he processed the voice and raised his eyes to see who was now standing in the office.

It was impossible not to see it—that softening, that transformation from focus into pleased surprise at the arrival of his wife.

Jessica was grinning as she approached the desk, carrying what was obviously a lunch she’d prepared for Daniel.

Despite his evident delight at the arrival of his wife, he must have listened to her words. His eyes flicked back to Alice. “Sorry. Was I being rude?”

She shook her head. There was no way to stay annoyed with the man. “No. It’s totally fine. Only you hadn’t actually asked me for the book in the first place.”

His dark eyes widened. “Oh. Sorry. I thought I did.”

Jessica shook her head and gave Alice a long-suffering look. “You deserve a reward for putting up with his absent-minded-pastor routine.”

“Hey!” Daniel objected. He’d gotten up, and now he reached an arm out to pull Jessica against him. “I thought you liked absented-minded pastors.”

Jessica’s face softened the way his had earlier. “Only one.”

When he leaned down to kiss Jessica, Alice turned to leave the office since she was feeling a bit like a third wheel now.

She liked Daniel and his wife. She generally didn’t mind working as the church’s administrative assistant. She was even glad to be back in Willow Park since she’d always wanted to eventually move home again.

But for the past three months, she’d felt like she was on the fringes of existence, without a real place in the world, desperately trying to establish her life again.

She was only twenty-six, but she’d already had two failed engagements, the one with Bill and one with the boyfriend she’d had all through college who finally said he’d just outgrown her.

She’d never been particularly career driven, but she’d enjoyed working in a library and felt like she was good at it. Her dream was for the local library in Willow Park to be able to hire her full-time, but they hadn’t yet been able to fund the position.

She hated feeling at loose ends this way, and she was determined not to let it continue. Although she’d never actually believed she’d had to be married to really start life, she’d spent too long acting like that was true. She wasn’t looking for a husband anymore—she’d given herself a set of rules so she wouldn’t be stupid about men again—and she was trying to reorient her priorities. She thought about it as resurrecting her life since Easter was only a few weeks away.

She’d always loved Easter with its promise of hope, healing, and new life—even more than Christmas—so it seemed fitting that it should be the landmark for her newly shaped life. 

Despite her resolution, little things like seeing how secure Daniel and Jessica were in their relationship just reminded her of what she didn’t have.

“Did you want a sandwich?” Jessica called after her. “I brought one for you.”

Alice turned around in surprise. “Oh. Thank you.”

She took the sandwich and the bottle of water Jessica handed her, thinking it was really nice to be remembered, even drifting on the fringes of life.

She’d gone back to her desk and was busily typing up the bulletin, occasionally taking a bite of her sandwich, when another voice surprised her.

This one was male. Deep. Pleasant. Very familiar. “Hey, Alice.”

She almost choked on her bite and had a rather embarrassing moment as she attempted to swallow without coughing or spitting out the mouthful.

When she managed to get the bite down, she looked over to where Micah, Daniel’s brother, was standing in the doorway.

He was two years younger than Daniel and just as good-looking. Better-looking, Alice thought, with his vivid blue eyes and warm grin.

Not that he was grinning now. For some reason, he never smiled at her the way he smiled at everyone else.

His expression was sober as he stepped into the office. “Sorry if I surprised you. Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” She was embarrassed, and her cheeks were flushed hot, but she managed to keep her composure. She nodded toward the inner office with its partly closed door. “Daniel’s in there with Jessica.”

Micah stopped by fairly often. He was a deacon in the church. Plus he genuinely seemed to like his brother.

“Okay. Thanks.”

She’d gone back to her computer since she didn’t want him to think she was staring at him or hoping to talk to him. She was always very careful about that.

She was afraid that Micah thought she was interested in him romantically, so she always went far out of her way to make sure nothing in her behavior affirmed this belief.

When it felt like he was lingering, she glanced up again. He’d started toward Daniel’s door but was still looking in her direction, and his eyes conveyed that same serious hesitance that was so uncharacteristic of him.

“Did you need something?” she asked, pleased when her tone sounded appropriately professional.

He shook his head. “No. Thanks.”

She gave him an empty smile and typed and typed and typed at the bulletin until he stepped into the office.

Then she released a sigh and slumped in her chair.

She’d known Micah all her life. They’d lived in the same neighborhood and had both been raised in this church.

He was two years older than her, so they’d never really been close. Until the summer she was sixteen and they were both working at a local summer camp sponsored by the church.

They’d spent a lot of time together that summer because of their respective responsibilities, and they’d gotten in the habit of making rounds in the evenings together, which had given them time to talk.

They’d talked about everything—dreams and fears and faith and life. She was quiet by nature, but she’d opened up to him in a way she’d never done with anyone else. He’d always been one of those guys who’d laughed off everything serious, but he’d opened up to her too.

She’d fallen for him hard, and she’d genuinely believed that he’d felt the same way.

She’d started to hope. She’d started to dream. Then he’d started to hold her hand as they’d walked in the evenings. And one evening he’d kissed her—softly, gently, almost tenderly—under the full moon, and she’d thought her dreams were coming true.

But nothing else happened. No date. No words spoken about feelings. No request to keep in touch. The summer ended, and he left for college.

And nothing.

Micah had gone wild in college. He started to party and drink and sleep around—things he’d never done in high school—and it just got worse when he graduated. He’d done handyman work to make a living, but he mostly just hung around and looked for a good time any way he could get it. By that time, Alice had left town and gotten engaged—twice—so she’d only heard about him secondhand. But it always made her sad to think of the sweet boy she’d known in high school and how far he’d drifted from what he’d believed.

Eventually, almost despite himself, Micah had built a successful business as a contractor, but it wasn’t until just over a year ago that he’d turned over a new leaf in his personal life. He’d come back to the church. He’d stopped his habits of carousing in bars and having one-night stands. He’d seemed to finally take life seriously.

Alice had been happy when her mom told her he was changing his ways, but as soon as she returned to town, she’d been surprised and disappointed by how he acted toward her.

Micah was always really standoffish with her now, and she could only think of one plausible explanation for why.

He must think she was still holding a torch for him, from all the way back in high school, and he didn’t want to encourage her. There could be no other reason for why he was never warm and friendly with her the way he was with everyone else.

It hurt. A lot. He was such a nice guy, and she would like to be friends with him again. But he never even smiled at her.

Maybe after her two failed engagements he thought that she was desperately husband hunting and he was next in line for her attack.

She could hear him talking and laughing with Daniel and Jessica in the office now. His warm voice resonated as much as Daniel’s did.

He was always teasing and laughing. Everyone in town loved him. And he seemed to like everyone he encountered.

Except her.

He was in the office for about fifteen minutes. She heard them chat about work on one of Daniel and Jessica’s bathrooms that they wanted Micah to help out with. And she heard them talk about a family in the church who didn’t have money to fix their car transmission, so Micah, being a deacon, was tasked to reach out and see how the church could help. And she heard Jessica inviting him to dinner on Easter, which was coming up in a few weeks. Jessica added, with a lilt in her voice, that Micah could bring a date if he wanted.

He must have responded with a look rather than words since Alice didn’t hear the response. She’d even stopped typing to listen for it.

When the silence continued, she realized all of them must have lowered their voices. It was evidently a private conversation that she wasn’t supposed to hear.

She wondered if Micah was dating someone. She hadn’t heard that he was, and she assumed she would know since gossip flew like wildfire in a town as small as Willow Park.

As far as she’d been able to tell, he hadn’t dated much at all since he’d come back to the church.

“Alice.”

The male voice startled her so much she actually jumped.

So she was embarrassed again as she turned to face Micah, who’d left Daniel’s office without her realizing it.

“Sorry,” he said, his expressing sobering and his voice changing from the warm, laughing tone he’d been using with Daniel and Jessica.

She hated that transformation—from his real self to the serious man he always became when he talked to her. But it happened every time. “Yeah?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s fine. I was just focusing too much, I guess.”

He handed her two cookies in a plastic baggie. “I was told to give you these.” The action and tone were strangely intentional for such a casual gesture.

She blinked in surprise and looked down at the chocolate chip cookies, which Jessica must have baked. “Oh. Thank you.”

Alice assumed he would walk out now since his assigned task was accomplished, but he didn’t. He just stood there. In anyone else, she would have thought he felt awkward, but this was Micah.

Even as a kid, he’d always been the king of every room.

“How’s it going?”

She frowned in surprise but answered easily enough. “Fine. I’m just finishing up the bulletin for church on Sunday.”

“Oh. I meant... I meant in general.” He cleared his throat and fiddled with his keys. He must be making an extra effort to be polite with her instead of so standoffish. “Do you like working for the church?”

She finally realized what he was asking. “Oh. Yeah. It’s fine. I’m happy for any job at this point.”

“Would you rather work for a library?”

“Of course. I’d love it if I could get a full-time job at a library, but there just doesn’t seem to be anything available.”

His eyes were resting on her face as if he were really listening, but he still wasn’t smiling. “But you have a master’s, don’t you?”

“Yeah. In library science. But tons of people have the same degree, and there aren’t that many available jobs. University libraries aren’t able to add many positions these days, so most jobs are replacements when people move on or retire. And other candidates have PhDs or double master’s degrees or a lot more experience, so I’m just not a top candidate.”

“So are you looking at public libraries then?”

“Yeah. But it’s really a different career path, and there are budget cuts there too. I’ve been talking to the library here, and they’ve given me ten hours a week, but that’s all they can do right now.”

His expression shifted slightly, although she couldn’t exactly interpret the shift. “So you’d be okay staying in Willow Park?”

Her eyes widened. “Yeah. Of course. I’d love to live here again if I could get a full-time job. There’s just not much in this area, so I’m having to look farther out.”

“I thought maybe you wanted a bigger area like Asheville.”

She wondered if he thought she’d become some sort of big-city snob who didn’t like small-town living anymore. It couldn’t be further from the truth. “I liked Asheville fine and would be happy to stay there, but I love Willow Park. Mostly, I just want a job, and I want to move out of my parents’ house—however that happens. Even the two jobs I’m doing now aren’t enough to afford rent in this town.”

“Rent here is crazy overblown because it’s so hot with tourists and retirees.” Micah’s forehead wrinkled as if he were thinking hard. “You know, I don’t know if it could work for you, but I’ve got a—” He broke off whatever he was going to say when his phone chirped with a text message. He pulled it out and glanced down at it.

Alice turned back toward her computer since she assumed the conversation was over. She didn’t know why he’d stopped to talk to her so much today. They hadn’t had such a long conversation since they’d both been in high school. Maybe Daniel had been lecturing him on treating his assistant so aloofly. Or maybe Micah had finally realized that she wasn’t chasing him.

It would be nice if he’d smile at her once in a while though.

She told herself to remember her fourth rule—about not making up stories about men’s intentions and motivations—and forced herself to stop wondering.

She could feel Micah still standing there next to the desk, and she suddenly felt flustered. She was tempted to look over to discover what he was doing, but that would be getting dangerously close to breaking her fourth rule.

So she kept hitting letters on the keyboard, even though they weren’t making any intelligible words.

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat again. “It looks like you’re busy. I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

She stopped typing and smiled at him, still feeling confused and disoriented. “Yeah. Have a good afternoon.”

So he walked out. She watched him leave, trying not to admire too much the sight of his firm butt and long legs in his jeans.

Girls all over town were crazy about him, from age eighteen to thirty-five. Any one of them would jump if he showed any interest in them. There wasn’t any sense in Alice thinking in that direction. Just because they’d had the one summer together, when she’d believed him to be sweet and funny and smart and devout and everything she could ever want, didn’t mean anything now.

She’d never been deluded about her own desirability. She was okay-looking—with long curly brown hair and big blue-gray eyes—but there was a reason that, when she was twelve, Micah had coined the nickname “Dormouse” for her. It had been a play on her name, of course, since instead of looking like Alice in Wonderland she instead looked like the Dormouse—tiny, with a too-big mouth and too-small nose, and by nature more of a reader than a talker.

She was just finishing the bulletin when Jessica came out of Daniel’s office.

“Thanks for bringing me lunch,” Alice said. “It was really nice of you to think of me.”

“Of course. No problem at all.” Jessica was smiling, but her smile faded as she glanced around the office. “Did Micah take off already?”

“Yeah. He left a few minutes ago.” There wasn’t any reason for him to stick around, but Alice thought Jessica looked surprised and annoyed for some reason.

“All right.” Jessica sighed and then straightened up. “Hey, are you free for dinner on Friday evening?”

“Yeah.” It didn’t take any thinking to figure this out. Alice was free on every night of the week she wasn’t working.

“Come over to our place. I’m having a few people over. Do you think you can make it?”

“Sure. Thank you.” Alice had known Jessica all her life too since they’d all grown up in Willow Park together, but Jessica was a year or two older, so they’d never really been friends. It was very nice of her to be making an effort though. Alice didn’t like to be pitied, but she wasn’t about to refuse a kindly offered invitation. “Can I bring anything?”

“No, you don’t have to—” Jessica broke off, and her mouth twisted wryly. “Well, actually, would you mind bringing a salad? I’m always stressed out over meal planning, so it helps if I don’t have to make everything myself.”

“Sure.” Alice grinned, appreciating the other woman’s honesty and good humor. “How many will be there? Just so I know how big a salad to make.”

“I’m not sure. Four or five. No more than six.”

“Okay. Thanks for asking.”

Jessica was smiling as if she were very pleased with herself as she left.

Alice looked at the door through which the other woman had disappeared. Jessica was quiet and unassuming, never trying to be the center of attention. Growing up, she’d always been like Alice—not one of the popular girls, not the one the guys always went after.

But Jessica had managed to snare a fantastic husband anyway.

It should be encouraging, but it wasn’t. Alice reminded herself that it didn’t matter anymore. She was resurrecting her life—and doing things better this time. She had what was most important. Plus she had her rules, and she wasn’t going to break them by dwelling on what she didn’t have.

She’d been stupid about men for too long. Jeff, her first boyfriend and her first fiancé, had evidently moved on long before he’d ever bothered to tell her. And she, being stupid, had ignored all the obvious clues that something hadn’t been right between them.

And then she’d known that she and Bill had different views about marriage and, in particular, the role of wives, but she’d assumed they could work them out—until he refused to budge in even the slightest of ways and finally broke the engagement because she wasn’t properly submissive.

Now that it was over, she was glad to be rid of both of them, but she knew she was to blame for letting herself get into the situations. Stupidity had consequences, after all. So four months ago, she’d developed a set of rules. She didn’t think they should be universally applied to all women, but they were what she needed to keep from being stupid again. They were helping her be content with her newly established life, and they would protect her heart.

There were five of them.

1. Never assume a man likes you unless he both tells you and shows you.

2. Never go out of your way to encourage a man to ask you out.

3. Never trap a man in a conversation about his feelings that he doesn’t want to have.

4. Never analyze a man’s behavior or read into his motivations and intentions toward you. 

5. Never, ever, ever daydream about a future unless he’s promised you a future.

Those were her rules, and she was determined to keep them.

***
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A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER, Daniel went to visit someone in the hospital, and Alice took that opportunity to haul the piles of books from the credenza into his office and start shelving them on the bookshelves there.

She’d organized Daniel’s books when she’d first gotten the job, so they were all in a clear, logical order and she knew where each one of them went.

She could dress as casually as she wanted to work at the church—at least, that was what Daniel had told her when she’d gotten the job—but she always made an effort to look somewhat professional since people stopped by fairly often and she was the first person they saw.

Now, however, Alice was regretting her random impulse that morning to put on a skirt since she was on her knees in front of the bookshelves, putting the last of the commentaries back in place.

At least no one was around since she was in a rather undignified position with her skirt pushed up to her thighs to give herself freedom to move.

“Daniel,” a voice came from outside the office. “Daniel!”

She recognized the voice, but he was in the office before she could move or pull down her skirt. She froze as she looked over her shoulder, befuddled by Micah’s sudden appearance.

He seemed equally startled to discover her on the floor after his eyes scanned the room for his absent brother. “Oh,” he said, standing in the doorway.

It took her a minute to pull herself together, but when she did she managed to smile. “He went out to the hospital to see Mrs. Cooper.”

“Oh.” Micah was such a self-assured man that it was strange to see him look so stumped.

Then there was a different sound in the office. It took Alice a few seconds to even identify it. It was so unexpected that she was sure it wasn’t right.

It sounded like a baby whimpering.

Finally, her eyes drifted down to something Micah was holding. A baby carrier. A baby carrier.

“Is that a baby?” she asked, her voice hoarse with surprise.

He looked down at the carrier as if he’d forgotten he held it. “Yeah.”

She scrambled to her feet rather clumsily and hurried over to look at the baby as he set the carrier on Daniel’s desk right on top of the printed copy of sermon notes for Sunday. He was carrying a bag over his shoulder, but he didn’t set that down.

She peered into the carrier and saw the baby—maybe four or five months old—wearing a pink sleeper. Her eyes were blue and grumpy, and her whimpers were quickly turning louder.

Instinctively, Alice reached out for the girl and pulled her up to rest against her shoulder, patting her back in a comforting manner.

Alice had always liked kids. She’d never had baby fever, but she certainly knew what to do when one was starting to cry.

“What are you doing with her?” she asked Micah, who’d been staring at the baby with that same glazed look of bewilderment.

“I... I don’t know.”

“Well, whose is she?” Surely this baby hadn’t dropped from the sky into the back of Micah’s truck.

His features twisted slightly—maybe from anxiety, maybe disbelief. “That’s the thing. I think... I think she’s mine.”

​​
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, SHE’S yours?”

“I mean she might be my daughter.” Micah still looked almost frozen, as if he hadn’t fully taken in what was happening.

Alice shifted the baby from one shoulder to the other, jostling her slightly as she continued to whimper. “But how... where did she come from?”

“Her mom died in a car accident last week, and her grandparents just showed up and said she’s mine.”

“So they’re taking care of her? They just want you to... to know her?”

He shook his head, his eyes fixed on the baby’s profile. “They said they can’t raise her full-time.”

Alice swallowed, trying to understand this, trying to get her mind to work. She felt as stunned and paralyzed as Micah looked. “They don’t want her?”

“I think they do, but they’re not in great health and they don’t think they can anymore. They said I’m the father.”

They stared at each other for a minute, and Alice felt strangely like they completely understood each other in a way they hadn’t since they’d been working at the summer camp.
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