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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

      Dan kept looking at the paper, wondering why. Why was this important to Toby?

      “I see,” was all he could think to say.

      “I don’t know much about Toby’s background,” she said softly. “I do understand you’re now a single father, so I know this is difficult.”

      He glanced at her, surprised that she knew. Then he realized that of course she knew. He’d told the school and Toby’s teacher that his wife had died a little over two years ago.

      “I guess Ms. Whitaker told you,” he said.

      “No. It was Toby.”

      That didn’t surprise him. Toby often talked about his mom. The therapist he’d had Toby see a few months after Beth’s death had said talking about her helped Toby deal with the loss and keep memory alive.

      Dan ran one hand through his hair. Two years ago, he’d thought he understood life. But since Beth had died unexpectedly from an aneurysm, these days he was at a loss for the meaning of life.

      He rubbed his temple, feeling more unsettled.

      “Ms. Bakersfield,” he started, unsure yet what he planned to say. “I’m just…”

      She gave him a little smile and slowly shook her head. “Joy, please.”

      “Joy,” he corrected. “I just don’t think—”

      “I know. I know. I’m being unfair. I’m using Toby’s feelings to pressure you, and that’s not what I want to do. If you agree to help, I want it to be because you want to do it. You shouldn’t have to do this. Please don’t feel obligated,” she said.

      He might be a dumb rock, but even a dumb rock knew he should help. Helping was what Toby wanted. He owed it to his son to do what he wanted.

      Wasn’t that what a good dad did?

      Looking at Joy’s pretty face and her hopeful expression was the end of him. He drew in a deep breath and said the one thing he’d promised himself he wouldn’t say.

      “I’ll be happy to help.”
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        * * *

      

      Joy barely managed not to do a little happy dance. Dan Rowland had agreed to help. Sure, they needed the help, but more importantly, his son wanted him to help.

      So rather than asking if he was sure, she pushed on and said, “Thank you so much. And I’ll be around to help, and so will Judy. Plus, a few of the other parents can pitch in here and there. But Judy and I have to have someone who can lead the activities.”

      He nodded slowly. She could tell from his expression that he wasn’t really happy, but he wasn’t frowning. He just looked serious.

      And handsome. Very, very handsome.

      Not that handsome was part of the requirement, of course. But she found it impossible not to notice. Dan Rowland was one good-looking man. He was tall, well over six feet, with thick dark-brown hair and equally dark-brown eyes.

      She cleared her throat, looked away, and headed back to the desk. She needed a little distance between them at the moment. “The first event coming up is the canned food drive. The children have been asked to bring in canned food if they are able. Moreover, they’ve also been encouraged to collect canned food from their friends and family members.”

      “And you need me to—”

      “Organize the cans, create a couple of flyers we can place around the school, take the cans to the food bank.” She waved one hand in the air. “That sort of thing.”

      If the list of tasks bothered him, he didn’t show it. Instead, he nodded again. “I know Toby brought home a flyer about the can drive yesterday. I’ll draft up a couple more and run them by you.”

      Delighted that he didn’t seem upset, Joy pointed to a small stack of cans in the corner of the classroom. “Some students even brought in cans today. I have a small collection in my room, too.”

      Dan walked over to the pile of cans. After studying it for a moment, he said, “It’s a good start.” He looked at her. “But if we’re going to do this, we should try to fulfill the need.”

      Joy wasn’t sure where he was going with this, but she liked that he now sounded enthusiastic. Well, a little enthusiastic. Okay, at least committed. “What do you mean?”

      “I read the local food banks are desperate this time of year, what with Thanksgiving coming up and then Christmas. We need to focus on making sure we do everything we can to help.”

      After first opening her mouth to say wow, she quickly rethought her plan. Instead, she said, “I can’t thank you enough. If you feel we should be more ambitious, that’s fine with me.”

      He pulled out his cell phone and typed a few things. Then he asked, “What’s our goal for the number of cans? How much of each type of food?”

      Joy blinked a couple of times, startled by his sudden interest. “Um, we don’t have a goal. Each class is supposed to collect as much as they can,” she explained. “Then we take it to the food bank. That’s it.”

      He glanced once again at the pile of cans and then turned to face her. “No offense, but if we’re going to do this, we need to set a goal. It has to be realistic but also compelling. Having a goal will give the kids a target. Something they can shoot for.”

      “Well, it is charity, and we can’t force the children to bring in cans,” she noted.

      A smile crossed his lips. It was slightly crooked and definitely sexy. She really liked the way he smiled.

      “That’s where having a goal helps,” he said. “You aren’t forcing the kids. You’re persuading them. Any way you look at it, the food bank will be happy.”

      “Not all children in the classes have as many resources as others. I want to make certain that we don’t embarrass any child.”

      That had an impact on him. She could tell he was considering her point. Nodding, he said, “Of course not. Each child won’t have a specific goal. Just the class,” he said. “We’ll make it fun and make sure no one feels left out or embarrassed.”

      She was glad he saw her point. “Thank you. We need to make sure everyone feels comfortable with this food drive.”

      He typed a few more notes into his cell phone. Boy, for a man who had initially been set against the idea, Dan Rowland sure was on board now.

      His determination was contagious, and Joy felt relieved that he was committed to making this happen. Judy had definitely made the right choice when she’d suggested Dan Rowland.

      “So, give me a deadline, and I’ll make up more flyers.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to go grab Toby. His basketball practice is ending soon, but I can stop by again tomorrow morning when I drop him off.”

      Feeling optimistic, Joy shook his hand and thanked him again. He flashed her another one of his great smiles and then headed out the door.

      After he’d left, Joy took a deep breath. She needed to have a stern talk with herself. A really stern talk with herself.

      She was acting like a schoolgirl. Okay, so the man was handsome. And okay, so when he smiled, her heart did a little flutter. But that was beside the point.

      She was simply happy he’d agreed to help. She really hadn’t expected him to say yes, not after he’d made it clear he was too busy. Moreover, everyone had told her he wouldn’t help.

      Well, everyone was an exaggeration. Everyone meant Dan’s sister, Amy, who taught third grade. She’d told Judy and Joy that Dan didn’t like working on projects such as the ones facing the classes during the next few weeks. In fact, Amy had said flat out that Dan didn’t like the weeks around Thanksgiving and Christmas.

      Which, as far as Joy was concerned, was just silly. This time of year was the best. It was filled with fun activities. Plus, people seemed happier, and life seemed so much easier.

      This time of year was magical.

      Thankfully, Amy had been wrong about her brother not wanting to help. Once he’d agreed, he certainly had been organized and committed to making the canned food drive a success.

      Things were going to work out nicely.
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      “I hear you decided to be quite the hero today,” Amy Rowland said as she and Dan entered his house that evening. “Joy told me you’re leading the canned food drive.”

      Dan wandered from the living room to the kitchen with Toby following him. “How did you get here so fast? I just left the school a few minutes ago.”

      “You were picking up Toby, so I left before you,” she said. “Simple math.”

      Dan refrained from pointing out that the other reason was probably that Amy had driven too fast. She always drove too fast.

      “Cool that you’re helping the school,” she said.

      “Not a big deal. I just said I’d help with the canned food drive,” he said, washing his hands. He opened the dishwasher and started unloading it. “I’ll make up a couple of new flyers and work out the details tonight.”

      Amy laughed and opened the refrigerator. After a little scrounging, she pulled out the jug of cold water and poured herself a glass. “Want one?”

      Dan nodded, so she poured him one too. Then she headed toward the small table in the corner. “The food drive is only part of the help the fourth-grade teachers need. There are a lot of holiday activities coming up, and it’s great that you’re being a hero and helping them.”

      Toby walked over and gave his aunt a quick hug. “Dad, don’t forget. I need help with my math homework tonight.”

      Dan nodded. Yep, he remembered. Every school day, Toby came home loaded with homework.

      “Your school gives too much homework,” he told Amy.

      She shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      As he took the dishes out of the dishwasher, he considered what Amy had said about the activities. He’d forgotten there were more tasks than just the food drive. The more he thought about it, the more aggravated he got. Not at the school. Not at the teachers. Not at Joy.

      At himself. And not because he resented what he had to do.

      He was mad at himself for not getting involved sooner. From the get-go, he should have been willing to pitch in where needed.

      Turning toward his sister, he said, “There ought to be more help at the school.”

      With a laugh, she said, “You’re talking to a teacher. Tell me something I don’t know. And while we’re talking about help, what have you done up to this point? Judy has lots of parent groups, and you haven’t been in one. Seems to me you’re about due.”

      “Which is why I said yes,” Dan pointed out. But he knew Amy was right. Whenever Toby brought notes home from school, Dan skimmed them, then tossed them in the recycling bin. He did the same thing online. When he logged into the parent portal, he skipped over the announcements that mentioned activities that needed parents to pitch in.

      “I know. I realized I’m not doing my fair share today.” He picked up a couple of clean plates and put them away in the cabinet. “You don’t need to nag me.”

      Amy had the silly grin she got on her face whenever she was about to tease him about something. “Oh really? So it was only your sense of fairness that compelled you to agree to help?”

      “Yes,” he said as a quick image of Joy’s smiling face flickered through his mind. He pushed it away and continued emptying the dishwasher.

      “So the fact that Joy Bakersfield is young and pretty had nothing to do with you having a change of heart,” Amy said, making the statement sound more like a question.

      Dan refused to let her win this one, even though she might be right. Sure, he’d noticed how pretty Joy was, but that hadn’t made him agree. “You know, I’m not thirteen. I can be around an attractive woman and not lose my mind. I’m not interested in dating right now.”

      Amy simply looked at him and shrugged. He finished unloading the dishwasher while she watched. Amy knew why he felt this way, why he didn’t want to get involved. Toby had lost his mother, and it was too soon to think about meeting someone new.

      Joy might be cute, but he wasn’t interested. He needed stability in his life, which in turn gave Toby stability in his life. As Toby’s therapist had advised, creating a stable environment for his son was vital. Stability would help Toby deal with his loss.

      When Dan noticed Amy was still watching him, he said, “I wouldn’t have agreed to help if I didn’t think it was the right thing to do.”

      Something in what he’d said must have convinced her because she nodded and guessed, “Toby.”

      She was right. As much as he didn’t want to get involved, he’d ultimately agreed because of his son. He’d do anything for Toby. He always put his son first. He’d moved to Kringle because Amy and his parents had convinced him his son would do better here. Toby would have family, would make friends, would feel like he belonged.

      Dan leaned against the counter. “Yes. I agreed because of Toby. He wanted me to do it.”

      A small smile crossed Amy’s face. “What a great dad you are.”

      If anyone else had said that, Dan would have suspected they were teasing him, but he knew Amy meant it. She knew what he’d gone through for Toby. Amy knew he’d changed his entire life for his son and hadn’t hesitated for a moment. Nothing meant more to him in this world than his son’s happiness.

      Dan turned and wiped off the kitchen counter. “Are you staying for dinner?”

      Amy flashed a broad smile. “Sure. I’ll help make it. Want me to see if Mom and Dad want to stop by, too?”

      “Okay.” Although he hadn’t planned on having a family dinner, one of the nice things about living in the small town with his family was they got together several times a week.

      His job for a large logistics firm had kept him moving for years. All the moves had been fun when Beth had been alive, but since her death, he knew what Toby needed was to stay put. A few months ago, Toby had started to have a few problems in school. It was then that Dan knew his son needed true stability, which meant a permanent address.

      Even though they’d been seeing Amy and his folks fairly often, it hadn’t been often enough. Toby had missed his grandparents and his aunt, so it hadn’t taken a great deal of thinking to decide to move.

      He’d quit his job and set up his own home-based freelance business. Now he was home all day. Busy, but home, and he could be available if Toby needed him.

      He was lucky, and he knew it. If he hadn’t been in a flexible field, packing up and switching to a work-from-home situation would have been difficult, if not impossible. But things had aligned for him, and he was very grateful.

      Behind him, he could hear his sister on the phone with his mother. They obviously were talking about Dan offering to help the school. He knew dinner would consist of a great deal of teasing, but that was okay. Laughing with his family was one of his favorite things to do.

      Toby must had found the commotion interesting enough that he wandered into the kitchen from his bedroom. “Are Nana and Gramps coming over as well?”

      Dan loved seeing the excited expression on Toby’s face. “Yes, so you’ll have to help me make dinner in a little bit,” he said.

      Toby bobbed his head. “You bet.”

      “So before they get here, you need to take a shower, kiddo. Basketball practice has left you sweaty, and I know Nana especially would appreciate you being clean.”

      Before they’d moved, asking his son to take a shower had resulted in an argument. But now, Toby always agreed and didn’t make a fuss.

      “Okay,” Toby said, heading off to the bathroom. Dan glanced at his sister, who simply smiled and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Whatever it was, whether it was being close to family or living in a small town, something had changed these past couple of months in Kringle. Something wonderful that made Dan really glad they’d moved. Toby was significantly happier, which made Dan happy.

      Yep, there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his son.
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        * * *

      

      Joy saw Dan and Toby Rowland pull into the parking lot as she got out of her car the next morning. When Dan had said he’d stop by with new flyers before school, she hadn’t actually expected him to keep his promise.

      But as she got out of her car, Toby waved at her, then ran over.

      “Hi, Ms. Bakersfield,” he said, handing her a folder. “Dad and I created these last night. We wanted to see what you thought.”

      “Thank you, Toby.” Joy took the manila folder, but rather than open it, she watched Dan walk over to join them. “You’ve been busy.”

      He nodded. “Toby and I got to work right after dinner.”

      “We did math first,” Toby added.

      Joy smiled at him. “Good for you.” She looked back at Dan. Today, he was dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt. Just like yesterday, he looked very handsome. “Do you want to come to my classroom?”

      He shook his head. “Thanks, but I have a conference call in a little while.”

      Joy couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed, which was silly. She barely knew this man. Moreover, school would start soon. They wouldn’t have time to talk.

      Since he didn’t have time to go to her room, she set the folder on the hood of her small blue car and opened it. Dan and Toby had created several posters, all of them colorful.

      Before she could say anything, Toby asked, “Dad, can I go meet up with my friends? The bus just arrived.”

      

      Both she and Dan looked at the bus pulling up in front of the school. Joy realized she only had a couple of minutes before she needed to be inside, so she started flipping through the flyers. While she perused what they’d done, she heard Dan tell Toby he could go ahead.

      Then she’d felt him looking at her. The sensation was odd. She felt his gaze almost like a touch, and she couldn’t remember a time when she’d been so aware of another person.

      With effort, she forced herself to study the flyers. Where the one the school had sent home was simply text on a page stating that canned food was needed, the flyers created by the Rowlands were fun and full of life. Rather than guilt people into giving, the flyers made the drive sound fun. Pictures and text were used together on each of the flyers to make the reader want to get involved. Rather than the usual turkey and pilgrim artwork, the Rowlands had used a selection of pictures. At the top, it said, Thankful means…

      Then it showed happy families. The request for donations was at the bottom under the words “Make someone’s Thanksgiving joyful.”

      The flyers were impressive. And touching.

      When she finished studying the last one, she looked at him. Once again, she was struck by how handsome he was, but now, after looking at the flyers, she knew he also was thoughtful.

      “These are wonderful,” she said, closing the folder. “Really wonderful. I know we’d like to use them all. Do you mind if we not only send them home but also post them on the walls of the school?”

      He smiled, and she couldn’t help smiling back. “Sure. Use them however you feel is most helpful.” He glanced at the watch on his left wrist. “I have to head out now, but I can stop by on Thursday while Toby’s at practice and organize whatever cans you’ve gotten so far.”

      A million questions flooded through Joy’s mind, but not one of them had to do with the canned food drive.

      Instead, she wanted to ask him about himself, but they both were busy. She needed to get a grip on herself. She was an adult, and just because Dan Rowland was good-looking didn’t mean she had to act like a teenager.

      “I’ve got to run,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      He nodded. “Sure thing.”

      With one last half smile, he turned and headed back to his truck. Joy made her way through the parking lot, then maneuvered around the rambunctious students, her thoughts still on the handsome father. Dan Rowland was a surprise. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but he definitely was a very pleasant surprise.
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        * * *

      

      Dan glanced over at his son and resisted the impulse to ask him once again how he was. He already knew his son had run into problems during math class, which had upset him. Then his basketball practice on Thursday hadn’t gone well.

      Finally, some of the boys in Toby’s class had gone to the arcade last night. And they hadn’t invited him.

      Dan knew it probably was because Toby was new in town, but it broke his heart. To make up for it, he had taken Toby to the movies. He knew his son well enough to know he was still upset.

      And lonely.

      Dan could spot the signs. He would need to look around for a therapist. Toby had talked to one right after Beth’s death, and the woman had really helped. Maybe talking to one now would help his son feel more settled.

      Of course, when it came to disappointment, Dan felt it too. Thursday hadn’t worked out as he’d planned. He thought he’d meet with Joy to see how the can drive was going, but Toby’s teacher, Judy Whitaker, had told him Joy had taken off a couple days to go see her mother, who wasn’t feeling well.

      Ms. Whitaker had added that if he wanted to see Joy before Monday, she’d be back on Sunday to volunteer at the pet store.

      Dan wasn’t sure why she’d told him Joy’s plans. He hadn’t asked, and after all, he’d just met the woman. Still, he’d felt disappointed when he learned Joy wasn’t there, which made him once again feel dumb as a rock. He barely knew Joy, but he’d be lying to himself if he said he hadn’t been looking forward to seeing the pretty, cheerful teacher again. He might not be interested in dating anyone at the moment, but that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy talking to Joy.

      Now it was Sunday, and he and Toby had just left the hardware store where they’d picked up sky blue paint for the downstairs guest bathroom.

      He was just about to leave the parking lot when a building two stores down caught his eye. It was the pet store. Outside, along the sidewalk in front of the door, were kennels he knew contained rescue dogs. Walking around talking to visitors were two people, one of which was Joy.

      He’d seen this type of adoption fair before, and once or twice before he’d married Beth, he’d been tempted. In fact, he’d thought about letting Toby adopt a dog a few times over the past couple of years, but he moved so much that it wouldn’t be fair. Now, though, he and Toby were settled, and it was about time his son had a furry best friend.

      As Dan parked the truck, he briefly ran through his motives in his mind. Sure, it would be nice to see Joy, but the main reason he was here really was to help Toby find a dog. A dog would bring a lot of joy into his son’s life.

      That was his only motivation.

      After they were parked a few places down from the store, he turned to look at his son. “Did I ever tell you how much I love dogs?”

      His son blinked and then grinned. He could tell Toby was excited, but reining it in just in case things didn’t turn out the way he hoped. Dan felt like kicking himself. Even at this young age, life had disappointed Toby so often that he no longer let himself hope.

      “You really love dogs?” Toby asked.

      Dan nodded. “Growing up, I had a great dog named Baxter. Mom and Dad let me adopt him when I was ten. He was big and dopey, and I loved him very much.”

      Toby unbuckled his seat belt and turned to look out his window. Dan knew he could see the kennels with dogs. “Hey, Dad, look. Ms. Bakersfield is here.”

      Dan knew he could pretend this was news to him, but honesty forced him to tell his son, “I know. Ms. Whitaker told me on Thursday that Ms. Bakersfield would be here. Let’s go say hi and look at the dogs.”

      Toby was out his door before Dan finished speaking. He sprinted ahead of Dan and went right to Joy. After saying hi to him, she looked around, then finally saw Dan. She waved, and he nodded.

      When Dan reached the pet store, Toby was already moving from kennel to kennel, saying hi to all the dogs. Seeing how much this meant to his son made Dan feel good about his decision. A dog would be a great companion for Toby.

      “Hi, Dan. I didn’t know you two were interested in adopting a dog,” Joy said when Dan was standing in front of her.

      “I think it’s about time for Toby to have a dog,” Dan said. He glanced around and located his son. Toby was sitting on the ground next to a fenced-in area filled with dogs. Dan could hear him telling one of the dogs all about his latest basketball game.

      “I’m really glad to see you again,” Joy said.

      For a moment she hesitated, and Dan would bet his new laptop that it was because she wished she hadn’t said that. But before she could become embarrassed, he found himself saying, “It’s good to see you again, too.”

      His comment made her smile, and even though he knew he was a dumb rock, he couldn’t help being glad he’d made her smile.

      “Hey, Dad, come meet Rocky.” Toby grabbed his hand and started pulling Dan, something his son hadn’t done in years. “Rocky’s great. Really great.”

      Dan followed his son, happy that Joy also followed. When they reached the kennel at the end, Dan realized it was filled with puppies. Fluffy white puppies that were yapping and jumping and having a great time.

      “Which one is Rocky?” he asked.

      Both Joy and Toby pointed to the loudest and most rambunctious one. Dan laughed. Figured.

      Joy went into the pen and put a leash on Rocky. Then she led the dog out of the pen. Once outside, she handed the leash to Toby. “Why don’t you walk him. See how the two of you get along.”

      She didn’t need to tell Toby twice. He took the leash and headed over to the grassy area near the store.

      “Sorry I wasn’t in on Thursday to meet with you,” she said, still watching Toby. “My mom lives in Shreveport, and she wasn’t feeling well, so I went to check on her.”

      “Judy told me,” he admitted. “She also told me you would be working this adoption fair.” When Joy looked surprised, he added, “I’ve been thinking about letting Toby adopt a dog for quite a while. Seemed like a good time to do it.”

      “It’s always great to have a dog in the family to love,” she said.

      He glanced at his son. Even from this distance, he could feel how happy Toby was. “I’ve always loved dogs,” he told Joy. “Growing up, my dog was my buddy. We spent most of our time together. What about you? Did you have a dog growing up?”

      Before she could answer, a potential adopter came over and asked her some questions. Just as well. He wasn’t trying to come on to Joy, but his question had come out like something a person would ask on a first date.

      Mentally he kicked himself. Sure, Joy was pretty and nice, but right now he needed to focus on Toby. Just because he felt at ease around her didn’t mean he had to share more than he’d intended.

      “I had three small pugs growing up,” she said, turning back to him. “I named them One, Two, and Three.”

      Dan laughed, which earned him a smile from her. “Cute.”

      She shrugged. “I was five when my mom and dad adopted them for me. I wasn’t much on names. They were with me all the way until I was in college. My parents did me a big favor letting me adopt dogs. They were my confidants for many years.”

      For a moment, he held her gaze, feeling the tug of attraction. Then he cleared his throat and glanced at Toby, who was running around the field with the dog. His son looked so happy that he knew adopting was the right thing to do. “I want that companionship for Toby. I want him to feel like he has a buddy and a confidant.”

      He looked back at her, and the desire to ask her out grabbed hold of him, but he pushed it away. He wasn’t sure Toby was ready for his dad to start seriously dating again.

      Needing to change the subject, Dan asked, “How’s your mother?”

      The smile on Joy’s face faded slightly. “She’s okay.” She hesitated for a moment. “She was feeling tired and lonely. But she’s fine.”

      “That’s good.” Dan wanted to ask more questions, but he realized this topic might be sensitive. He got the feeling that despite Joy saying her mother was fine, the woman wasn’t.

      Turning his attention to his son, he saw Toby sitting on the ground, patting the dog. A big white fluffball puppy was the last kind of dog he’d expected his son to like, but even from a distance, he could tell Toby had made a friend.

      “Looks like Toby’s found the dog for him,” he said. He waved Toby over. “What do you think?”

      Toby leaned down and hugged the dog. “Rocky’s the best.”

      Seeing his son so happy made Dan happy. He turned toward Joy. “What happens now?”

      The next few minutes were spent filling out paperwork and paying the adoption fee. They discussed Rocky’s estimated age, his shot status, heartworm pills, food, and what was known about the background of his mother. While they talked, Toby headed toward the truck with Rocky on the leash.

      “Oh, and he’s been neutered,” Joy said.

      Dan barely avoided breathing a sigh of relief. Thankfully now he wouldn’t have to explain that to his son.

      “Oh, and you still should take him to the vet and have him checked over,” she said, handing him Rocky’s paperwork.

      The adoption fair was getting crowded, and Dan knew she needed to get back to helping, so he said, “Thank you for your help and it was nice seeing you again.”

      “You too.”

      “Mind if I stop by Tuesday afternoon to check on the food drive progress? Toby has practice, and I’d like to see how things are going.”

      The bright smile she gave him made him happy he’d asked. “Sure. Stop by.”

      With a quick goodbye, he headed toward the truck. He found himself smiling, and he knew exactly why. He knew he needed to figure out how to handle the attraction he felt for Joy, but he’d worry about that later.

      Right now, he was just going to enjoy the feeling.
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      “I think he’s trying to cheat me.”

      Joy forced herself to count to three. Then to ten. She needed to be patient with her mother, so she took a deep breath, and said, “Dale isn’t trying to cheat you. He’s mowed the lawn for years, and he always charges the same amount.”

      “Hmm. Maybe. Hold on.”

      Her mother stopped talking, and Joy heard her drop the receiver on the counter and walk away, something she did two or three times each time they talked. She insisted on using the old corded landline, so she couldn’t walk around while talking on the phone. For that reason, she often set the receiver down to go take care of some chore.

      Joy glanced at her watch and worked to stay calm while she waited. She knew her mother was trying, but this conversation was one they’d had many times since her father had died last year.

      Her mother often thought people were taking advantage of her, and it made Joy sad. Her mother used to be a calm person, but as the months went by, she kept getting more upset.

      “Here’s the bill,” her mother said, picking up the receiver. “He says two lawn services, but he only came once.”

      “Does it show the dates of the services? Perhaps it’s for two different days.”

      Her mother muttered softly for a moment, then said, “I guess you’re right. I was sure he’d cheated me, but it looks like one charge is for last week, and the other charge is for this week.”

      Deciding now would be a good time to back away from this topic, Joy asked, “How are you feeling?”

      “Better, but my legs still bother me sometimes. I’m thinking I’ll cancel that trip. I don’t know these people, and I’m sure I won’t have fun,” her mother said.

      Her mother’s comment made Joy tense. Sadly, she’d been expecting something like this. She’d hoped it wouldn’t happen, but she wasn’t surprised that it was. “Mom, you said you wanted to make friends, and this church trip to Branson will be a great time to meet some new people. Plus, you like this new church.”

      “It’s okay, but it’s huge,” her mother admitted. “I think I’ll stop going.”

      “You’ve only gone three times,” Joy pointed out.

      “During which they badgered me into going on this trip,” her mother said with a huff.

      Joy was sure the church hadn’t badgered her mother. When she’d first agreed to go, her mother had been happy.

      Well, at least not unhappy. She’d said it might be fun. But now, as the date drew closer, she was feeling uncertain. Joy understood that. Her mother had never been an outgoing person. But she was lonely, and this trip would help. Joy was certain of it.

      “You need to give it a chance,” Joy said. Then she pulled out the big guns. “Dad wouldn’t want you to be all alone. He’d want you to have friends.”

      Joy’s mother was silent for a few moments. “Martin was a social person. I’m not. It was foolish of me to agree to go on this Thanksgiving trip. It’s so complicated. I have to take a bus with the group to Branson, then go see things with them, and then take the bus back. What if I don’t like these people? We will be stuck together for almost a week.”

      “A week that I’m sure will be a lot of fun,” Joy said. “You know what you’d tell me—give it a chance.”

      Her mother sighed loudly, and then finally said, “Fine. I’ll go, but only because I’ve already paid for it, and they don’t give refunds. But I know it won’t be fun.”

      “Don’t have that attitude. Tell yourself you’ll have fun, and I’m sure that’s what will happen,” Joy said, knowing she was wasting her breath. Her mother would have to wait and see.

      “But what about you? If I go on the trip, you’ll be all alone on Thanksgiving,” her mother said. “I’m really worried about that.”

      “I told you when you booked the trip that I have lots of friends in town. I’ll see who’s free and invite them to dinner.” Joy knew no one was free, she’d already checked, but that was okay. She was perfectly fine having time to herself.

      She glanced down at Tiny, her small black chihuahua. The dog was looking up at her with the “feed me” expression. She knew how the dog felt. She was hungry for dinner, too.

      “Mom, I have to run,” she said, starting the process of ending the call. “Call me the night before you leave. And don’t be negative. I’m sure you’re going to have a great time.”

      As usual, her mother found several other things she needed to discuss with Joy, so the goodbye part of the call lasted another half hour.

      She’d spent the previous Friday and Saturday with her mother, helping her get ready for the trip. Despite maintaining that she didn’t feel well, as soon as Joy had arrived, her mother had lots of energy. They’d run all over Little Rock.

      Joy knew what the problem was. She’d known for a long time that her mother hated living alone and being so far away from her only child. But Joy loved living in Kringle, and her mother wouldn’t consider moving. The solution was that her mother needed to make some friends.

      The trip would really help if her mother would let it.

      After ending the call, she fed Tiny. As usual, the little dog devoured the food. Joy didn’t blame her. She was starving too and looking forward to devouring her dinner.

      When Tiny was done, Joy took her out to the backyard. She kept a close eye on her because she knew that a small dog could be grabbed by a large bird, and she wasn’t about to let that happen to Tiny.

      Tiny did a little dance, then started looking for her version of a bathroom. Watching Tiny made Joy think of Rocky. Pure joy had lit up Toby’s face when he’d gotten the dog. The thought made her smile. Toby was a great kid.

      Okay, and his father seemed pretty great, too. Not that she was interested. She had too much in her life to even think about a romantic relationship right now. She had work and her mother to consider. She didn’t know from one day to the next if she was going to need to rush back to Little Rock, and until things settled, she needed to stay focused.

      Later that evening while watching television, Joy’s thoughts drifted back to Dan. She had lots of questions about him, questions she’d love to ask Amy but wouldn’t. Asking his sister seemed too high school. She was an adult. If she had questions about him, she should ask him herself.

      But again, for what reason? She liked him, and under normal circumstances, she might see if he wanted to go on a date. But he and Toby had just moved to Kringle. He hardly knew her. Asking him on a date would be a bad idea.

      No matter how much she might be tempted.
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        * * *

      

      After dropping Toby off at the gym for basketball practice on Tuesday, Dan headed to Joy’s classroom. He was pretty curious about the can drive. Toby said quite a few students had brought in cans, and Dan was interested in seeing what that meant. As much as he hadn’t wanted to volunteer, he now wanted to do an excellent job.

      His sister maintained it was his drive to always be the best. She was wrong, of course. He wasn’t trying to be the best; he just wanted to make sure the food bank got enough donations to last for a few days.

      When he got to the room, Joy was sitting at her desk. She looked up when he walked in. The smile she gave him made him realize that his motivation might not be as pure as he liked to pretend.

      Sure, he was glad the food drive was going well, but if he were honest, his contributions had less to do with being interested in helping the charity and more interested in helping Joy.

      That thought would bother him if he weren’t distracted by the pretty woman directly in front of him. He found himself smiling back, sincerely happy to see her.

      “How are you today?” he asked, going over to her desk.

      “I’m great. How are you?” She stood and circled the desk, stopping when she was directly in front of him.

      “Doing well.” He glanced around the room. No cans were piled up in the corner. His good mood evaporated. “Have you seriously gotten no donations?”

      Joy laughed and shook her head. “Come with me,” she said.

      Dan followed her out of the classroom and down the hallway. He realized she was leading him to the cafeteria. Right before she pushed open the door, she looked at him.

      “Prepare to be wowed,” she said.

      As soon as they walked in, he understood why she’d made that statement. Looking at the cans, Dan stumbled to a stop. Piles of cans were stacked throughout the room. Against every wall. On top of several tables.

      The cafeteria looked like a grocery store. Cans were piled everywhere.

      “This is definitely a lot,” Joy said as she walked across the room. “You sure have encouraged folks to donate. This is an amazing success.”

      Success was an understatement. Glancing around, he realized the cans had been arranged by type of food, which made them look even more impressive. Toby had told him students were bringing in cans the last couple of days, but he’d had no idea it was so many.

      “You’re a hit at being a parent lead,” Joy noted, then added, “really great.”

      Dan appreciated the compliment, but he clarified, “This has been a group effort. Lots of people have helped.”

      “True. A lot of people have gotten involved,” Joy said. “Your sister, for instance, has been a big help. Normally when we hold the annual canned food drive, we get maybe fifty or sixty cans. But this time, the stack contains several hundred cans.”

      Dan nodded, still trying to process the number of cans. He’d promised to pack everything up, but this was going to be a Herculean task.

      “I’m going to start boxing everything up on Friday evening. I rented a truck to load up, and on Saturday morning, I’ll drive it to the food bank.”

      “I’ll help,” Joy said. She smiled and added, “I’d like to help.” She knew all that work was too much to expect one person to do alone.

      “I’ll help,” Joy said again.

      For a second, he considered arguing with her, but instead, he glanced at the tower of cans and then looked at her. “Thank you. I could use the help. Toby’s going to pitch in, of course. I’ve also got a couple of parents stopping by as well.”

      Joy nodded, watching him.

      

      “I called a few parents,” Dan said. “Since the kids have next week off for Thanksgiving, I found out quite a few families are heading out of town. Still, some folks will come help.”

      “What time are we meeting here?” Joy asked.

      “Seven o’clock. I can’t be here sooner because Toby has a basketball game.”

      “Has he always liked basketball?” Joy asked.

      Dan shook his head. “Not really. But the older he gets, the more he likes sports in general. Doesn’t really matter what it is as long as he gets to run around.”

      Joy smiled, and Dan smiled back. He loved it when she smiled. She was always pretty, even more when she smiled.

      He liked her, which surprised him. He hadn’t been interested in a woman since Beth had died. But he’d acted like a nutcase enough times around Joy to know he was definitely interested.

      The question became, what was he going to do about it?

      “Seven o’clock works for me,” Joy said. “On Friday, I’ll need to go home and take care of my dog first.”

      “Yeah, dogs need attention,” he said. “What kind of dog do you have?”

      “A chihuahua. She’s tiny but very assertive.” She glanced at Dan. “How’s your new dog?”

      “Rocky’s terrific. He and Toby have become great friends. I’m glad we brought him to live with us. Toby hasn’t had a dog before, and he’s taken to the responsibility. I’m convinced Rocky knows this is his forever home and is glad to have a family.”

      For a second, Joy said nothing. Then she said softly, “You’re a nice man.”

      Dan shrugged. He was uncomfortable being complimented, but he did like knowing she thought he was nice. “It just sort of happened.”

      “Well, you’re still nice.”

      For a heartbeat, they looked at each other. Every time he was with Joy, he felt an unexpected happiness. He once again considered asking her out, but before he could, Joy glanced at the clock behind him and made a little yelping noise.

      “I’m so sorry. It’s much later than I thought. I have to get going.”

      “Sure thing.” Dan reached the door first and held it for her.

      “Friday will be a busy day,” she said as they walked down the hallway.

      “Yeah, loading everything will take time,” he said. He wished she didn’t have to go. He liked talking with Joy, and on Friday, they were going to be surrounded by other people. He wouldn’t have much time to talk to her.

      “You don’t have to walk me to my car,” Joy said. “I know you’re heading to the gym to pick up Toby now. It’s a lot closer to the cafeteria than the parking lot.”

      “I know,” he admitted. “But Toby’s practice is still going on.”

      They’d reached the outside door, and he opened it for Joy. She didn’t say anything, just walked with him across to the parking lot. When they reached her car, she pushed the unlock button on the key fob.

      She turned to face him, and a million thoughts flooded through Dan’s mind, most notably how much he liked Joy.

      “Thank you for walking me,” she said.

      He started to say something else, deciding finally to take the plunge and ask her out, but before he could, she got into her car. With a wave, she drove off, and he realized it was just as well that he hadn’t said anything else.

      He was fairly certain he would have made a fool of himself.
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