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      Eb Grinchly stilled his body, forcing himself not to rip his hair out by the roots. Or jump up from his chair and run around the office raging. The ridiculous mental image calmed him. Wouldn’t that be a sight? After being promoted to director of public relations nearly a year ago, he couldn’t lose his cool. Though he never had. Not in public, anyway. He’d worked hard to prove how well he could handle any situation with coolness and logic.

      But was his boss trying to break him? In all the years Edelweiss Ski Resort had hosted the Santa Claus Run, they’d never used the same person two years in a row as Old Nick. As one of Wyoming’s premier holiday events, it took complicated juggling of guests and sponsors to fit the ego of each year’s Santa. And time researching the person, so Eb got all of it right.

      These last-minute changes might just kill him. He was good at what he did, thorough with an intuitive sense of what to include in the advertising. It took a lot of time and effort. When the first Santa for this year had moved to Hawaii, there was still enough time for Eb to do a quality job with the substitute. Now, with over three-fourths of the year gone, the resort owner had called to make yet another change. To the same actor they’d used last year.

      Eb closed his eyes and took a cleansing breath. At least he was friends with the actor’s assistant and had worked with her before. Sandra was capable and efficient. And beautiful…

      He shook his head. Her attractiveness had absolutely no bearing here.

      Against the odds, the last-minute switch had worked out. Now, that had been an eleventh-hour change and hadn’t allowed him to do any research. The actor, newly nominated for an Oscar he later won, had generated enough word-of-mouth on his own. Fortunately, the event had been a great success, with Eb doing very little.

      His shoulder muscles loosened. He could deal with this change too. Whatever else happened, he didn’t want to turn into his father, who’d let his job consume him to the point of a nearly fatal heart attack.

      Still, once upon a time, Eb would have been thrilled at the opportunity to take on a challenge like this. And a part of him still did. But another part liked the rut his life had turned into, and he resented being forced to step outside of those comfortable grooves.

      A voice filled his mind, sounding much like his younger self, asking if this life he’d forged would always be as vanilla as it was now. Would he never again have flavor in his life?

      The ring of his office phone startled Eb so much that he nearly knocked it from his desk in his scramble to answer it.

      “Ebeneezer Grinchly,” he said, moderating his voice to his usual business tone, hoping it wasn’t someone new who would make a snarky comment about the family name.

      “Sorry to bother you, sir,” his assistant Inez said, a caution in her voice which signaled he wouldn’t like what she was about to say. “There’s someone here to see you.”

      “It’s not Ms. Faragher, is it?” He woke his computer. “I have her down for four.”

      “No, she’s not here yet, sir. This is someone else. I tried to tell her your afternoon was full and even came down to the front desk to talk to her in person.” Through the phone, Inez took a deep breath. “Um, sir, you really need to come down here.”

      In all the years she’d worked for him, his assistant had never sounded so uncomfortable. Alarmed, Eb jumped from his chair. What else could go wrong today?

      He put on his suit jacket. After a quick check in the mirror to make sure everything was in place and he looked professional, he strode purposefully from his office.

      The doors opened to the main lobby of the resort’s business wing. Inez stood at the main counter with the receptionist, but he saw no one else in the room.

      “I thought someone was here to see me,” he said with a frown.

      The older woman stepped aside and showed what her plump figure had hidden: a young child of about four years old. Eb could only guess the age because he’d become acquainted with a man who had a young daughter. Not far away lay a large suitcase and a backpack—but no parents.

      “If this child is lost, why haven’t you called security yet?” Eb found his gaze pulled to the girl’s wide, fearful eyes. Something in them went beyond the expected vulnerability of someone so young being lost and surrounded by strangers. It seemed to be directed at him. He swallowed against the unexpected lump in his throat and said, “I imagine her parents must be frantic, wondering what happened to her.”

      He sent an accusing glance at both the women, but neither of them spoke. Instead, Inez handed him an envelope. Out of habit, Eb took it from her. If he’d taken the time to consider her hesitancy, he might not have.

      The vaguely familiar writing added to his unease. It didn’t have a stamp, so whoever had delivered it had done so in person. Why hadn’t the deliverer stayed?

      He lifted his gaze and met Inez’s. She nodded at the envelope and indicated with her finger he should open it. The disquiet grew to dread and made him tense.

      Stiffly, aware of the eyes watching him, Eb ripped it open. A fragrance laden with unpleasant memories wafted from it, and his body went cold, his stomach queasy. Why would Paige have dropped this off but not waited to speak with him?

      Irritation did battle with his wariness and won. As he removed a folded paper from the envelope, another document fell to the floor. He ignored it and opened the letter, while Inez retrieved the other page.

      
        
        Eb, darling,

        I thought I could do this single-parent thing. And I’ve tried, but it’s getting in the way of my career. All those years ago, you wanted to be a dad so much, and you’ve always been such a dear. So you can have her.

        Paige

      

      

      All the pain he’d kept buried inside pushed against the mental grave he’d buried them in. Shaking, Eb closed his eyes and put a hand on the front counter to steady himself.

      “Are you all right, Mr. Grinchly?” Inez asked, her voice tentative and worried.

      No, he wasn’t all right. He was far from all right. But he refused to admit it aloud; he had an image to maintain. Eb opened his eyes, and his gaze fell on the child. Was this her? Those old feelings gave a shove against his wall again, but he firmly forced them down. He must assess the situation logically.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Merely surprised.”

      Intending to question the child, he opened his mouth. The difference in their heights struck him. She was so tiny. Eb’s six feet must make him seem like a giant to her. He squatted down, so their eyes were level, though he didn’t move any closer.

      “Is your mother Paige Britton?”

      At Eb’s question, the little girl nodded, and the women gasped.

      “I thought she looked familiar,” Inez muttered.

      He cringed mentally, thinking about how hard he’d worked to keep his past from public knowledge. As much as he enjoyed his job and the camaraderie of the staff, Eb had no illusion the work environment wasn’t also a petri dish for gossip. And now all the resort employees would know. He looked up at the women.

      “For the benefit of the child, I expect neither of you to mention this to anyone.” Eb could be fierce when he needed to, something he’d had to learn after Paige dumped him. “And I will know who to look to should word get back to me about this. Am I understood?”

      The women nodded, though Inez wore an indignant expression at the suggestion she wasn’t discreet. He shifted his gaze back to the child, worried the sternness in his voice might have upset her. From the trembling of the little girl’s bottom lip, he had no doubt she would lose it soon. He’d have to get answers quickly.

      “Did your mother tell you why she brought you here?”

      “To live with my daddy.” Her small face scrunched up, her voice turning into a wail. “Are you my daddy?”

      Eb hesitated only a moment, his heart going out to this poor, unwanted waif.

      “I believe I may be.”

      With those words, she threw herself into his arms and burst into tears.
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      Watching the fall leaves at their peak, Sandra Faragher sighed happily as she drove into the ski resort parking lot. After growing up in Southern California, she absolutely loved living in a place with four seasons. Even if it meant she’d had to buy a winter wardrobe. Cold weather clothing had turned out to be surprisingly cute.

      She would never understand Walt Kinkade. When her boss had confessed to her last fall that he’d been raised in Huckleberry Falls, he could have knocked her over with a feather. He’d moved away and not come back for thirty-five years. On purpose.

      And how he’d changed in the last twelve months. Sandra stepped from her car, still smiling. It’d been like he’d worn a costume all the years he’d lived in California, as though he’d been acting a part. And now the real man could finally show himself. In the process, he’d helped Sandra get out of her own rut.

      And today she would pay it forward. She was determined to convince Eb Grinchly to ride the ski lift with her to see the fall colors. The poor man was even more stuck-in-a-rut than she’d been last year. When she proposed the trip to him this afternoon, he would no doubt think her crazy—but so what? Friends watched out for friends.

      Eb was a hard one to get close to, even as friends. Since they often attended the same events, they’d started hanging out with each other at them. After ten months, he still acted formal and closed off, though he’d slowly begun to relax. A little. Someday, she hoped he would come to trust her enough to explain what he was so afraid of.

      With that positive thought, she stepped into the resort’s administrative reception area. As soon as she entered the room, the tension there made her pause. Eb kneeled on the floor by the front counter with a sobbing child clinging to him. The poor guy was obviously out of his comfort zone, but Inez and the receptionist only gaped at him. So Sandra hurried over.

      “Ah, who’s this little sweetie?” She held out her arms to the child, hoping to give Eb a chance to stand. To her surprise, the girl reached up for Sandra to take her. “My goodness, how big you are! You must be, what? Seven years old? No, eight,” she teased.

      The child had stopped crying and giggled while Eb rose and brushed off his slacks.

      “I’m four.” The little girl held up her right hand and showed the correct number of fingers.

      “What a fun age to be. I’m Sandra. What’s your name?”

      “Rue.”

      “I like your name. One of my favorite players is named Rue. Do you know how to play soccer?” The child looked at Sandra blankly, and she laughed. What an adorable little girl. Bouncing her on a hip, Sandra glanced at Eb. “I know I’m early for my appointment, but I was hoping to convince you to have our meeting outside. We can see the fall colors too and discuss the Santa Run while we’re on the lift.”

      Indecision crossed his face, and he looked at the child. His expression lifted, and he met Sandra’s gaze. “I’m afraid we must reschedule our appointment. It appears I have a visitor.”

      Sandra had no idea what was going on here, but she could tell now the child was not just a stray kid. And the way the little girl kept patting Eb’s shoulder meant she had some kind of connection to him. They’d been attending the same events for nearly a year, and he’d never mentioned having a child. But why the suitcase and backpack on the floor, then?

      Sandra leaned closer and said softly, “Are you okay, Eb?”

      The man’s normally controlled expression cracked, and emotions slipped out. No. They gushed out. So many “feels” she was afraid he might cry. Her heart ached for him, knowing how important it was for him to always appear calm and businesslike.

      “What can I do to help?” she whispered.

      With those simple words, the insecurity in his expression changed to relief, and his mask snapped back into place. Rue reached for him, and he took her.

      Eb kept his voice low. “I could use some advice.”

      “Then let’s take this outside. It’s a beautiful autumn day out there.”

      “Brilliant suggestion. Thank you so much.” Eb said to his assistant, “Inez, would you mind grabbing my overcoat?” He turned to the receptionist. “And please keep Rue’s things behind your counter.”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Grinchly.” The woman said the words demurely, but her eyes sparked with curiosity.

      Inez quickly returned and handed him both his coat and an envelope. By the time the three of them were walking out of the building, Rue had dozed off, her head resting on Eb’s shoulder.

      Sandra shot a final, longing glance at the ski lift. “It’s not too busy this afternoon, so we’ll have privacy if we walk the grounds.”

      “There’s a nice bench down this path.” Eb pointed that direction.

      They walked in silence, and Sandra figured he needed the time to collect his thoughts. However it was that Rue had come to be there, it appeared she’d just arrived. And poor Eb was still reeling.

      Fortunately, no one else strolled nearby, and they had the lovely little area to themselves. As he eased on to the seat, Sandra scanned their surroundings. The dappled sunlight kept it from being too chilly, and the bubbling stream nearby made it a tranquil spot.

      It seemed to work its magic on him because he relaxed even more. She tried not to be too obvious as she watched him. The tender way he brushed a curl from the child’s face showed Sandra she’d misjudged the man. It made for a sweet scene, and Sandra pulled out her phone.

      “Do you mind if I take a picture? You two are adorable. I can send it to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Sandra snapped the photo and attached it to a text to him. After returning her phone to her purse, she took a seat beside him.

      “I don’t know where to start,” Eb finally said.

      Those simple words held so much pain that guilt filled Sandra. During the ten months she’d known Eb Grinchly, especially at the beginning of their friendship, she’d thought him a closed-off, unfeeling man. Too often, his cool manner had reminded her of Seuss’s Christmas cartoon character the Grinch. Which hadn’t been fair.

      “Start at the beginning.” She made her words soft and encouraging. “It’s usually the best place.”

      The stiffness in his body eased but more out of defeat than relief.

      “I met Paige Britton⁠—”

      “The actress?”

      “Yes.” Eb said the word with bitterness. “It was nearly five years ago. She’d come here on vacation with some Hollywood friends. It was the break between Christmas and New Year, and I was taking time off from work to get in some skiing. We kept crossing paths, and Paige invited me to join them for lunch one day. Before I knew it, I was a member of their group.”

      Sandra could see it. Eb was handsome in a soft-spoken, nerdy way. But she expected he’d been shy and not terribly experienced with women.

      “And just like that, you were one of the cool kids.”

      “It was intoxicating.” He gave her a weak smile. “When a friend of Paige’s paid some attention to me, Paige decided she liked me.”

      “And you fell for her.”

      “Like a brick.” Eb shook his head. “Everything happened so fast, and I just got swept up in it. I’d never been in love before, and I let myself believe she loved me too. They got bored with little Huckleberry Falls and wanted to do the New Year in Vegas. One of their friends had a plane, and Paige convinced me to fly there with them.”

      Sandra had worked for Walt Kinkade for eleven years, and he’d never been into the Hollywood party scene. But she’d seen enough from the fringes to know what it must have been like.

      “Did you two get married there?”

      “I was so drunk I don’t even remember the ceremony,” Eb growled in disgust. “Please know that I rarely imbibed even then and haven’t since. I couldn’t believe it when I woke up the next morning. Paige told me we were married, and I denied it.” He shook his head. “She was not pleased. But there were photos and my signature on the wedding certificate to prove it’d happened.”

      “Why not get an annulment?” Sandra asked.

      Eb glanced off into the distance. “I suggested it, and she burst into tears. She said she’d thought I was an honest guy, but I was just like the rest of them.”

      Sandra had observed Paige Britton at a few events but hadn’t spoken with the woman. She’d looked like all the other beautiful actress wannabes, parading around and schmoozing with the Hollywood power brokers, all hungry for their big break. Sandra had been grateful Walt held himself aloof from the ones who’d tried to cling to him.

      “So, of course, you comforted Paige and assured her you loved her and wanted to stay with her.”

      Eb nodded glumly. “We returned to Huckleberry Falls, and she moved into my condo. We were only together another week before she had to fly out for a film. She was gone for three months, and when she returned, she told me we were going to be parents. I was thrilled. I’m an only child, and I’ve always wanted a large family.

      “Paige got a couple of smaller roles over the next few months. When her pregnancy grew too obvious for traditional roles, she stayed home for a few months. Then she got a role in a miniseries as a pregnant woman. She was different when she came back, aloof. She acted like a stranger.”

      Eb was silent for a few minutes, looking weary. When he finally spoke, his voice was low. Sad.

      “I should have been suspicious when she refused to let me set up a nursery. Or invited a friend to be her doula. After the baby was born, I got to hold her once. Paige promised I could do it again the next day.” Eb’s voice tightened, his eyes growing moist, his gaze on Sandra. “When I got to the hospital in the morning, I found she’d checked out and taken the baby.”

      Sandra sucked in a breath at the pain in his eyes. And she’d thought him unfeeling!

      “Couldn’t you do anything?”

      “She’d left a note.” Eb gave a soft grunt. “Like she did this time. She said I wasn’t the father, so I wouldn’t be listed on the birth certificate. Two days later, she had me served with divorce papers.” He rested his head against the child’s. “I haven’t seen Rue since the day she was born.”

      Sandra pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d never considered herself a violent person, but if she could have gotten her hands on Paige Britton, Sandra would certainly have smacked the idiot woman silly.

      “So she just left Rue at your office today? Please tell me she gave you a medical power of attorney.”

      “A what?”

      “Whenever Walt and Linda watch their grandkids, they have a medical power of attorney. It gives them permission to allow medical treatment if needed.”

      “Maybe it’s in the envelope Inez gave me. It’s in my coat pocket.”

      “Do you mind if I look?”

      When Eb shook his head, Sandra removed the contents.

      “It’s the letter she left me.” He nodded at the stationery.

      “Maybe this is it.” Sandra pulled a folded document from the envelope, but the paper was heavy. When she opened it, she found it was a birth certificate and held it up so he could see it.

      His face flushed. “It does have my name on it as the father. I feel like such an idiot. Rue was born less than nine months after our marriage. But she was small, barely five pounds. I assumed Rue had come early. I should never have believed Paige.”

      “Well, you two were married when she was born, so I think you have parental rights regardless of her DNA.” Sandra met his gaze. “What are you going to do now?”

      The muscles in Eb’s jaw worked. “I’m going to keep my daughter.”

      “Good for you.” Sandra checked the envelope for anything else but found nothing besides the letter. She returned the documents to the envelope. “You probably don’t want me pushing my way into this, but I have a suggestion. If you’re interested.”

      “Please,” he said after only a moment’s hesitation. “I need a friend right now.”

      Emotion flooded her again. Had he pulled back from everyone after Paige’s betrayal?

      “Thank you for trusting me,” Sandra said when she could speak. “You’ll obviously have to get some stuff for Rue. But I think you should invest in a paternity test as additional proof of your parental rights.” She watched Eb’s expression as her words sank in.

      “I know I’m still in shock and not thinking clearly, but it’s my name on her birth certificate.”

      “I’ll bet the hospital automatically put you on there since you two were married then. Like I said, it would give you rights because it’s assumed you’re the father.” Sandra decided to be blunt. “It’s obvious you were looking forward to being one, and it wounded you when Paige stole that from you. I don’t trust her not to hurt you again by showing up and claiming another man is the father.”

      Eb’s face blanched, and Sandra could tell she’d hit the mark. He held the child closer.

      “I’m really sorry. This sweet little girl deserves a stable home. You could be her biological father, but you should be prepared to prove it. It’ll give you a stronger legal claim for custody.” Sandra pulled out her phone. “Besides, it could be important someday for her to know her father’s medical history.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Do you live in a house or a condo?” Sandra asked, already typing out a list on her phone.

      “A condo. It has two bedrooms, but one is a home office.” His brows knit in alarm. “There’s no bed in it.”

      “It’s okay.” Sandra patted his arm. “It’s a start. You’ll have to give up your office or get a bigger place. Can you afford it?”

      “Yes. I make a good salary, and I have few expenses.” Eb appeared less dazed and more determined. “I’ll do whatever I have to, so I can make a home for her.”

      “That’s the attitude.” Sandra gave him the most approving smile she could and then flipped through her phone. “It’s late to go shopping today. Your couch doesn’t happen to be a sleeper sofa, does it?”

      “It’s a futon. You don’t think Paige left enough clothes in the suitcase?”

      “Look at how new Rue’s coat is. I’ll bet her mother just bought it for her. Somehow, I doubt she spent much on a new wardrobe for a child she was about to get rid of. I’ll bet your daughter will need winter clothes.”

      “Of course. Like I said. I’m off my game.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.”

      Sandra flushed at her presumption. What was she thinking to take on a problem which wasn’t her own? Yet, as she watched the stirring child and the adoring expression on Eb’s face, she knew. More than anything in the world, she’d love to be a parent.

      It must be why she felt so protective of him and his rights. She could only imagine the crushing blow he’d received when Paige had told him the baby wasn’t his. What a piece of work she was to pull something like that on him. But now he had a chance with his daughter again, and Sandra would do everything she could to help him.

      Rue woke then, her eyes opening slowly. She rubbed them and then looked around in confusion.

      “Jeanie!” Rue began to cry.

      “It’s me. Your daddy.” Eb patted her back. “Remember? Your mommy dropped you at my office.”

      The words stopped the little girl’s crying, and she stared at him for a second, her sleepiness gone.

      “Daddy.” With trembling lips, she threw her arms around his neck.

      “Who’s Jeanie?” he asked.

      “My nanny. I miss her.” Rue buried her face in his neck again.

      Eb met Sandra’s gaze over the child’s head, his jaw set, eyes narrowed. Not once that day had Rue said anything about missing her mother, yet she was crying over her nanny. What kind of parent had Paige been?

      Sandra’s phone rang, and she jumped to her feet as she answered it. “Hang on a second, Walt.” To Eb she said, “Excuse me for a sec.”

      She moved from the bench but kept the pair in view. He glanced up and met her gaze, making her pulse kick up a notch, her face heating. Never would she have expected Eb Grinchly to suddenly go from nerdy loner to nerdy hot dad in the matter of an hour.
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      Even with the sound of Sandra’s low voice in the distance and Rue’s soft cuddling of his neck, Eb still couldn’t get his head around everything that had happened to him. He slid a finger into the palm of the small hand, amazed as his daughter curled her fingers around it just like she had as a newborn.

      His daughter. His daughter. And Paige had lied to him about it, stolen these four years he could have spent with Rue. What had he ever done to deserve such treatment? All he’d wanted was whatever would make Paige happy. If she dared to show her face again⁠—

      At the adrenaline rush which made his body shake, Eb took a deep breath. He had to accept his part in this whole thing, first for getting involved with the woman in the first place but then for not going after Rue when Paige had taken her. What a fool he’d been to let his hurt keep him from his child. But he wouldn’t let her mother get away with it again. Not without a fight.

      Sandra shifted, drawing his attention. What would he have done today if she hadn’t come early to their appointment? She’d breezed in, assessed his need for help, and immediately put Rue at ease. Eb had meant it when he’d told her he needed a friend.

      The relief which had come in with Sandra had driven home how isolated he’d let himself become. After his marriage to Paige, things had turned awkward with his friends. With her gone so much, his buddies would invite Eb to go out with them, but they’d done single-guy things which hadn’t felt right for him as a married man. Except she’d rarely been in Huckleberry Falls, so he hadn’t fit in at the few ‘couple outings’ some friends had invited him to. After Paige had taken the baby, he’d pulled back from everyone.

      Until last December, when he’d met Sandra through work and she’d taken him under her wing. It had taken him a while to see it for what it was—an overture of friendship. Eb could only hope she wouldn’t find herself overwhelmed.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry about the interruption.” Sandra hurried back to Eb and Rue. “Walt has a ton of guest appearances next week, and we needed to finalize a couple of things.”

      “Will you go with him?”

      “I always do. It’s the crazy season for his wife’s business, so she can’t come with us. It’ll be the first time he’s gone anywhere without Linda since they got married.” Sandra sighed. “He’s going to be a major grump. But I’ll worry about it next week. It’s not quite time for dinner, but I’m hungry. Are you?”

      “Yes!” Rue lifted her head from Eb’s shoulder.

      “Do you like peanut butter and—” She broke off. “Sorry, but did her mother leave any notes about food allergies?”

      “I like peanut butter.” Rue’s voice softened to barely a whisper as she added, “Mommy gives it to me with crackers when she wants me to be quiet.”

      Eb’s eyes narrowed as he asked the child, “Are there any foods that make your tummy hurt or your skin itchy?” She shook her head. “Well, then, I happen to know there’s a little sandwich shop with peanut butter and jelly on the menu. It’s near the glass blowers.”

      “How do you blow glass?” Rue asked, her face adorably scrunched in confusion.

      “With pipes. It’s how they make art out of melted glass. They recycle the wine bottles from the restaurant that way.” Eb grinned, a light of enthusiasm in his eyes which Sandra had never seen before. “We’ll have to stop there after we get our food to see if they’ll do a demonstration. It’s really quite amazing.” He said to Sandra, “I hope you’ll join us.”

      “I’d love to.”

      Sandra let them lead the way, unable to shake her surprise at how different Eb was with Rue. All these months, Sandra had thought she was working with one kind of person, and then he was turning out to be something else. Was the change only because of Rue’s arrival? It would certainly be enough to bring out hidden parts of anyone’s personality.

      Or—and she mentally squirmed at the thought—had she misjudged him from the beginning? Even the word judge made her uncomfortable. In the beginning, he’d reminded Sandra of herself, and she’d assumed he’d put himself into a rut just like she had. How arrogant of her to think he needed her help. It was humbling. And yet, he did need her help, and she was glad to be there for him.

      Eb Grinchly was much deeper than she’d realized, and Sandra found herself intrigued. Did she suddenly find him attractive because he had a daughter? Her hand went automatically to her abdomen, but she clenched her fist and dropped it to her side. She wasn’t envious.

      But he was her friend, and she’d do what she could to help. And if he didn’t want it, she’d back off. But the poor man was definitely out of his league. And the sweet little girl chattering enthusiastically as they approached the row of shops deserved a parent who wouldn’t toss her away when she became inconvenient.

      Eb held the door open for Sandra and waited for her to enter the sandwich shop. She nodded her thanks and made a face at Rue as she stepped past them, already pulling out her wallet.

      “I hope you’ll let me pay,” he said. “Though I’d love to take you to dinner sometime.”

      “Oh, I’ve got this.” Only then did his choice of words sink in. He’d like to take her out to dinner?

      “Put it on my bill,” Eb said quietly to the worker. She must have known who he was because she nodded and wouldn’t look at Sandra.

      “Fine, and thank you. I’ll have the yogurt parfait.” Sandra moved over to the bakery section of the little store and paid for some cookies. She gave him a smug smile as she joined him at his table.

      Eb shook his head, but he grinned at the minor battle of wills. Had she ever seen him smile before? Like really smile? And dang, but it lit up his face in a way no other expression had. Plus, it was doing things to her heart rate, reinforcing his hotness. How long had he been hiding this part of him? Since Paige left?

      “Are you going to share your cookies?” Rue asked, giving a wistful glance at the package in Sandra’s hand.

      “I plan to, Miss Rue, but only for people who eat dinner first.”

      “Yay! Jeanie always says I eat good, so I get a cookie.”

      “Me too.” Sandra took the chair on the child’s other side.

      They talked little as they ate, but Rue’s merry chatter didn’t make it necessary. Eb appeared lost in his thoughts, but he listened enough to his daughter to answer any comments needing a response. Sandra tried to remember if she’d noticed this from him in their past interactions. It would be an excellent skill for his job. Like her, he likely needed to juggle a lot of mental details, and from her experience with him, he was good at it.

      When they’d finished eating, they went to the glassblowing shop, and the place immediately captivated Rue. The older man asked her questions as he blew and spun and shaped a Christmas ornament. Eb and Sandra both had to hold the child’s hands to keep her from getting too close.

      “I wish I could have it,” she said wistfully to herself as the man put the finished globe into what he’d called a curing oven.

      “Would you like one?” Eb asked.

      “Can I?” She looked doubtful.

      “Yes, you may.” He said it so emphatically Sandra glanced at him. What was going through his mind to bring sudden moisture to his eyes and set his jaw working?

      “I’m sorry, little lady,” the man said. “This won’t be ready for a couple of days. However, I have something over here you might like.” He opened a cupboard door and removed a delicate, colorful hummingbird hanging from an acrylic string.

      Rue cupped her hands to accept the tiny decoration. She looked up and asked Eb, “Can I really have it?”

      Sandra could tell he would deny the child nothing, but the doubt in Rue’s voice bothered her. Children were told no all the time, but there’d been something in the child’s tone which hinted at more. Had her mother had a history of making promises she then didn’t keep? Or was Sandra imagining the worst unfairly?

      “It looks fragile,” Sandra said. “Do you have a box with cotton?”

      “We sure do.” The man glanced at his younger assistant, who retrieved one from another cupboard.

      “How much do I owe you?” Eb asked, reaching for his wallet.

      While he paid, Sandra lifted Rue, so she could watch the helper cocoon the hummingbird in the box. The child accepted it and carefully held it to her chest. Sandra put her on the ground again.

      “I hope her memories of this first day with me will be good ones,” Eb whispered, leaning closer to Sandra.

      “You’re a good man, Eb Grinchly.” Before she could say more, her phone pinged with its appointment alarm. She pulled it from her pocket. “Oh! With everything that’s happened this afternoon, I forgot I’m babysitting for the Wyndhams tonight. Would you two like to come? It’d give Rue a chance to meet some kids near her age, and we can assess her clothing needs and do some research about child beds.”

      “Wouldn’t they think it presumptuous for you to bring us along?”

      “They’ll be fine with it. Don’t worry.”

      “If you’re sure.” Eb’s dubious words didn’t fit his relieved expression.

      Biting back a smile, Sandra typed a quick text to Merry to let her know.

      “Have you met them yet?” she asked as they headed back to Eb’s SUV.

      “I’ve only met Carlisle Wyndham a few times in passing when he’s come to see Mrs. Blaise.”

      Eb opened the back door and pulled down a section which turned out to be a built-in booster seat. He grinned. “I only know about this because Inez borrowed my car one day to pick up her grandson. Who knew I’d ever need it myself?”

      “Nice.” Sandra approached the child.

      “Miss Rue, how about I hold your hummingbird box for you while your father buckles you in your booster chair?” Sandra asked.

      The little girl reluctantly handed it over. “Why do you call me Miss Rue?”

      “Because you look like a Miss Rue to me. Don’t you like it?”

      “I like it. A lot.” She grinned. “But what does a miss look like?”

      “Lean back, please.” When Rue did, Eb tested the snugness of her belt.

      He straightened, and she stretched out her eager hands for the box. Before he could close the door, Sandra squeezed in to take his place.

      “Let me tell you a quick story about when I started school. On the first day, I discovered one of my classmates was named Michelle. I couldn’t understand why she got to be called Miss-Shell.” She stressed the two syllables. “Why was I only Sandra? Being called Michelle seemed special to me. When I met you, I thought you looked like a miss, so Miss Rue fits you.”

      “You think I’m special?”

      The uncertainty in the child’s face twisted Sandra’s heart, and she glanced at Eb to find him wiping his eyes again. This man’s sensitivity was going to do her in.

      “Just look at your daddy, Miss Rue, and you’ll see how special you are to him.”

      Before either of them could say anything more, Inez called from the entrance of the administration building. She hurried to them, pulling the large, wheeled suitcase and child’s backpack Sandra had noticed when she’d arrived that day.

      “Thank you for bringing these out to the car.” Eb had popped the back and hurried over to take them from her.

      “Well, you have a good weekend, sir.” The older woman glanced at his car. “Let me know if you need me to clear your schedule next week.”

      The poor man looked more than a little harried for a second, before he had his I’m in control face back in place. Sandra was coming to recognize it for the mask it was.

      “I will,” he said. “And thank you again.” Inez shot Sandra a grateful look before heading back toward the office building.

      “My car’s one row up.” Sandra pointed to it. “You can follow me to the Wyndham home.”

      “I really appreciate your help today.” Eb touched her arm. “I apologize for monopolizing your afternoon and now your evening. Perhaps we’ll have time to go over the Santa Run issues we were supposed to discuss at our meeting.”

      “It’s still a few weeks away, so don’t worry about it.” Sandra had to fight the impulse to cover her arm where it still tingled from his touch. She said to the little girl instead, “I’ll see you in a few minutes, Miss Rue.”

      The child gave her a glowing smile at the name, and Sandra hurried to her car. As she was buckling her seatbelt, a text message came in from Merry.

      
        
          
            
              
        Merry

      

      
        Bring them! Nigel always enjoys new people to talk to.
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