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            Chapter One

         

         Joy Benson picked up her pace, walking faster as she burrowed into the depths of her lightweight jacket. Fall in Sweetwater Springs was as chilly as it was beautiful. As an artist, she could appreciate how the colors of the valley changed from varied golds and greens to deep crimsons. Try as she might, she’d never fully captured the magic of it on a canvas, but one day…

         Her steps slowed as she approached an empty storefront in the downtown area. Wasn’t this the old clockmaker’s shop? Where had it gone? Joy guessed there wasn’t a lot of need for handmade clocks anymore, but still, the shop had once been a living, breathing part of Main Street. Now it stood vacant—and a little sad.

         Joy eyed the time on her cell phone. She was already running late but she couldn’t help taking a moment to cup her hands over the glass and peer inside. She’d been looking for a place to open an art gallery. A place where she could display and sell her work along with other pieces from local potters, sculptors, and artists like her who dabbled in everything. For a while now, she’d run a successful Etsy store online. Her goal at the start of this year, however, was to find a physical location to work out of. A place where she could also teach her classes instead of doing so at the local library.

         This place would be perfect.

         Except for the tiny detail that this was Main Street, a location that was undoubtedly out of her price range. That was especially true now that her car had decided to die and she was using a chunk of her savings to fix it. Which was why she was walking to the library this afternoon. And if she didn’t hustle, she’d be late for the class she was scheduled to teach there.

         Reluctantly, Joy turned from the store window. It wouldn’t hurt to call the real estate agent handling the property later and at least inquire about the details. Maybe by some miracle it wasn’t out of her price range. The season of miracles was almost upon her after all. Not that Joy had ever experienced a Christmas miracle herself. In fact, she’d experienced the opposite last year around the holidays.

         A chill ran down Joy’s spine, and she quickened her steps as much to outrun the memory as to make good time. She walked another half mile away from the downtown area until she reached the Sweetwater Springs Library. Then she opened the door and stepped inside, standing in the entryway a moment to catch her breath. As she removed her jacket and repositioned her bag on her shoulder, the door opened again, and two little girls rushed in, nearly knocking her over.

         “Whoa!” Joy’s arms flew out to catch herself against the door to the main room of the library. Then her purse slipped off her shoulder and spilled out onto the floor.

         She’d been meaning to clean out her bag, and the contents were now laid out before her. Gum wrappers galore. A comb. A notepad. And a business card that Aunt Darby seemed to have in endless supply for a local matchmaking service. Every time Joy saw her favorite aunt, Darby was handing her a card and urging Joy to “try again.” Joy wasn’t necessarily anti dating right now. She just didn’t need a service to help. Thank you very much, Aunt Darby.

         Joy knelt to collect the items.

         “Are you okay? Willow doesn’t know her own strength,” a deep voice said.

         Joy knew that voice. Something warm moved over her as she looked up and met Granger Fields’s dark gaze. “Oh. Hi.”

         “Joy,” he said, acknowledging her with a dimpled smile. “I didn’t realize that was you down there. Do you need help?”

         Before she could insist that she didn’t, Granger knelt in front of her and grabbed the business card.

         Mortification flooded Joy’s system. “That’s my aunt Darby’s.” She snatched the card, hoping he hadn’t read the name. His grin told her he had though. Great. He was going to think his girls’ art teacher was clumsy, gum smacking, and desperate.

         “The contents of a woman’s purse are supposed to be kept secret, right? Should I cover my eyes?” he teased.

         Joy nodded seriously. “Yes, please.”

         Apparently, Granger was only joking, however, because he continued to grab her items one by one and toss them inside her bag. Then he stood and reached out a hand to help her up.

         Joy stared at it for a moment, her brain misfiring right along with her heart. She had a teeny, tiny crush on Granger that she’d been actively ignoring for months. When he’d first started taking his girls to her art classes here, she’d promised herself that, despite being incredibly attracted to him, he was look-but-don’t-touch where she was concerned. She had no intention of getting involved with a handsome single father. That was too complicated, and if and when she started dating again, she was keeping things simple.

         Granger kept his hand outstretched. Reluctantly, she slid her palm against his calloused one, no doubt the result of chopping trees on his farm. As soon as she was on her feet, she pulled her hand away and took a tiny step backward, giving her attention to his two little girls who were now bopping up and down on each side of him.

         “Hi, Abby. Hi, Willow,” Joy said, smiling as she looked at them. Joy was a sucker for a cute kid. She’d spent a large part of her teens and twenties working in childcare. In fact, being a nanny was how she’d put herself through art school. Her parents had refused to pay when she’d dropped out of nursing to follow her passion but she’d taken out a loan and she’d persisted. People had told her that she’d never make it as a starving artist but she hadn’t given up then either. And now, she fully supported herself with her art. Yeah, she’d walked here because her car was on its final miles. But she had a car and a nice town house. And she had more than enough food in her fridge.

         Not a starving artist.

         “Ladies first.” Granger opened one of the double doors that led into the main room and looked at Joy. “I promise we won’t try to bowl you over this time.”

         She glanced over her shoulder to catch him wink at her. It was an innocent wink but it still made her insides turn to something akin to Jell-O. Then she stepped into the room filled with quiet whispers and the smell of books, old and new.

         “Hi, Joy!” Lacy Shaw, the librarian here, waved from behind the counter.

         Joy waved back. Lacy was a good friend of hers. She’d always been quiet, but her new beau was bringing out a less introverted side of her these days. It showed in the way Lacy wore her hair down on her shoulders. Gone were her cardigans, replaced by cropped lightweight blazers.

         “Miss Joy?” Willow tugged on Joy’s arm as they continued walking to the far corner of the library. Willow was a tow-headed seven-year-old, a second grader by Joy’s recollection and a ball of enthusiasm. This child would probably get excited over doing chores. “Can I be your special helper today?”

         Joy chose one child at the start of every class to pass out supplies and collect them at the end. “Of course you can, sweetheart.” Joy looked at Granger’s older girl. Abigail was nine and the calmer of the two sisters. She had long, dark-blond hair that she wore in a low-hanging ponytail and pink-tinted glasses that she constantly pushed up on her nose. “Abigail, I have a job for you too,” Joy said. “Follow me.”

         Joy led them to where she held classes and handed Willow some river stones to place on the table for the other students. Then she handed Abigail some paintbrushes to distribute. Joy handled putting out the palettes and a variety of paint. When they were done, Joy filled some cups with water, and Willow put one in front of each place setting.

         Other children began to wander in as they prepared the space, hurrying to the table to get their preferred spot.

         “What are we doing today?” Abigail asked once everyone was seated.

         Joy clapped her hands together at her chest, eying the children and not the parents, who sat along the wall—Granger included. He usually sent the girls with their nanny, Mrs. Townsend. But lately, Mrs. Townsend had been under the weather, and he’d been coming more often with them. “Well, in honor of today being Halloween, we’re painting pictures of candy on river rocks. You can sneak them in the trick-or-treat basket at your home tonight and that will be your trick instead of a treat.”

         The kids all giggled. She had to admit that she’d thought herself a genius when she’d concocted the idea in the middle of the night last week.

         “You have to try to paint the candy as realistic as you can to trick the treaters tonight,” she said with a wide grin. “That’s why I brought the real thing for you to use as your model.”

         Willow’s eyes went wide. “Can we eat it too?”

         Joy laughed softly. “You’ll have to ask your parents.” Her gaze unwittingly met with Granger’s, and if a heart could sigh, hers did at the sight of his overgrown chestnut-colored hair and tanned skin that acted like a canvas for his light brown eyes.

         She reined her gaze back in and looked at the children. “All right. Let’s get started.”

         Half an hour later, there were dozens of river stones on the paint-splattered table. They were painted with designs of Tootsie Rolls, M&M’S, Starbursts, and Skittles. And the kids were sugared up as well as high on the excitement of the adventure to come tonight as they went door to door.

         Willow raised her hand and signaled to Joy to lean in for a secret. “I’m going to try to trick my dad with this stone,” she whispered loudly. “He always tries to steal my candy after we go trick-or-treating.”

         Joy laughed and looked at Granger.

         He shook his head and palmed his face adorably before standing. “All right, girls, tell Miss Joy thank you.”

         “Thank you!” Abby and Willow said in unison, throwing their arms around Joy’s waist.

         “You’re welcome. Have fun tonight, okay? Halloween is one of my favorite holidays. After Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

         “Those are my favorites too,” Willow said, bopping on the balls of her feet. She was much more talkative than her older sister, who typically didn’t say much. Joy knew that the girls’ mother wasn’t in the picture anymore. That was a lot for two kids to deal with. Abigail had obviously taken some of the maternal responsibility on her shoulders.

         And Granger bore the rest. Which was both honorable and another reason that Joy planned to keep her crush to herself. From the outside looking in, Granger’s life was complicated. And Halloween or not, her heart didn’t need any tricks or treats tonight or any other night.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There was nothing Granger would rather do than spend the afternoon with his girls but he had a lot of work to do right now. It was the last day of October, and tomorrow started Merry Mountain Farms’ Christmas season. After the fire that had wiped out half the trees this spring, the farm was already operating at a deficit.

         “Daddy?” Abby tapped his shoulder as she approached from behind. “Did you see the rocks I painted at the library?”

         Granger was sitting at his desk, where he was supposed to be working. He had an open-door policy when he was in the house though, and not a lot of work ever got done here. He lifted his gaze to his oldest daughter, taken aback by how much she looked like her mother with her long, blond hair and freckled cheeks. “I did. You’re an artist.”

         “Like Miss Joy,” Abby said, a smile touching the corners of her mouth. His girls looked up to Joy Benson, especially Abby, who loved to draw and paint. Willow, on the other hand, had been missing having a mother like her friends lately, and any woman in the right age group who gave her the least bit of attention was her new best friend.

         “Maybe so,” Granger said.

         “Why did you take us to the library again today instead of Mrs. Townsend?” Abby asked. “Where is she?”

         Granger sighed and rubbed a hand on his forehead. The girls’ nanny had called out again this morning. Lately, his girls were running circles around Mrs. Townsend. They lived in a house on the same property as his parents and the Christmas tree farm, so someone was always around to help if needed. Mrs. Townsend was only there to make sure the girls ate their after-school snacks and did their homework while he and his parents ran their homegrown business, which included caring for the evergreens, the apple orchards, and the strawberry fields. “Mrs. Townsend will be back tomorrow,” he said. Hopefully.

         Abby shrugged her tiny shoulders. “I like it when you take us instead.”

         He smiled. “I like it too. And tonight, I’m taking you and Willow trick-or-treating. Why aren’t you putting on your costume?”

         Abby’s eyes lit up behind her thick glasses. “I’ll go do that.”

         “Help your sister too?” Granger asked before he could think. Lately he’d been wondering if he’d been asking Abby to help Willow too often. Abby deserved to be a kid and not be responsible for her younger sibling so much. Granger couldn’t do everything on his own though. That was why he needed a nanny in the first place.

         Abby headed toward the door. “Don’t forget your costume, Dad,” she called before disappearing. He heard the patter of her socked feet race down the hall and up the stairs toward her bedroom.

         Granger chuckled and closed his laptop. He wasn’t getting any more work done this afternoon anyway. He’d looked at the numbers. With the shipment of trees that he’d ordered from Virginia, they’d be able to satisfy customer demand this holiday and avoid losing their customers to the competition. The Virginia tree farm had to make a profit, though, which meant that Merry Mountain Farms wouldn’t. These trees would be sold to Merry Mountain Farms’ customers at the same cost as the other trees.

         A sigh tumbled off his lips as he stood and headed into the kitchen. He dipped into the fridge and grabbed an apple, taking a huge bite. There was one solution to fix the decreased profits. He’d spoken to his father about bringing back the lighted hayrides they used to run.

         There was a trail on their property that weaved through the woods. They used to drive Grandpa’s tractor pulling a large trailer that could accommodate twenty or so guests, driving past lighted displays in the dark. It was magical, and Merry Mountain goers had adored the experience, making it part of their holiday traditions.

         Five years ago, his father had shut down the ride after a little boy somehow climbed over the ride’s guardrail and fell out, breaking his arm. The family had sued, and Granger’s father had decided to put all the lighted displays and props in storage under proverbial lock and key.

         The lawsuit hadn’t gone anywhere, of course, because parents were supposed to watch their children. There were warning signs posted that read as much. The rides were safe, and they brought in customers and income, which was needed this year. His father didn’t agree when Granger had brought it up last week but Granger planned to broach the subject again. They had to do something, and this would be easy. They already had everything they needed.

         Someone knocked on the back door. Granger turned just as his mom stepped inside with a large basket of candy in her arms.

         “Aren’t you going to dress up?” she asked, laying the basket on the counter and giving him a hug.

         “This is my costume.” Granger pulled back and gestured at his long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans. “I’m going as a grumpy Christmas tree farmer.” Which wasn’t far from the truth right now.

         His mother swatted him playfully. “Are you taking the girls downtown for trick-or-treating?”

         Granger reached for a miniature candy bar in the basket. “They’d be pretty sad trick-or-treaters if we tried to go around here,” he said. The farm was expansive, stretching all the way to the border of Evergreen State Park. It wasn’t inside a neighborhood where door-to-door trick-or-treating made sense.

         His mom’s gaze landed on the painted river rocks on the counter. “Aren’t those cute?” she said, picking one up. There was a Hershey’s Kiss painted on the top. It wasn’t good enough to trick anyone, but Willow had been proud of it nevertheless. “Is this what Joy taught the kids at the library this afternoon?”

         “Yep.” Granger unwrapped his piece of candy and popped it into his mouth.

         “The girls just love her. I don’t know why she’s still single.”

         Granger avoided meeting his mom’s gaze. He knew what she was thinking. His mom wasn’t so subtle about making sure he knew exactly which females in town were available should he want to start dating again.

         “Maybe that’s what she wants,” he said, thinking about that matchmaking business card that had fallen from her purse earlier today. She’d claimed it was her aunt’s, and if Joy’s aunt was anything like his own mother, then he understood perfectly.

         “Nonsense. No woman wants to be alone,” his mother said.

         Granger bit his tongue. His ex-wife had. She’d wanted to be rid of her family so badly that she’d packed her bags soon after Willow was born. She’d been diagnosed with postpartum depression, which he’d vaguely understood at the time. What he didn’t understand was why she never returned. Willow was seven years old now. Erin’s PPD had passed, and she clearly wasn’t coming back.

         “No man wants to be alone either,” his mom continued, oblivious to his inner thoughts.

         Granger side-eyed her. “I don’t have any inkling of an idea what alone feels like. Between you and the girls and Tin”—he gestured at the sleeping sheepdog blocking half the doorway—“I can’t get a moment’s peace.”

         Tin lifted her head at the mention. She’d been a Christmas present for the girls the year that Erin had left the family. Granger had brought her home as a sort of consolation prize. She’d been the size of a football back then and had an attraction to the silvery tinsel on the tree in their living room. Abigail had named her Tinsel but over the years that had shortened to Tin.

         “Joy’s a beautiful woman,” his mom continued. “Caring too. Do you know she volunteers at Sugar Pines Community Center all the time?”

         Granger attempted to grab another piece of candy from the basket but his mom blocked him.

         “That’s for the kids,” she said. “She drives her aunt around town too because Darby can’t drive anymore.”

         Granger looked up. “I didn’t know that.”

         “Darby has epilepsy. Her sister, Joy’s mother, should be giving her rides but she’s too busy at the hospital to make time. Joy makes time though. That speaks volumes about her character. She’s loyal.”

         Granger reached for a piece of candy again. This time his mom didn’t stop him. “Enough matchmaking, okay? I need to be focused on the farm right now. At this rate, we’re not going to make any profits this year unless we can get Dad to consider bringing back the lighted hayride.”

         His mom’s smile wilted. “Good luck with that. I’ve never seen your dad so upset as when that kid got hurt on our property.”

         “It wasn’t his fault,” Granger said, unwrapping a Twizzler this time. He took a bite.

         “Well, I know that. But it’s not me you have to convince. I’d love to see the rides happen again. They were so special. It was one of the most anticipated holiday events around here.”

         Before Granger could say anything more, Willow barged into the room, dressed as a monkey wearing a pair of Minnie Mouse ears. “Nana!” she cheered. “Are you going with us?”

         Granger’s mom laughed. “No, no. I’m staying here, darling.”

         “Boo,” Willow whined. Then she reached for her father’s hand. “I’m all ready to go! I want to leave now so I can get as much candy as possible.”

         Granger inspected the costume that his mom had helped put together. If it had been left to him, Willow would probably be wearing something store-bought. “I’m sure you’ll get plenty of candy tonight, Monkey Mouse,” he teased.

         “Daddy, I’m dressed as Minnie Monkey,” she corrected.

         Abby entered the room as well. She was wearing an artist’s smock, splattered with paint, with large brushes poking out of the front pockets. She had paint splattered on her cheeks and in her hair as well. “I’m an artist,” she declared as if that weren’t obvious. “Can we stop by Miss Joy’s house so I can show her?”

         Granger made the mistake of looking at his mom when Abby said this.

         “Well, I am sure your father can arrange that. Can’t you, son?” She patted his shoulder.

         “Please, Daddy,” Willow asked. “I want Miss Joy to see my costume too!”

         Granger chuckled. He wasn’t kidding about never getting a moment’s peace. He had to admit there was some part of him that wanted to see Joy again tonight though. He’d always found her attractive. But the way she interacted with his girls and the contagious nature of her laugh reeled him in—even if he always managed to break the line. “I guess we can swing by Miss Joy’s home,” he relented. “But just for a couple minutes.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Joy felt like she was back in her college days. While in art school, there’d been all kinds of parties that had required her to dress up. Tonight, she was dressed as an artsy twist on a peacock. She wore royal blue from head to toe and had a headband that she’d decorated herself with a variety of brightly colored feathers, all fanned out over her dark hair. She’d done the same to the belt she was wearing around her waist. She’d gotten a little carried away with the face paint and jewels too, but this was much more toned down from those college days in her early twenties. She’d even used some hair chalk to color a few strands of her hair royal blue like her costume—and some part of her, the artist, wanted to keep the blue locks after tonight.

         The doorbell rang.

         Joy grabbed her nearly empty basket of treats and hurried to the glass door, her steps slowing when she saw the man and two little girls standing on her stoop with a large dog. Joy knew that man and those girls. She also recognized that lovable canine.

         She smiled brightly and opened the door to the chorus of “Trick or treat!” Laughing, Joy held out her basket. “Wow. If not for your dad, I might not have been able to figure out who you were. Those costumes are amazing,” she told Abby and Willow. “Minnie Monkey and a famous artist?” she asked.

         Abby looked up. “I’m supposed to be you.”

         “Oh, wow. I see the resemblance,” Joy said, glancing up at Granger. Then she reached over and patted Tin, who was also in costume tonight. The big, lovable dog wore a Wonder Woman cape draped over her back. It was tradition in the downtown area where Joy lived for trick-or-treaters to bring their dogs in tow and for those manning the doors with baskets of candy to have dog treats on hand as well.

         “How many pieces can we have?” Willow asked, digging her small hand into the basket that Joy held out.

         “Don’t be greedy,” Granger said.

         “Oh, there’s no such thing. Besides, I think the crowd is dwindling, and I don’t want to be stuck with all this sugar later. I have a sweet tooth late at night,” Joy confessed.

         “I see the tricks in there.” Willow offered Joy a wide gap-toothed grin. “You’re good at drawing but I can tell which pieces are just rocks.”

         Joy laughed and looked up at Granger, meeting his eyes. She wasn’t sure she’d ever stared into them at night. The colors were deeper, richer. They made her want to grab her oil paints and search for the ones that would re-create them.

         “How do you like my costume?” Granger asked, his voice deeper than she recalled.

         She lowered her gaze to scan his body—big mistake. The man was all lean muscle, sculpted like a marble statue. “What costume?” Handsome single dad? Hot Christmas tree farmer?

         Granger held open his arms. “I’m the Grinch.”

         Willow started giggling. “Daddy, the Grinch is green. You’re not green.”

         Abby smiled too. “I have paint in the pockets of my apron. I can paint you green if you want,” she offered with a mischievous grin.

         Granger held up his hands. “I don’t think so.” His phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out, checked the caller ID, and gave Joy an apologetic look. “Mind if I take this?”

         Joy shook her head. “Not at all. The girls are fine with me. Tin too. I have a treat for her inside.” Joy gestured the girls into her living room.

         “Thanks.” Granger lifted the phone to his ear and connected the call.

         Joy exhaled softly as she turned to the girls. “So have you had fun so far tonight?”

         “Yes!” Willow cheered. “I got so much candy. I can’t wait to eat it all.”

         “Not in one sitting,” Abby said. “Just a few pieces.”

         Joy smiled at the mother hen. “That’s true. Your sister knows best.” Joy reached inside a large Ziploc bag where she kept dog biscuits.

         “Do you have a dog?” Willow asked.

         “Me? No, I have a cat. Her name is Chelsea.”

         Abby looked around. “Where is she?”

         Joy looked around as well. Chelsea only came out on her own terms though. “Well, when dogs come around, she usually hides. Cats and dogs don’t always get along.”

         “We have barn cats,” Willow said. “And they don’t like Tin because she chases them.”

         Joy fed Tin a biscuit. “Well, we’ll have to make sure to keep you away from my Chelsea, then. Chelsea fights back. You’re big but she’s tough,” Joy told Tin, running her fingers through the dog’s thick fur.

         The doorbell rang, and Joy straightened and reached for the basket. “Wanna hand out the candy for me?” she asked Abby and Willow.

         In lieu of an answer, they raced toward the door, looking disappointed when they saw that it was only their father standing on the other side. He didn’t look quite as happy this time.

         “Your impression of the Grinch is getting better,” Joy commented, opening the door to him. “Was that phone call bad news?”

         He nodded and stepped inside. His gaze dropped to the girls, and Joy saw his hesitation. The news was bad enough that he didn’t want to discuss it in front of them right now.

         “Hey, girls,” Joy said, lowering her gaze, “I’ll let you in on where Chelsea is hiding if you promise to be gentle with her. Can you do that?”

         Willow looked like she was about to burst with excitement.

         “I’ll make sure she’s gentle,” Abby promised, pushing her glasses up on her nose.

         Joy nodded. “Chelsea likes to hide in my closet with all my fancy shoes. She’s a cat after my own heart…My room is all the way down the hall. Approach her slowly and let her come to you, okay?”

         The girls nodded and then hurried away.

         Then Joy turned back to Granger, her gut tightening. “Okay, what’s going on?”

         “It’s Mrs. Townsend,” Granger said grimly.

         Joy’s hands immediately flew to her mouth. “Oh no. Is she…dead?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Dead?” Granger shook his head. “No. But her physician is concerned about her continuing to work. Apparently, her blood pressure is elevated, and she’s having dizzy spells. Her doctor warned her not to drive or watch small children right now.”

         “That’s pretty difficult for a nanny,” Joy pointed out.

         “Exactly. Mrs. Townsend says she’s worried that something bad could happen to the girls, and it would be all her fault.”

         Joy’s brow furrowed. “She raises a good point. I mean, wasn’t she with Willow when the farm caught fire this spring?”

         Granger shook his head. “No, but she should have been. That was one of the days she’d called out. I hate to admit I’ve had the same concerns as the doctor. But I was hoping to wait until after the farm’s busy season to figure out what I should do.”

         “When is she quitting?” Joy asked.

         Granger frowned. “She just did. She’s retiring, effective immediately.”

         Joy’s hands dropped back to her sides but her mouth remained open. “What? But the girls need her.”

         Granger pulled a hand to his forehead. “I know.” And he was worried about how the girls would react. Another female figure was leaving, without warning. Would they feel abandoned? Willow would for sure. She was still young, and lately she’d been asking a lot of questions about where her mother was.

         Joy reached out to touch his arm. “I’m sorry, Granger.”

         He tried not to notice the decreasing space between them that buzzed with awareness. An awareness that he’d been actively ignoring for a long time now. “Mrs. Townsend has to take care of her health. I understand that.” He sighed. “Tomorrow starts Merry Mountain Farms’ busiest season though, and my dad can’t do the job all by himself. Mom will help as much as she can, but she and my aunts run the cider house at Christmas…I’m not sure what I’m going to do.”

         Joy gestured to the couch. “How about I make you a cup of tea? I know it’s not a solution but sometimes it helps to sit back and relax. That always helps me, at least.”

         “Tea sounds great, actually.” Granger walked to the couch and plopped down. Tin immediately moved over to his knee, laying her large, furry head right on it. Granger wasn’t sure if Tin was sensing his distress and trying to comfort him or if she was taking advantage of the opportunity to get a little scratch behind the ears.

         “Sugar?” Joy called from the kitchen at his back.

         “Yes, please. If the kids are getting sugared up tonight, I might as well too, right?”

         Joy laughed and headed back to him a few minutes later with two mugs in her hand. She put his down on the coffee table in front of him and brought hers to her mouth. “I’m afraid the tea will counteract any sugaring up. It’s chamomile. It’ll soothe whatever ails you.”

         Granger side-eyed her. “I seriously doubt that. But if that’s true, I’ll be coming back to your place for more.”

         The air electrified between them.

         Joy looked away and continued talking. “Well, your girls are the sweetest. I’m sure you can find someone else to watch them with no problem. I mean, it’s just after school hours, right?”

         Granger nodded. “Until mid-December when they get out for the holidays. Then I might need full days as well…Are you looking for a job by chance? The girls adore you. And it’s just after school, like you said.”

         Joy reared back, her expression twisting. “I have a job. I’m a working artist. And I don’t take care of kids anymore.”

         “But you could,” Granger said. “It’s starting to get cold outside, and I noticed you walked to the library earlier today. Your car is acting up again, I’m guessing. The money would help.”

         “My car is already in the shop. I pick it up on Monday.” She stared at him for a long moment.

         “I know it’s a lot to ask. But this would be temporary. I just need to get through the season.” Granger hadn’t touched his herbal tea yet. He reached for it and took a sip, needing something to occupy his hands. If Joy turned him down, there’d be hours of interviews and decisions. And what if the girls didn’t like who he picked? They already loved Joy. And more importantly, he trusted her.

         Joy continued to stare at him, her expression unreadable. Not that he’d ever known what a woman was thinking. “I’m sorry, Granger. But I’m busy too. I run my Etsy store and teach classes at the library and the community center. And all my spare time goes to creating my own artwork. I would love to help you out but I’m afraid I can’t.”

         Granger’s disappointment came in as quickly as his excitement over the idea. Joy would have been the perfect solution. But now he had a big problem. Mrs. Townsend had retired the day before the tree farm officially opened for the year. And this season was especially important because it could very well make or break the family business.

         He blew out a breath and sipped his tea. “I understand. I’ll figure something out. Maybe the girls could stay at the cider house with my mom during the hours they’re home and while I’m working.”

         Joy nodded. “That sounds like a plan. It even sounds fun.”

         Granger lifted a brow. “I was a kid growing up on that farm once. It’s not as fun as one might think.”

         The corners of Joy’s mouth twitched in a smile. “I was the lonely latchkey kid because my parents were always working at the hospital. That’s not much fun either.”

         Granger tried not to take offense. He’d never pegged himself as the kind of parent who hired a nanny but he’d never planned on the mother of his children bailing on him either. “I’m always around, and as soon as I step inside the house, my time is the girls’.”

         “Oh, I know you’re a wonderful father. I wasn’t trying to say that having a nanny was wrong. I’m just saying that whatever solution you find for the girls will be fine. No place or person is perfect.”

         But Joy would have been perfect, in his opinion.

         “I’ll ask around for you if you’d like,” she offered.

         He took another sip of his tea and then placed the cup on the coffee table in front of him before standing. “That would be great. Thank you.”

         Joy stood as well, her gaze fluttering to meet his as they stood face-to-face in her dimly lit living room. She tried to take a step backward but Tin had moved to stand behind her, blocking her path. Granger reached out to steady her.

         “You’ve already fallen once today on my account,” he said. “Let’s not make it twice.”

         Joy laughed softly.

         Then Granger took a step back, giving her the distance she seemed to be seeking. Giving himself the distance too. Increasing the space between them didn’t lessen the charge in the air though. It only lessened the probability that he would act on it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Joy walked over to the hallway to peer into the darkness. “Girls? Everything okay back there?” She wasn’t too worried about that. She’d just needed some excuse to distance herself from Granger. For a moment, she could’ve sworn he was flirting with her.

         She liked to be flirted with, she did. But Granger had been taking the girls to her classes off and on for months. And she loved the girls. Any kind of involvement between them would only make things weird. She didn’t like the awkward tension that was always left behind after a failed romance.

         Willow and Abby came out of her room with large smiles on their faces. “We found her!” Willow said.

         “But don’t worry, we were gentle with your cat,” Abby added.

         Joy nodded. “I’m sure you were. Your dad is off the phone. There might be a little more trick-or-treating to be had.” She glanced over her shoulder to look at Granger. She suspected that he might be done with the Halloween festivities but the lure of candy would have the girls scampering to leave sooner.

         “Yes!” Willow said. “There are a few more houses on this street that we haven’t hit yet. Let’s go, Daddy. Let’s go!”

         Granger sighed. “Okay, but only three more houses. You have more than enough candy, and it’s getting late. We need to get back home.”

         “So we can eat all the candy!” Willow declared, running to the front door.

         “Have fun, guys.” Joy shared one last look with Granger that left her unsettled. She couldn’t quite pinpoint the dominant emotion in the glance. Was it disappointment? Worry? Attraction?

         She only knew what she felt at this moment. Relief…and maybe a little bit of regret too. She loved those girls, and caring for them would’ve been a great side job. But she’d started this year by promising herself that she would be a full-time working artist, supporting herself by only taking art-related jobs. And in doing so, she’d made a goal to open her own art gallery. Caring for Granger’s girls would only distract her from her goals. And seeing Granger daily would be another unwanted distraction.

         
            *  *  *

         

         On Monday, Joy grabbed her belongings and headed out the door. Once again, she was walking to her destination but not for long. Today, she was getting her car back. Then she’d run some errands before heading over to Sugar Pines Community Center to teach an art class early this afternoon. They didn’t pay her but Joy often got hired to do private lessons. She handed out business cards, and sometimes folks went to her website and purchased a piece of her art.

         Joy walked fast as she made her way to the auto mechanic’s shop. The temperature outside was frigid, and a body in motion was warm. She let her gaze wander over the distant tree lines and the mountains beyond. Living in Sweetwater Springs was an artist’s dream. She could pull inspiration from everywhere she turned.

         She reached the mechanic’s shop and pulled open the door.

         “Hey, Joy,” Steve Capps said as she entered the shop. “I had a feeling you’d be in this morning.”

         “I miss driving,” Joy said. And she was tired of walking. She stepped up to the counter and pulled her wallet out of her purse.

         Steve rolled his chair up to the computer on the other side of the counter and tapped the keys. “Okay, let’s see here. You needed new spark plugs, brake pads and fluids, and a new alternator. You were overdue for an oil change and tire rotation as well.”

         Joy nodded as he rattled off a half dozen more items. She’d agreed to all those things. The engine of her car was starting to protest even turning over because she’d neglected it for too long, and she knew it would have a harder time when the first big freeze arrived.

         “So the total for all of that comes to two thousand three hundred and eighty-seven dollars.”

         Joy’s knees nearly buckled. “What? That’s more than you quoted.”

         Steve’s brow furrowed as he looked at her. “The initial quote was just for the new alternator and spark plugs. Then we spoke on the phone again, and I told you about the other items that needed to be done. You agreed to everything.”

         Joy felt sick. She had agreed; she just hadn’t realized exactly how much more it would cost her. This would wipe out every penny of what she’d been saving to open her art gallery.

         “We can set up a twelve-month payment plan, if you need it,” he said.

         Even over twelve months, that was a large chunk of change. What choice did Joy have though? She couldn’t make money without a vehicle to get her to her jobs. And in another month, there could be snow on the ground. Walking in three to five inches of the white stuff wasn’t practical.

         Joy looked at Steve and forced a fleeting smile. “Thank you for working on my car. A payment plan would be great.”

         He nodded. “You got it.”

         She made the first of twelve payments, got her keys, and plopped down in the driver’s seat a few minutes later, feeling deflated.

         Then she drove toward Sugar Pines Community Center, taking the long way down Main Street so that she could drive by the empty storefront she’d spotted yesterday. A FOR LEASE sign was still in the window.

         Joy swallowed. Then she pulled to the curb and jotted down the number on the lease sign. She’d call this evening and schedule a viewing. She’d never been one to give up on a dream. The bill for her vehicle was a little bump in the road but she would sell more of her art pieces and teach more classes. She would do whatever it took while also keeping to her resolution that she would only take art-related jobs.

         Which was why she couldn’t say yes to Granger’s offer to nanny his girls. Even if some small part of her had wanted to.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Granger reached for a third bite-size piece of chocolate and peeled the wrapper off.

         “Don’t touch that.” His mom walked into the kitchen and shook her head. “That’s the girls’ hard-earned candy.”

         Granger always obeyed his mom, always had, but she wasn’t being serious, and he knew it. He popped the chocolate into his mouth and chewed. “I’m the one who took the girls out. Trick-or-treating isn’t easy, you know. I earned it too. Besides, Willow spent the weekend bouncing off the walls. I’m doing her and her teacher a favor.”

         His mom laughed and turned on the stove’s overhead light.

         Granger watched her. “What are you doing?”

         She glanced over her shoulder. “Making breakfast. The girls have school today, and they can’t focus without a proper meal in their bellies.”

         “You don’t think I’m capable?” Granger asked.

         She turned to face him and put her hands on her hips. “Of course I do. You’ve been providing for them on your own all these years.”

         “Not exactly on my own. I’ve had you and Dad. And Mrs. Townsend.” He met his mom’s gaze and sighed.

         She walked to the fridge and grabbed a carton of eggs. “It was time for her to retire anyway. We all knew it.”

         “I just don’t know what I’m going to do.” He’d spent all Sunday mulling over his choices. He didn’t have any. Everybody he knew had a job. And if they didn’t, there was a good reason that would keep them from caring for his girls. He knew a lot of teenagers in the area but, call him overprotective, he wanted someone experienced. He didn’t want to have to worry that Willow would wander off.

         “You know I’ll help as much as I can,” his mom said, “but this is the time of year when the farm needs me most.”

         Granger nodded. “I know.” His mom always turned a profit at the farm by selling cider from the orchards. She ran the books and tracked everything that went in and out. She was as integral to the farm as he and his dad were. “I just wish Mrs. Townsend could’ve waited to tell me she wasn’t coming back until after the holidays.”

         Abby stepped into the room. “Mrs. Townsend is gone? What happened to her?”

         Granger’s heart plummeted into the bottom of his stomach as he turned to Abby. “She’s fine. Nothing happened to her.” He put on a smile, hoping to convince her. “She’s focusing on her health and has decided to retire.”

         Abby stepped closer. “Just like that? She’s not coming back?”

         “I’m sure she’ll come to visit.” At least he hoped so for the girls’ sakes. “But she won’t be your nanny anymore,” he said softly. “I was going to tell you later. Maybe after school.”

         As if understanding exactly what he meant, Abby nodded. “I won’t tell Willow. She’ll be upset, and that’s not good before school.”

         Granger swallowed. “It’s not good for you either. I’m sorry, Abs.”

         She shrugged, the corners of her mouth lifting along with her tiny shoulders. “I’m older. I can handle it.” He guessed this was nothing after having her mom turn her back on her, walk away, and never return.

         “It’s okay if you’re sad. We can call Mrs. Townsend so you can talk to her.” After what his children had been through, this would be tough for them. Maybe he needed to get them back in with the counselor Abby had seen when she’d realized that she was the only one of her friends that didn’t have a mother around.

         Granger turned as his mom put a hand on his shoulder. She must have sensed the heaviness of his thoughts.

         She smiled at him and then looked at Abby. “I’m making scrambled eggs and bacon, your favorite. Do you mind telling Willow that it’s breakfast time? We need to get you both fed and to the bus.”

         “Okay.” Abby turned and dutifully walked back down the hall.

         Granger exhaled. “Well, I blew that.”

         “You did no such thing,” his mom said. “She’ll be fine. She’s young and resilient. It’s you I’m worried about.”

         Granger looked up. “Me?”

         She returned her attention to the stove. “You’re old and not so resilient.”

         “Thirty-one isn’t that old, Mom.”

         “When you have two children to care for, it is.” She pointed her spatula at him. “I can see that guard of yours thickening. You’re disappointed with the way Mrs. Townsend handled the situation. You feel let down.”

         “I know her health has to come first. And I’m happy for her. Mrs. Townsend deserves to retire and take care of herself…But yeah, I do feel a little let down.”

         “What you need to understand is that everyone will let you down. I’m your mother, and I’ve let you down a million times.”

         Granger watched her work at the stove. “I can’t remember you ever letting me down.”

         “Because hopefully the times I’ve been there for you outweigh the times I wasn’t. That’s what matters.” She scooped some eggs onto a plate and slid it in front of him. Then she prepared plates for Abby and Willow too.

         The girls headed into the kitchen a moment later. As usual, Willow was excited about the day ahead. Granger met Abby’s gaze across the table though. The light in her eyes was dim behind her pink-rimmed glasses. He hoped one day she could say the times he’d been there for her outweighed the times he’d royally screwed up too. Because she certainly wouldn’t be able to say that about her mother.

         Granger’s cell phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out quickly and checked the caller ID. “Mom, do you mind finishing up breakfast? I need to take this.”

         She shooed him away. Granger stepped outside and connected the call. “Hello.”

         “Granger. This is Bill Mack. I’m afraid I have bad news,” Bill said, cutting to the chase.

         Granger leaned against the side of the house. “Oh yeah?”

         “We were hoping to be able to ship you those evergreens to help you out with all the trees you lost earlier this year. But we’re running short ourselves. The weather hasn’t cooperated, and the summer drought really affected a percentage of our farm.”

         “I’m sorry to hear that,” Granger said numbly, sensing the bad news ahead. The farm in Virginia had all but promised to ship trees to Merry Mountain Farms. Talk about everyone disappointing him and letting him down.

         “Sorry, buddy, but I can’t make that shipment for you. I wish I could help.”

         “I understand,” Granger said. After a few more polite exchanges, he disconnected the call but didn’t move. Not until his girls dashed out the door with their book bags dangling off their shoulders. Then he smiled and kissed their foreheads. They’d gotten through a lot tougher times than this. They’d be okay, one way or another.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Joy’s car had been humming around town all day as she completed errands that she hadn’t gotten to do when it was in the shop. Now the back seat was full of art supplies, and she was finally on her way to Sugar Pines Community Center.

         She pulled into the parking lot and climbed out. She unloaded her wheeled cart full of brushes and paints, paper, ribbon, Popsicle sticks—everything she could think of—and headed inside.

         “Hey, Joy,” the director, Donovan Tate, said as she entered the building. Joy wasn’t exactly sure what he did. She guessed maybe he was akin to being the principal of a school. He walked around, joked, and looked stern when someone didn’t clean up their messes. “Looks like you got your car back. The folks here are going to be so happy to have you coming in again.” He gestured to the wall. “Look. I hung the group project you all completed in August.”

         Joy acknowledged the large abstract piece. It was now framed and centered on the wall to her right. “Looks great.” About eleven senior citizens had participated on that one, each adding a little to it when she slid it in front of them. “I’m going to go ahead and set up, if that’s okay.”

         Donovan nodded. “Your aunt Darby is already in there waiting for you. She caught a ride from my dad.”

         Darby rarely ever missed one of Joy’s classes. She couldn’t drive but she always found a way to get here. Joy usually picked her up herself but lately Darby was waving her off, preferring different company, she guessed. Darby herself was an artist and had been one of Joy’s greatest inspirations growing up. She was also Joy’s greatest supporter.

         “Thanks.” Joy pulled her cart of supplies and headed into the large, open room. The unmistakable sound of Darby’s laughter filled the air, and Joy spotted Darby sitting in the back corner with Ray Tate, Donovan’s father. Ray was old now but Joy remembered when he’d been middle-aged, flirting with every woman who’d looked in his direction.

         Joy also remembered that he’d always flirted with Darby when her aunt had taken her out and about. Back then, Darby hadn’t given Ray the time of day. Over the last year, however, Joy had seen Darby and Ray spending a lot of time together.

         Joy cleared her throat, the sound echoing softly in the room. “Hi, Aunt Darby…Ray.”

         They both turned to look at her. Then Darby hurried over to give Joy a huge hug. “Joy! I’ve missed you so much. I’ve been so lonely without your visits.” She pulled back and looked at Joy.

         “I can see that,” Joy said, side-eying Ray.

         He smiled broadly. The smile was too perfect not to be caps. His hair and complexion were flawless too. She could see why her aunt was attracted to him. Joy just wanted Darby to be careful.

         Darby looked at the rolling cart beside Joy. “Looks like we’re being artists today.” She turned back to Ray. “You promised, when Joy came back to teach, that you’d take a class with me.”

         He sighed and looked at Darby for a long moment. “You make me do things I’d never in a million years do on my own.”

         “I think that’s called bringing out the best in you,” Darby supplied with a giddy smile. Her cheeks darkened a shade as they exchanged a meaningful glance.

         Joy blinked. What is happening here? If she didn’t know better, her aunt was suddenly in a relationship with Ray. Joy’s car had only been in the shop for a week and a half. But apparently, a lot could change in that amount of time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         An hour later, the community room at Sugar Pines was splattered with paint of all colors and torn strips of old newspaper. Nine people between the ages of fifty and one hundred had participated, which wasn’t many but they’d all enjoyed themselves making a mixed-media masterpiece on small ten-by-ten canvases.

         “I can hang this in my living room,” Ray said. “It’ll impress my family when they visit. Bet they never knew I was an artist.” He looked over at Darby, who was sitting beside him.

         Joy wasn’t trying to eavesdrop but she couldn’t help herself. She was fascinated by this new development. If she didn’t know Ray’s history, she might even be excited for Darby.

         “Joy’s the only family I have that cares enough to come by,” she told him. Then she looked at Joy, who pretended to be sorting the paint back into its carrier.

         “Have you found a place to open your art gallery yet?” Darby asked.

         Joy glanced in her direction. “Maybe. There’s a FOR LEASE sign in the window of a place on Main Street. The old clockmaker’s shop.”

         “Oh, that’s a lovely location. I was thinking, when you get that store, you could sell our artwork for us. Not for much, of course. Maybe just for donations to the Sugar Pines Community Center,” Darby suggested.

         Joy grinned. “That is a wonderful idea.”

         Darby shifted in her seat and reached into her pocket, pulling out a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill. “Here. Put this toward your gallery.”

         Joy hesitated. “I can’t take your money, Aunt Darby.”

         “You can, and you should. I wish I could give you more.”

         Joy didn’t want a free ride though. She’d always earned her way on her own.

         “It’s an investment,” Darby said. “This town needs more culture.”

         Joy took the bill and hugged her aunt. “Thank you.”

         “I wholeheartedly agree with Darby about needing more culture in Sweetwater Springs,” Ray said.

         Darby seemed to melt as she turned to him, her back and shoulders rounding softly. Then Ray tilted his head toward hers, resting his forehead briefly against her temple. Once again, Joy felt like she’d fallen into a time warp. A week and a half. That was the very definition of a whirlwind romance. And whirlwind romances didn’t have a stable foundation. They fell apart. Joy knew this firsthand, and that’s what concerned her.

         She was still worried as she drove away from Sugar Pines a little while later with a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill in her pocket to put toward leasing her gallery. Well, that was a start toward rebuilding her funds.

         Joy’s eye caught on two little girls walking on the sidewalk away from the local school. Sweetwater Elementary had gotten out forty-five minutes ago. Joy recognized the girls from behind. She slowed and pulled over to the roadside, rolling down her passenger window. “Hey, Abby. Hey, Willow. Are you walking home?” Surely they weren’t. Their house had to be about three miles from here.

         Abby pushed her glasses up on her nose as she scrutinized Joy. She was in mama hen mode, assessing the stranger-danger potential of this situation. Joy saw the girl seem to relax as she realized who Joy was.

         Willow ran over to Joy’s car. “Mrs. Townsend usually picks us up after school so we don’t have to ride the bus two times in one day. She says that’s one too many bumpy rides. She must have forgot about us today.”

         Joy’s heart ached. Apparently, Willow didn’t know that Mrs. Townsend had retired. Judging by the look on Abby’s face, however, she did. “What about your dad? Why didn’t he come get you?”

         Willow shrugged. “He’s working. So are Nana and Papa. Plus, they thought Mrs. Townsend was coming. Abby said if we went inside and told the principal we were forgot about, that he might call bad people who’ll take us away.” Willow’s wide smile dropped. “I don’t want to be taken away.”

         Joy’s mouth fell open. Her gaze jumped to Abby, who looked down at her feet.

         “I said that might happen, Willow,” the older girl muttered just loud enough for Joy to overhear. “I mean, it could.”

         Joy’s heart broke again, even as anger curled in her belly. Granger knew Mrs. Townsend wasn’t picking the girls up. How could he leave them out here all alone to worry about things like social services and being taken into foster care? “Hop in, girls. I’ll drive you home.”

         Willow jumped up and down and grabbed the car door handle but Abby hesitated. “What if Dad is just running late? And he shows up and we’re not here? He’ll be worried.”

         Joy offered a reassuring smile. “I’ll call and let him know, okay?”

         Abby nodded and then climbed into the back seat. Before taking off, Joy dialed Granger’s number. No answer. She wasn’t worried that he was going to show up. In fact, she was willing to bet that he’d forgotten all about his parental duties today.

         “Buckle up,” Joy said. “Let’s get you girls home.” And after that, she planned on having a chat with their father.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Granger headed away from the woods where he had gone for a walk to clear his head. Earlier today he’d called every tree farm he knew, and no one had trees to spare for Merry Mountain Farms.

         What was he going to do? It was almost Christmas. Customers would be filing in and expecting their usual evergreens. And if he couldn’t provide them, they’d have to go elsewhere.

         Granger turned toward the sound of a vehicle coming up the driveway. He lifted his gaze and recognized Joy’s car driving toward him. His heart gave a funny little jolt. He’d thought of her a couple of times since Halloween night. Okay, he’d thought of her before that too. She’d caught his eye when he’d taken the girls for arts and crafts at the library. And when he’d seen her selling her art in various festivals in town.

         Joy’s car came to a stop, and Granger’s mind was slow to process three doors swinging open. His daughters exited out of two of them.

         “Daddy!” Willow said, hurrying toward him as if nothing were out of the ordinary.

         Abby wore a thick frown, her pale brows furrowed as she latched onto the straps of her book bag, clinching them tightly to the middle of her chest.

         Granger looked at Joy, who wore a thicker frown. His mind caught up, and his heart dropped. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, turning to Abby first.

         “Not your fault, Daddy,” Willow said. “Mrs. Townsend didn’t remember to pick us up.”

         He swallowed past the familiar guilt. As a single father, he always felt guilty about something. There was always more that he could be doing or some ball in the air that he was letting drop.

         Joy cleared her throat. “Girls, it’s chilly out here. And Willow, you said you were hungry.”

         “I’ll make her a snack,” Abby said, not waiting around for any protests. Granger would gladly go make that snack for Willow but Joy wasn’t heading back toward her vehicle so he suspected she wanted to talk to him.

         “Thanks, Abs,” Granger said. Tin left his side to go in with the girls, perhaps sensing that it would be a lot more fun in there than out here. Granger had a feeling Tin was right.

         Joy waited to speak until the girls were out of earshot. Once the door was closed, she folded her arms across her chest and glared at him.

         “I already feel awful, okay? I didn’t mean to,” he said immediately.

         Her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious? They were walking home alone. Abby didn’t want to tell the principal they didn’t have a ride because she was worried about getting taken away by social services.”

         Granger shifted on his feet. “Principal Nelson knows me. He would’ve driven the girls here himself.”

         Joy shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Abby was scared, and she felt like she had to protect her younger sister. And you. You never should have put her in that position.”

         Granger held out his hands. “It’s not like I did it on purpose. The day got away from me. And I’m used to having Mrs. Townsend get them. Otherwise, I would have gone and picked them up myself. Or asked my mom to help.”

         Joy looked away.

         He knew she was judging him right now. And maybe he deserved it but he was doing his best. Even when his best wasn’t nearly good enough.

         “Anyway, thank you for helping the girls. I appreciate it.” He turned to go inside, stopping short at the sound of Joy’s huffing. Granger turned back to face her. “Is there something else?”

         She narrowed her brown eyes, which seemed a shade darker than usual. “You haven’t even told Willow about Mrs. Townsend.”

         “Not yet, but I’m doing that just as soon as I go inside. I was hoping to have a new plan to give her when I did, but…” He trailed off. There was no new plan. Abby would likely be taking care of her sister. And he and his mother would pitch in between trying to keep the farm afloat. “I’m going to call a few more contacts. I spoke to Dawanda at the fudge shop earlier. She knows everyone in town so maybe she’ll find a suitable person for the time being.”

         Joy shook her head. “I don’t work in childcare anymore,” she finally muttered.

         “You made that clear the other night.”

         “I only take jobs involving art,” she added.

         Granger nodded and stepped closer. “Noted.”

         She stared at him for a long moment. Was he missing something? “So I’m only available if you want to hire me for art-related services.”

         Granger folded his arms over his chest, mirroring her now. “You’re going to have to be clearer than that with me. What are you suggesting?”

         Joy’s expression softened. “Like I told you the other night, my parents were always working. I walked home alone more days than not. It’s lonely, and I love your girls too much to watch them go through that.”

         “Forgetting them today was an honest mistake. I’m not going to let it happen again.” He rubbed his forehead. “I’m doing my best.”

         Joy’s expression softened a touch more. “I think that’s true. And I don’t mind coming over every day after school to nurture your girls’ artistic skills.”

         “Art lessons?” Granger asked, thinking he was catching on.

         “Exactly. And play is very creative. It feeds the imagination, which feeds the art. Snacks too. And artists need to keep their work space clean so chores are included.”

         Joy was being creative with her proposed job description but Granger wasn’t going to argue with her. He was desperate, and he trusted Joy.

         “Just until after the holidays,” she added. “By then, I’m hoping I’ll have a place for my studio and gallery. I actually have my eye on a place on Main Street.”

         “Is that right?” Granger asked.

         Joy nodded. “So I won’t be able to keep coming after Christmas.”

         “I should be able to find a suitable nan— art teacher to replace you by then.” Granger stuck out his hand.

         Joy hesitated in reaching for it. When she slipped her palm against his, everything inside him came alive. And that sent off his internal warning bells. He needed her for his girls, not himself.

         “Great. I’ll start by picking the girls up from school tomorrow.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Joy stepped into her town house later that night and shrieked as Chelsea launched a premeditated attack. Knowing her cat, Chelsea had likely been stalking the door for hours, waiting for Joy to arrive home.

         Joy blew out a breath and laughed as she bent to pick up her lovable fur ball. “What kind of greeting is that?” she asked, flipping on the light switch and heading toward the kitchen. “How are you? Did you miss me?”

         Chelsea purred loudly in her arms. Joy loved that sound. It was soothing, and it broke up the silence of living alone.

         “I got a job today,” she informed her cat, placing Chelsea back on the floor and flipping on the hot water kettle. She glanced over her shoulder and gave Chelsea a stern look. “It’s an art-related job, just like the one at the library.” She was trying to convince herself as much as her cat. The girls needed her, and Joy needed to replenish her funds so that she could lease that storefront on Main Street for her gallery.

         She went through the routine of preparing a cup of tea and then sat down at the kitchen table to drink it with Chelsea vibrating on her lap. She pulled her laptop to her and decided to search for leasing details on Mountain Breeze Realty’s site. Within a few clicks, she was staring at her would-be gallery on her screen. Her breath suspended in her chest as she scrolled through nearly twenty photographs. Not only was the location perfect but it looked amazing on the inside. Not too big, not too small. It was perfect for displaying her pieces on the walls and with easels as stands. And there was enough room in the back to hold small classes of six or seven.
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