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            Chapter 1
The Girl

         
         What on earth was she going to do?

         
         Three days before Christmas and she had no money, no food, and no place to stay. Every measly thing she owned was tucked inside
            the battered backpack weighing heavily on her thin shoulders.
         

         
         Shivering in her threadbare jean jacket, not nearly warm enough for the winter storm rolling through North Central Texas,
            the teen tightened her grip on the tiny bundle in her arms.
         

         
         Some dude she barely knew had said she could couch surf with him for a couple of days, but he’d been adamant.

         
         No brats allowed.

         
         Panic rose in her throat, swelling and bubbling like the sourdough starter Grammy fed on her kitchen counter.

         
         No, not anymore. Grammy and her sourdough were gone forever, and she was all on her own.

         
         A gust of wind blowing off Lake Twilight shook the tinsel garlands that were strung from quaint lamppost lanterns. Gaily colored
            lights flickered through the thickening darkness like fickle beacons. On-off. On-off.
         

         
         Her teeth chattered, braces clicking together. Her bare knee, poking from the hole in her shredded jeans, turned as numb as
            her nose.
         

         
         For the past three hours, she’d ringed the entire town square, entering boutiques and restaurants to get in out of the cold.
            Leaving when shop owners shot her dirty looks.
         

         
         In one restaurant, with hunger gnawing her stomach, she’d pretended she needed to use the restroom. They didn’t want to let
            her in—no public restrooms—but the hostess saw the baby and nodded.
         

         
         She hadn’t gone into the restroom. Instead, she’d slipped into the dining area, targeting an unbused table and filching leftovers.

         
         It wasn’t stealing, she’d told herself. The food was getting thrown out.

         
         A ten-dollar bill on the next table beckoned. Her heart leaped.

         
         That is stealing.

         
         She inched over, reached for the ten, and had it in her fingers when one of the servers caught her.

         
         “Put that back!”

         
         She dropped the money. “I wasn’t—”

         
         “You were.”

         
         “I—”

         
         “Get out. Now!”

         
         Ducking her head, she moved toward the door. As she passed, the server whispered, “You’re disgusting,” with a curled lip. The woman’s gaze landed on the baby tucked up underneath her jacket, and the curl became a full-on snarl. “For shame! What kind of mother are you?” 

         
         That was a knife through her heart. She was a horrible mother. She knew it. The baby would be much better off without her.

         
         “Get out,” the server said, pointing a furious finger at the door. “Before I call the cops.”

         
         She’d slunk away, slipping into the shop next door, but they were closing up, and she’d had to move on. Now, the only place
            open on the square was Fruit of the Vine, the storefront for a local winery. It would be almost seven years before she was
            old enough to legally go inside.
         

         
         Fighting back tears, she hitched the baby to her shoulder. He’d been really quiet today, as if he understood the trouble that
            they were in.
         

         
         “Good boy,” she cooed to him, pulling the little knitted cap down securely over his ears. “You’re such a good boy, and Mommy
            loves you so much.”
         

         
         Earlier, the town square had been packed with shoppers, but now the streets were nearly empty. The vendors on the courthouse
            lawn had battened down their kiosks, and the Santa Land display was shutting early because of the weather. From the outdoor
            speakers mounted on the courthouse, Christmas music played. “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year.”
         

         
         She bit her bottom lip, so dry and cracked from the cold wind that it hurt. The hot tears she’d been battling spilled over the rim of her lower lids and trickled down her face. 

         
         Hopeless.

         
         Everything was hopeless.

         
         She fisted her hands against the baby’s back. If only she didn’t have him to worry about. Closing her eyes, she groaned. That
            server was right. She was a horrible, horrible mother. She sucked in a deep breath of frigid air and opened her eyes.
         

         
         A white church spire topped with a cross rose up behind the buildings on the square. Grammy used to take her to church every
            Sunday. Her grandmother liked to sit in the front row, to be “closer to God.”
         

         
         “Sorry, Grammy,” she whispered, her heart plunging into her throat. “Right now I’m as far away from God as I can get.”

         
         She’d tried praying—oh yes, she had—but God must have turned his back on her, because she’d had no answers, and her problems
            kept stacking up like cordwood.
         

         
         Maybe the church spire is an answer.

         
         She’d seen a program on TV that said churches were considered safe havens. A place to anonymously leave your baby if you couldn’t
            take care of it. The only catch was that there had to be someone around to find the baby or it would be considered child endangerment.
            Or so the program had said. That is, if she was remembering correctly.
         

         
         Trembling now, at her wits’ end, she walked toward the white steeple sticking up out of the darkness, with no real plan. The
            wind slashed her face, and she ducked her head to shield the baby, cradling him to her chest. She could feel his little heart
            beating against hers.
         

         
         If only things were different.

         
         But they weren’t, were they?

         
         She walked a block, turned right, then left, another block and there it was, the First Presbyterian Church of Twilight.

         
         The church looked old, like it had been built back in the cowboy days, but it had a fresh coat of paint and was decked in
            holiday decorations, including an elaborate nativity scene on the front lawn, complete with live animals milling around in
            a wooden corral.
         

         
         Her gaze fell on the straw bed where the Baby Jesus lay nestled, surrounded by life-sized plastic figures of Mary, Joseph,
            the three Wise Men, and five shepherds. The bed looked really warm, and it was located underneath a shelter out of the wind.
         

         
         Should she? Could she?

         
         Her heart was pounding a million beats a second, and her face was so cold she could scarcely breathe. But how could she leave
            the baby when there was no one around to find him? Despair knocked against her chest. A hollow, numb feeling that bewildered
            and frightened her.
         

         
         She chewed a ragged fingernail, gnawing off the chipped polish—Cotton Candy Daydreams. Last year, Grammy had put the polish
            in her Christmas stocking. This year there would be no stocking, no presents, no loving grandmother, nothing.
         

         
         Fresh tears welled in her eyes, stinging her cheeks.

         
         “I’m not leaving you for good,” she mumbled, trying to convince herself it was true. “Just until I can find a safe place for
            us to stay. This is the best thing for right now.”
         

         
         The sound of voices sent her shrinking into the shadows, hiding in the thick shrubbery surrounding the church. She crouched, grateful that the baby was sleeping. He was such a good boy. He deserved a good mother. A mom who knew how to love him the right way. He deserved a good dad and a happy home too. All things she couldn’t give him. 

         
         Salty tears filled her mouth as her heart broke.

         
         Okay, okay. She would do this, but only if the people looked nice and kind. Otherwise, she’d wait until someone else came
            along.
         

         
         The voices grew louder. From around the opposite side of the church, closest to where the animals were penned, two people
            appeared.
         

         
         The guy was really tall and looked to be the age of her dad when she’d last heard from him. Kinda old. Thirtyish. The woman
            was younger and not much taller than she was. Five-four maybe. She wore black motorcycle boots, thick black leggings, a short
            red plaid skirt, and a cute white ski jacket. Dope outfit. She had wicked fashion sense.
         

         
         “You should have worn gloves,” the man said to her. “Your hands are turning blue.”

         
         “I loaned my gloves to one of my elderly customers. Midge keeps losing hers. When I picked her up for her doctor’s appointment,
            her hands were like ice. What was I supposed to do?”
         

         
         “You’re too generous.” He shook his head, but he smiled at the woman as if he was proud of her.

         
         She wished someone would look at her with the same sweet kindness.

         
         “It’s okay.” The woman tucked her hands into her jacket pockets. “It’ll be fine.”

         
         The man stopped underneath the security lamp that cast a soft glow over the nativity scene, took off his own gloves, and tucked
            them under his armpit. “Give me one of your hands.”
         

         
         “What?” The woman drew back. “Why?”

         
         “C’mon, Tink.” The man grinned. “Stop being so suspicious. I swear, if Jesus himself turned up on Christmas Day, you’d insist
            on interrogating him.”
         

         
         “Well, yes, I’d have lots of questions.” Narrowing her eyes but laughing, the woman slowly took a hand from her pocket and
            held it out to him.
         

         
         The tall man took her hand and rubbed it vigorously between his. Then he repeated the process with her other hand.

         
         Aww, that was so sweet. She wished she had a nice boyfriend who would warm her hands for her. Feeling jealous, she pressed
            her back against the side of the building, watching the couple tease and banter as they went about turning off the inflatable
            Christmas decorations.
         

         
         They were so nice to each other. Smiling and joking. No yelling or hitting. She could tell they liked each other. She liked
            them too.
         

         
         Safe haven.

         
         The words popped into her head again. People were here now. The church was officially a safe haven.

         
         The baby whimpered, a soft little mewl.

         
         If she was going to do this, now was the time while the couple was still here, and their attention was on the opposite side of the church lawn from where she crouched. But first, she needed to write a note explaining that she’d be back for him as soon as she could. 

         
         Quietly, she twisted around, grateful for the relentless wind because it muffled her sounds. She fished a Sharpie from her
            backpack. Then she realized she didn’t have any paper.
         

         
         How could she leave a note with no paper? She dug in the backpack, desperate for something to write on, and her hand hit the
            diaper.
         

         
         His last diaper.

         
         The one she’d been saving for when he did number two.

         
         In the darkness, she wrote a heartfelt note on the diaper, tucked it inside the blanket with him, and as the couple’s backs
            were turned, she crept to the manger and replaced the plastic Baby Jesus with her son.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Manger

         
         “Shh, did you hear that?” Jana Gerard touched her companion’s wrist and canted her head, listening for the sound to repeat.

         
         Lean, tall, dark-headed, a former college-basketball star, and her part-time boss, Joel MacGregor looked down at her hand
            and smiled softly.
         

         
         Joel ran the Brazos Queen, a paddle-wheel boat for the tourist trade that offered daily and nightly tours during the summer
            and holiday dinner-and-dancing cruises on the weekends in November and December.
         

         
         Jana, who ran her own handywoman business, Jana-of-All-Trades, worked for him seasonally as the Brazos Queen’s entertainment coordinator, mostly because it was pure fun. Although, the extra money never hurt. Jana liked to have a strong financial cushion. Multiple streams of income were important when you were self-employed. 

         
         Feeling awkward and wishing she hadn’t touched Joel, Jana tucked her hands into her pockets. They got along like a house on
            fire, but she was his employee, and she didn’t want to be overly familiar, no matter how much they enjoyed each other’s company.
            Boundaries were important. She was certain that Joel’s girlfriend, Ursula, would agree.
         

         
         “Hear what?” he asked. “Christmas music?”

         
         “No, no. Listen.”
         

         
         Joel tilted his head, mirroring Jana, and paused for a moment. “I got nothing beyond the music and the wind rattling the leaves.
            What did you hear?”
         

         
         “I dunno. I thought I heard a soft bleat, like a lost kitten or an infant’s whimper.” She felt silly saying it. Who would
            bring a newborn outside into this blustery December weather?
         

         
         Then again, who knew?

         
         This was Twilight, Texas, and she’d learned a long time ago not to ask too many questions of the quirky, lakeside community
            if she didn’t want fanciful or far-fetched answers. Jana was from Austin, the Capital of Weird, but even that hadn’t prepared
            her for the whimsical shenanigans that went on in this tourist town that she’d adopted seven years ago when she’d been running
            from . . .
         

         
         Well, she wouldn’t think about that. The past was well behind her, and she was not a ruminator.
         

         
         “I’m sure it was the sheep.” Joel gestured to the ewes in the little wooden corral beside the nativity scene.

         
         Jana rolled her eyes. “Who on the town council cooked up the idea of using live animals in the nativity scene? Taking care of them is a pain.” 

         
         “There’s no telling. One of the usual suspects, I imagine.” Joel shrugged and polished up his grin. The man did have a prince
            of a smile that he whipped out often to charm and stun.
         

         
         Before Thanksgiving, the chamber of commerce had come begging for local business owners to help ride herd on the animals and
            tourists alike. Joel had tried to tap-dance out of the obligation, but his gregarious twin brother Noah, and Noah’s wife Kelsey,
            who ran the Rockabye Boatel, an adjunct to Joel’s riverboat cruise business, had told the chamber of commerce they could count
            on all the MacGregors to volunteer.
         

         
         The nightly roster rotated, and Joel had signed up for Wednesday evenings throughout the holiday season, and he’d twisted
            Jana’s arm to join him.
         

         
         Truth?

         
         He’d begged his butt off and promised to cook Jana a vegan version of his famous mulligan stew if she’d agree to help. Always
            on the lookout for great vegan meals, she’d been persuaded.
         

         
         Tonight, in this inclement weather, the tourists had skedaddled, leaving them with nothing more to do than round up farm animals.
            The pen had a divider between the sheep and the donkey because Antonio Banderass was known to nip.
         

         
         Joel hooked his finger through the miniature donkey’s halter.

         
         Antonio hee-hawed at them, his sides billowing with the bray as if asking why it had taken them so long to show up. Joel pulled
            a molasses treat from his pocket.
         

         
         Seeing the treat, the donkey hushed right up.

         
         “Storm’s comin’ in faster than the forecasters said. Let’s get these critters into Pastor Luther’s barn ASAP and then hustle
            back to stake down anything that could get carried off by the wind. You want Banderass or the sheep?”
         

         
         “There’s three sheep and one donkey. I prefer the easy option.”

         
         “The sheep it is.” Joel laughed and took down the crook that was hooked on the side of the corral and handed it to her.

         
         Joel had the best laugh in the world. Low, seductive. Women flocked to him because of that laugh and his rich baritone voice.

         
         Honestly, he could have been a TV announcer, his voice was that hot. Not that she noticed all that much. He was just a nice
            guy she worked for sometimes.
         

         
         Uh-huh.

         
         “Remind me again why we volunteered for this?” Jana grumbled, opening the gate to the sheep’s side of the pen and guiding
            them out with the crook.
         

         
         “Peer pressure.”

         
         “Oh yeah.” She chuckled. “From your twin brother.”

         
         “Look at the bright side.” Joel winked. He didn’t mean it provocatively. She knew that. The winking was a dashing trick to
            win people over. “No one could locate a camel. If you think Antonio is a handful, you’ve never wrangled one.”
         

         
         “And you’ve wrangled a camel?”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “When?” she asked, turning her back to the north wind and flipping up the collar on her jacket.

         
         “I worked at the Fort Worth Zoo, cleaning cages the summer between my junior and senior years in high school. Camels spit. A lot.” 

         
         “I didn’t know that about you.”

         
         “Hey. I can be an enigma too.”

         
         She rolled her eyes.

         
         “Okay, you’re right. I’m lousy at secret-keeping. I don’t have your flair for subterfuge.”

         
         He wasn’t wrong.

         
         If Jana had a spirit animal, it would be an iceberg. She kept most of herself hidden far below the surface. She knew her secrecy
            bugged some people, but life was safer when you kept your mouth shut and the spotlight focused on others. Although, keeping
            her secrets wasn’t easy in a town of good-hearted busybodies. They all wanted to get to know her better.
         

         
         To which her suspicious side asked why?
         

         
         A gust blew her hair in her face, and for a second, she wished she still had her dreadlocks. That hairstyle wouldn’t move
            in a hurricane. Since she’d been working on self-improvement, and healing from her tumultuous childhood, she’d toned down
            the flashy appearance she’d worn like a freak flag when she’d first rolled into Twilight at age nineteen.
         

         
         Over the course of the past seven years, she’d ditched the dreads, most of her numerous piercings, and the heavy goth attire,
            and she’d let her hair go back to its original color—a honeyed brown that was prettier than she’d remembered. The only thing
            left that said she’d led a full and varied life by age twenty-six were the twenty-six tattoos inked onto her body. One for
            every year of her life.
         

         
         Each tat told a story.

         
         Her past was laid out there on her skin. She didn’t hide her history; she just inked it instead of talking about it.

         
         The lead sheep bolted and broke for the street.

         
         “Whoa! Get back here, Freda!” Jana flew after the runaway.

         
         “That’s not Freda,” Joel yelled as he tugged on Banderass’s rope. “That’s Chelsea. Hang on. Let me get Banderass to the barn,
            and I’ll come help.”
         

         
         The donkey dug in his heels and brayed loud enough to wake the dead.

         
         Jana winced. Freda? Chelsea? Who cared what her name was?

         
         The lead sheep frolicked like she was in a commercial for Little Bo Peep’s Yarn, kicking up her heels and bleating. The other
            two ewes wouldn’t let her have all the fun and trotted after her. As one unit, the ovine trio barreled across the street,
            heading for the Twilight Library.
         

         
         “Get back here, you rascals!” Jana charged after them, waving the crook.

         
         “Remember, they’re the easy ones.” Joel laughed. He really did have a spectacular laugh. Deep and commanding. It made her
            want to throw back her head and join him.
         

         
         That impulse scared her. She was starting to like him too much. Simmer down, he’s got a girlfriend. He’s just a friendly guy. Don’t read anything more into it.

         
         Jana raised a middle finger at him over the top of her head.

         
         “Love you too!” he shouted above the blustering, braying, and bleating.

         
         Love you too.

         
         Jana didn’t take his declaration personally. He was one of those people who threw the word love around willy-nilly. He was teasing. It was a figure of speech. He didn’t mean he loved her loved her.
         

         
         Pfft. She knew that. The only reason her pulse was pounding in her ears was she’d jogged across the street in her vegan-leather
            motorcycle boots to retrieve the errant sheep.
         

         
         Naughty creatures.

         
         “Get back here, you three,” she scolded.

         
         The sheep collected on the front stoop of the library and peered at her with nah-nah, nah-nah looks in their eyes.
         

         
         “Do not poop on the porch! My handywoman business has a contract with the city to do yardwork for the library. I do not want
            to clean your poop.”
         

         
         Freda, Chelsea, and whatever the other one’s name was had no regard for her sob story. They swished their tails, bleated,
            and pooped in unison.
         

         
         “You’re pushing your luck, ladies.” Jana kicked sheep dung off the porch and into the grass. “Good thing I’m a vegan, or you’d
            end up in a big pot of mutton stew for that stunt.”
         

         
         With deft movements—she’d spent some time on a farm with one of her foster families—Jana rounded up the sheep and guided them
            toward the big red barn next to Pastor Luther’s house, their hooves clomping against the asphalt.
         

         
         Christmas music from the town square drifted out into the windblown night, currently “Away in a Manger.”

         
         Jana cocked an eye toward the sky, grinned, and muttered, “A little on the nose, don’t you think?”

         
         Joel was still tugging on Antonio Banderass’s halter, the donkey digging his hind legs into the dirt and braying nonstop,
            as a flurry swept up leaves and spun debris eddies across the yard and into the darkness beyond.
         

         
         “Stubborn jackass,” Joel muttered.

         
         A fat drop of rain hit the top of Jana’s head, and she rushed the sheep ahead of her. “C’mon, girls. Let’s do this.”

         
         Pastor Tom Luther came out of his house, ski cap perched on his head, body bent against the gale, and hurried over to open
            the barn door. He waved them inside.
         

         
         “Big storm’s on the way,” Pastor Luther said, stating the obvious.

         
         He was an amiable, round-faced man in his late sixties. He wore reading glasses on a chain around his neck, a puffy down coat,
            rubber wading boots, and baggy cargo shorts that hit him just below the knees.
         

         
         “Please hurry,” he urged.

         
         It was hard to see in the darkness, the area lit only by a lone flood lamp overhead, and the icy blue Christmas twinkle lights
            dangling from the eaves.
         

         
         Jana narrowed her eyes and moved the crook from side to side, keeping the sheep in tidy order. With Pastor Luther’s help,
            she got the ewes into the barn and turned to see Joel luring the donkey inside with yet another treat.
         

         
         After they’d fed the critters and locked them into their stalls for the night, Joel sagged against the barn door and mopped his arm over his forehead, only half exaggerating. “Whew, what an ordeal!” 

         
         “Do you need help with anything else?” Pastor Luther cast a longing glance toward his house and rubbed his palms together.

         
         Joel gave an amiable shake of his head. “We’ve got this. All that’s left is to secure the nativity scene.”

         
         “Well, holler if you change your mind.” The minister hurried across his yard to the back steps of his Victorian home, leaving
            Joel and Jana alone again.
         

         
         Joel flashed a smile, and his gaze lingered on her lips for a disturbingly long second. Or maybe she was just imagining it.

         
         Unnerved, she ducked her head. “Get a move on, MacGregor. I’m jonesing for that mulligan stew. My mouth has been ready for
            it all day.”
         

         
         “Um, about the stew . . . I forgot to plug in the Crock-Pot and didn’t notice until I was headed over here, so I stuck it
            in the freezer for later. My bad.”
         

         
         “Rain check, then. And I’m being literal.” Three raindrops in quick succession hit her face. Splat, splat, splat.
         

         
         They closed up the barn and trotted back to the church in the quickening rainfall. The crowds who’d earlier strolled the streets
            on and around the town square had vaporized.
         

         
         Not a soul in sight.

         
         The sky was midnight black, and the wind bone-chilling. Since she wasn’t getting mulligan stew, Jana yearned instead for a steaming bubble bath, streaming hard-rock music, and hot chamomile tea. She was a sucker for her creature comforts. 

         
         Joel staked down the Christmas blow molds, while Jana pulled up the wooden cutouts and stacked them underneath the awning
            at the side of the church that afforded a windbreak. When she’d finished, she returned to the manger for one last check . . .
         

         
         And she heard it again.

         
         The soft mewling whimper.

         
         A baby.

         
         You’re hearing things, she told herself and put a hand to her belly to quell her fear. It’s that time of year again.
         

         
         Perhaps, but the sound reminded her she hadn’t yet secured the Baby Jesus swaddled in the nest of straw. She would just fetch
            the doll, run him over to Pastor Luther’s house, and then they were out of here.
         

         
         She squatted beside the makeshift crib.

         
         Felt Joel come up behind her.

         
         Reaching for the corner of the blue fleece blanket that had blown over the face of the plastic Jesus, Jana pulled back the
            covers.
         

         
         And that’s when the bundle let out a long, demanding wail.

         
          

         “Holy Throat Chakra!” Jana shouted, stumbled backward, and fell on her butt. “It’s a real baby.”
         

         
         Dumbstruck, Joel stared. First at Jana sitting on her backside at his feet and then at the straw crib where a tiny human wriggled,
            red-faced and squalling louder than the storm.
         

         
         “It’s a real baby,” he echoed, stunned.

         
         Before he could put a hand down to help Jana up, she bounced to her feet. Squinting hard in the darkness, she circled the child as if it was a time bomb that might explode at any moment and it was her job to defuse it. 

         
         What Joel knew of babies from his niece and nephew, the explosive scenario wasn’t that far-fetched. Babies were forever spewing
            bodily fluids.
         

         
         “How did it get here?” She blinked and shook her head and blinked again.

         
         “I dunno.” Joel scratched his head.

         
         “Is this some kind of prank? Are we on that show What Would You Do?” She glanced around as if John Quiñones was lurking inside the church with a camera crew for a Twilight, Texas, version
            of the programming that delighted in setting up unsuspecting people in faked moral dilemmas.
         

         
         Joel glanced around too and settled his hands on his hips. It was a legitimate question. He cupped his palms around his mouth
            and called, “Hello! Whoever left the kid, come on out. This isn’t funny.”
         

         
         “Do you think someone could have actually abandoned him?” Her voice scraped hard against the word abandoned.

         
         “Seriously.” Joel glared into the darkness. “Come get your baby. The joke has gone on too long.”

         
         “Where’s its mother?” Jana wrung her hands. “Who would do this? Why did she leave her baby?”

         
         “The answers don’t matter right now.” Joel scooped the infant into his arms. “We gotta get this little guy in from the cold
            and sort the rest out later.”
         

         
         Stark lightning flashed, and the sky grumbled.

         
         He cradled the baby against him. “Jana?”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Shake a leg.”

         
         Jana looked dazed.

         
         “C’mon, Tink,” he said teasingly yet worried about her. “Snap out of it.”

         
         He’d started calling her Tinker Bell a few weeks ago when Jana had confessed, during a children’s birthday party she was helping
            him host on the Brazos Queen, that Tinker Bell, the feisty pixie fairy, was her favorite Disney character.
         

         
         No surprise there, since she was pretty darn feisty herself. But Tinker Bell had sounded a bit too delicate for Jana, and
            he’d shortened it to Tink. She hadn’t complained, so he’d kept using the nickname. He liked it.
         

         
         Assuming Jana would follow, Joel sprinted toward his pickup truck, the baby held tight against him as the raindrops morphed
            into a full-blown downpour. Soaked to the skin, Joel pried the driver’s-side door open and hopped inside, the kid crying at
            the top of his lungs.
         

         
         Jana got in on the passenger side, her wet hair plastered to her face. They both needed dry clothing, but first they had a
            more pressing problem.
         

         
         “Oh my gosh, we’re drenched!” Jana shivered. “Thank heavens you tucked him under your coat, or he’d be soaked too.”

         
         In his arms, the tiny wailing infant turned his head to the sound of Jana’s melodious feminine voice.

         
         “Hey, kid,” she said. “What’s your dealio?”

         
         The baby quieted, blinked, and let out a loud hiccup.

         
         “Wow,” Joel said. “Jana has charms to soothe the savage beast. I mean, I knew that all along, but hey, evidence.”
         

         
         “Breast.”

         
         “What?” Joel startled, and dang if his gaze didn’t fall to her chest so well-endowed by Mother Nature. Knock it off, MacGregor. Stop ogling her. Not cool.

         
         “The quote,” she explained. “It’s ‘soothe the savage breast.’”

         
         He wrinkled his forehead. “No kidding?”

         
         “Google it.”

         
         “I believe you, but why savage breast when beast works so much better?”
         

         
         “I dunno.” Jana lifted her shoulders. “It’s an old saying. Maybe that’s how they talked in the seventeenth century or whatever.”

         
         “Breast equals beast? Huh. Who knew?”
         

         
         The newborn stuck his tiny fist into his mouth and started chewing. Outside, hard rain drummed against the roof of the pickup
            truck. On the buildings, Christmas lights blurred like Monet’s paintings viewed too close up.
         

         
         “And speaking of breasts,” Jana said, “the kid looks hungry, and he needs dry clothes before he catches cold.”

         
         Joel peered down at the infant.

         
         The baby, sucking on his hand, cast wide, frightened eyes at Joel. Someone had abandoned this helpless little one in a Christmas
            manger. His chest tightened, and his ears rang as reality sank in.
         

         
         Overwhelming emotions flooded his body, and one singular thought filled his mind. An insistent thought that knocked the air
            from his lungs and the innocence from his eyes. A thought so resolute it became an insistent imperative.
         

         
         Protect this child at all costs.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
The Child

         
         Watching Joel with the baby melted Jana’s heart.

         
         Joel was a large guy, built more for a basketball court than the confines of a pickup truck, and the padded plaid mackinaw
            coat he wore accentuated the breadth of his shoulders. He’d raked his wet dark hair, just long enough to curl around the tops
            of his ears, back off his forehead, leaving finger furrows like plowed rows. His big palm almost covered the baby’s entire
            back.
         

         
         Poor defenseless little kid.

         
         Overcome with unsettling emotions she had no name for, Jana glanced away and saw that the truck windows had steamed up from
            the warmth of their breath against the cold, damp glass.
         

         
         The baby’s cry was high and strangled.

         
         “Hang on, kiddo. Let me get the engine going and the heater on.” Joel shifted the baby from his shoulder to his lap, started the truck, turned on the heat full blast, and angled the vents toward the infant. 

         
         Jana shivered, thankful for the welcome warmth, and rubbed her upper arms as her fanny heated. How considerate of Joel to
            turn on the seat warmer for her. The radio came on along with the engine, spilling out Christmas music from a local radio
            station, an extra jivey version of “Jingle Bells.”
         

         
         Joel cleared his throat.

         
         She looked over and met his gaze.

         
         They stared at each other wide-eyed and dumbstruck as the full implications of what was happening sank in.

         
         “Wow,” he said, shifting his gaze from her to the baby.

         
         “Oh, Joel! Look how tiny he is. He can’t be more than a week old.” Jana placed both palms over her heart.

         
         “Who could abandon something this small and helpless in the cold and just hope someone found him?” He clenched his jaw, and
            the muscles along his chin twitched. “This is serious stuff.”
         

         
         “Someone pretty desperate, I guess,” she said, ignoring the slap of guilt that hit her. This was not her burden or her pain.
            She didn’t have to carry it, but she ached to reach over and stroke the baby’s cheek with her knuckle.
         

         
         Why?

         
         She was not a kid person. Kids were too needy, and Jana was too independent for needy. A jittery feeling bounced on her stomach
            like a trampoline.
         

         
         Ah, Anxiety, my old friend. I remember you.

         
         “Tink? You okay?”

         
         “Yes,” she croaked. “Just trying to wrap my head around this.”

         
         Joel moved the child to his shoulder again to calm him. His hand cradled the infant’s spine, while his long fingers cupped the back of the little one’s head. The heartstring-tugging contrast of tiny baby and big, masculine man unfurled something inside her, and she was back in the mushy bog of her chest. 

         
         Nope. Not going there. Not again.

         
         Quickly, as if she was deadheading roses, she pruned those silly romantic thoughts. Sure, Joel was hot. He was handsome, buff,
            and personable, but he was her boss, and he had a girlfriend.
         

         
         What if he wasn’t her boss?

         
         But he was. And even if he wasn’t and didn’t have a girlfriend, they were incompatible. Too different to ever be a good match.
            Here’s what she knew of him.
         

         
         Joel was traditional. Reliable. A protector type. He was an upstanding citizen who mowed his lawn to a two-and-a-half-inch
            height—yes, he measured; she’d seen him. He painted the white-picket fence around his house yearly, and he had his pets duly
            spayed or neutered and annually vaccinated.
         

         
         He was pretty straitlaced, despite being something of a goofy, fun-loving cutup. He vowed an unwavering allegiance to Lone
            Star beer, never mind the lovely microbreweries that had cropped up in the area. He insisted on turkey and dressing for both
            Thanksgiving and Christmas. He drove a Chevy, wore flannel shirts and cowboy boots. It went without saying his favorite pie
            was apple, his favorite ice cream was vanilla, and baseball was his favorite sport, even though he’d played basketball in
            college and his twin, Noah, had played in the NBA.
         

         
         He valued community, family, and the American way. He loved holidays and celebrations and family reunions of any kind. He flew both the US and Texas flags on his paddleboat, for crying out loud. Yes, the tourists ate up the corny patriotism with a long-handled spoon, but Jana knew far too much about human nature to be sucked in by the idealized fantasy of an America that had never really existed. 

         
         While his stalwart traits might appeal to the majority of women in Twilight, Joel was a bit too upstanding for Jana’s tastes.
            For better or worse, she was attracted to bad boys, and she’d found a few when she’d first moved to Twilight. Those relationships
            had burned out as soon as the sex got routine. As she’d gotten older, she’d learned to avoid those lightning-hot, lust-filled
            flings that ended like the crash of a sugar rush.
         

         
         And now?

         
         Shh, but it had been eight months since she’d been with anyone. She felt like a clean slate, and she wasn’t in any rush to write
            on the slate again.
         

         
         Jana was edgy, adventuresome, and thrived on variety. Anything that made the general public clutch their pearls tended to
            put a spring in her step. She could be rebellious, argumentative, colorful, and creative. She loved to have a good cause to
            fight for and, man, did the town council hate to see her at public hearings, which tickled her no end.
         

         
         She gave people the space to be themselves and tried not to judge. She knew firsthand what it was like to be the focus of
            gossip, innuendo, and speculation, and she didn’t want to do that to anyone else. And yes, okay, she even courted the rumors
            sometimes, just to keep people off balance.
         

         
         Coffee—strong and black—was her beverage of choice, and it was her favorite ice-cream flavor too. She ran on caffeine. She adored Thai food and Indian curry, two cuisines hard to come by in Twilight. She played the high plains flute on her back patio every morning as part of her sunrise ritual. She kept in shape by jumping on a rebounder, and just for fun she visited a psychic once a year, even though she didn’t believe a word of it. She did yoga, used essential oils in place of cologne, and believed in green causes even if she couldn’t always live up to her ideals. 

         
         Face it. In the personality department, she and Joel were total opposites. She wasn’t going to be sucked in by the fact he
            looked adorable with a baby and her body was reacting in ways she had not seen coming.
         

         
         “Any idea what we should do about him?” Joel asked.

         
         She raised one shoulder to her ear, alarmed by her tender feelings. “Take the baby to the police station, I guess.”

         
         “We can’t drive around with him without an infant car seat.”

         
         “Good point. I hadn’t even thought about that. What I know about babies would fit into a teaspoon.”

         
         “All I know about kids is from taking care of my niece and nephew.”

         
         “That makes you the expert. I’ve seen you with Ian and Grace. You’re a natural. Could we call your sister and ask her to bring
            us a car seat?”
         

         
         Joel rubbed his chin. “It’s eight o’clock on a stormy winter night. I hate to ask Flynn to come out in this mess. She dislikes
            driving in bad weather.”
         

         
         “I’m sure Jesse would drive her.”

         
         “Then, they’d have to bring the kids.”

         
         “What if Flynn sent Jesse?”

         
         “Jesse is heading this year’s toy-drive distribution efforts. He and his team are slammed prepping for the Christmas Eve deliveries.”

         
         “Noah?”

         
         “My twin and his wife are having an early Christmas in Dallas with her dad and stepmom this year.”

         
         “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” Jana crinkled her nose.

         
         The baby whimpered again, fussier this time.

         
         “He’ll only get louder,” Joel said. “We gotta feed him.”

         
         Icy rain slapped against the windowpane. No time to waste. They had to act. Jana and Joel stared at each other and said, at
            the exact same time, “Pastor Luther.”
         

         
          

         Ten minutes later, they were sitting in Pastor Tom Luther’s kitchen. The preacher was at the stove making hot chocolate from
            scratch to warm them on the cold winter night. The house smelled like Christmas: pine and peppermint.
         

         
         It was a welcoming home.

         
         Hands gnarled with rheumatoid arthritis, Pastor Luther’s wife, Irene, perched in her wheelchair next to the kitchen table
            where Joel and Jana sat, gazing at the baby with wide, concerned eyes.
         

         
         “A baby in the manger?” Irene shook her head. “It’s a Christmas miracle.”

         
         Joel shot Jana a what the hell? expression. Miracle? What was she talking about?
         

         
         Irene must have seen the look pass between them, because she waved a knobby fist. “I don’t mean it’s a miracle his mother abandoned him. I meant it’s a miracle you were there. Can you imagine if you hadn’t been?” 

         
         Simultaneously, everyone shuddered. Seen from that point of view, finding the baby was most definitely a Christmas miracle.

         
         “It’s God’s plan,” Irene said.

         
         Joel wasn’t sure about that. He wasn’t terribly religious, but neither did he rule anything out. Miracles did happen.
         

         
         “I bet Joel and Jana were the reason the mom left the baby in the manger,” Pastor Luther said. “I prefer to believe most people
            act with positive intent.”
         

         
         The baby let out a wail as if he knew they were talking about him. Although, who knew? The baby might not be a boy. Joel had
            just assumed because of the blue blanket and his blue onesie.
         

         
         “We need formula,” Jana said. “And diapers.”

         
         “There’s a spare diaper tucked in the blanket with him,” Joel said. “I noticed it earlier. I’m sure he needs changing. Any
            volunteers?”
         

         
         Silence fell.

         
         “I’m making cocoa.” Pastor Luther stirred the pot on the stove.

         
         Irene lifted her contracted hands. No need to say more.

         
         Jana had her palms up and was shaking her head just as vigorously as Pastor Luther stirred the cocoa.

         
         “Fine.” Joel sighed. “I’ll do it.”

         
         “Cowboy up.” Pastor Luther chuckled.

         
         The infant’s wails grew louder.

         
         “You can use the guest bedroom to change his diaper,” Irene offered. “Down the hall, first door on the left.”

         
         Joel shot Jana a desperate look. “You wanna come along?”

         
         “All right,” she said. “I’ll go with you for moral support, but you’re doing the changing. I can smell him from here.”

         
         “There’s clean washcloths in the guest bathroom,” Irene said.

         
         “The cocoa will be ready when you get back.” Pastor Luther turned the heat down under the pan. “In the meantime, I’ll call
            Shep and ask him to bring over Henry’s old infant car seat so we can transport him safely.”
         

         
         Pastor Luther’s daughter Naomi and her husband Mark “Shep” Shepherd lived next door. Jana was good friends with Naomi. The
            pastor said something else, but Joel didn’t hear him. The infant was putting up a pretty good fuss, wailing nonstop. At least
            they knew his lungs were in good shape.
         

         
         “Transport him where?” Jana asked, her voice coming out in a strange squeak.

         
         “The hospital. He needs to be checked out by a doctor. No telling how long he was out there in the cold.”

         
         Right. Joel hadn’t even thought of that.

         
         “We’re going to need some formula too,” Jana said.

         
         “I’ll make a call.” Pastor Luther’s brow furrowed. “Although, you’re the one I would normally contact for an evening supply
            run.”
         

         
         A big part of Jana’s income came from taxi and delivery services since there were no major rideshare or delivery companies in Twilight. Through her handywoman business, Jana-of-All-Trades, she also did yard work, housecleaning, in-home elder day care, and dog walking. Her schedule was varied, and she worked fifty hours a week or more. Joel had no idea how she juggled it all. 

         
         With the baby in his arms, Joel stood up from the table and headed down the hall. Once they were in the guest bedroom, Jana
            shut the door.
         

         
         “Since we don’t have baby wipes, I’ll get a washcloth and dampen it with warm water while you . . .” She flicked a glance
            at Joel as he laid the crying baby in the middle of the full-sized bed. “. . . do the deed.”
         

         
         “You’re acting like the kid is radioactive.” Joel laughed. “It’s just poop.”

         
         “Which is why you get to change him.” She grinned and shuffled to the bathroom.

         
         Joel turned his attention to the little guy on the bed. The baby was peering up at him, his wide dark blue eyes tear-stained
            and unfocused. He had to be missing his mother. Joel got a strange pang in his heart. He’d lost his mother when he was four,
            and it had deeply impacted him. His mother passing away at such a young age was probably the reason he had this abiding urge
            to protect the infant at all costs.
         

         
         The baby made loud suckling noises, chewing on his tiny hand.

         
         “Diaper first, kiddo,” Joel said. “Then food. Mainly because we’ve got a diaper. I hope Pastor Luther has put out the call
            for formula. That fist isn’t going to satisfy for long.”
         

         
         Leaning over the mattress, Joel unwrapped the blanket, revealing the diaper tucked against the baby’s side. There was writing in marker on it, and some of the ink had smeared. 

         
         “Jana,” he called.

         
         She poked her head from the bathroom. “Just letting the water run to heat up for the washcloth.”

         
         “C’mere.”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         He held up the diaper. “I found a note.”

         
         Instantly, she was at his side. “His mother wrote a note? What’s it say?”

         
         “Haven’t read it yet.” Joel handed her the diaper. “Read it out loud.”

         
         Jana sucked in an audible breath, and she held the diaper up to the light. “It’s hard to read. The lines are all over the
            place. It’s as if she wrote it in the dark.”
         

         
         “Which is why I gave it to you.”

         
         Squinting, she cleared her throat and read. “Please look after my baby. You are such a sweet couple and the perfect people to take care of him. I saw you two together
               and just knew you’d keep him safe. I will come back for him by New Year’s Day if I can find a safe place to stay. His name
               is Gabriel because he is such a little angel and . . .” Jana paused. “The rest of it is smeared beyond deciphering.”
         

         
         “So his mom didn’t abandon him,” Joel mused.
         

         
         “Well, technically she did, but she’s promising to come back.”

         
         Joel scratched his chin. “I don’t know if we can bank on that. She did say if she could find a place to stay.”
         

         
         “I agree her reliability is questionable.” Jana nibbled her bottom lip. “She dots her i’s with little hearts. I think she must be really young and fooling herself about returning for him.” 

         
         “Denial.” Joel shook his head and looked down at the baby. “It can be a powerful defense mechanism.”

         
         “It sounds like she was watching us. That’s kinda creepy.”

         
         “And she mistook us for a couple.”

         
         “I hate to imagine what drove her to this.” Jana looked sad, her mouth dipping down at the corners.

         
         Joel felt pretty sad too. “Should we go ahead and use the diaper?”

         
         “From the smell? Yeah. He’s got to be miserable. I’ll go get the cloth.” She disappeared into the bathroom again and returned
            with a damp, warm washrag.
         

         
         Joel changed the diaper while Jana hovered.

         
         “Too bad we can’t just keep him until his mom comes back,” she said.

         
         “If she comes back.”
         

         
         “I suppose we don’t have a choice. If we take him to the hospital like Pastor Luther suggested, by law the staff have to notify
            law enforcement.”
         

         
         “He has to get checked out by a doctor.”

         
         “I know.” She sighed.

         
         That weary sigh stirred weird feelings inside of Joel. He had a wild urge to make all her dreams come true, even though he
            didn’t know what those dreams were. “I thought you weren’t big on babies.”
         

         
         Jana put a hand to her mouth. “I don’t have anything against babies, I just don’t have any experience with them. I was just
            thinking . . .”
         

         
         “What?” Joel prodded.

         
         “I just know what it’s like in the foster-care system, and if there’s any chance to help this little guy avoid that . . .” She bit her thumbnail. “I mean, most people who serve as foster parents do it for the right reasons, but it’s still a revolving door, and sometimes folks are in it just for the money. If we can keep him out of the system and give his mom a chance to make things right . . .” 

         
         Was it his imagination, or did the sudden fire in Jana’s eyes suggest that her mind was running on the same track as his?

         
         “Tink?”

         
         “I know we should turn the baby over to Child Protective Services right away but—”

         
         “What are you saying?” Joel raised his eyebrows and jostled the fussy Gabriel in his arms.

         
         “I dunno.”

         
         “You’re hedging. I can see it in your eyes.”

         
         “I just had a wild thought. It’s nothing. Forget it.”

         
         “Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s hear it. I’m open to suggestions. That fist isn’t going to satisfy this kid for long. I swear he’s
            eyeing my earlobe as an appetizer.”
         

         
         “I hate to turn him over to CPS right away. We don’t know what’s going on with his mother. Maybe we can find her. Or help
            her out by keeping Gabriel until New Year’s Day.”
         

         
         Their eyes met over the baby, and he felt a mawkish tugging of his heartstrings. Keeping the child, even for a night, seemed
            absurd. They should let the professionals handle the situation.
         

         
         “We’re ill-equipped,” Joel said.

         
         A knock sounded on the door.

         
         “Y’all doing okay?” Pastor Luther called.

         
         “Just dandy,” Joel called back, but his gaze was trained on Jana. She looked as if she was on the verge of begging. Wow. He’d never seen her like this. 

         
         “We might be ill-equipped, but we have friends and a busybody, meddlesome community who’d love to help, and Christmas is about love, hope, and charity. We could consider it our good deed for the season,” Jana said.
         

         
         She surprised him completely, but maybe he shouldn’t have been so bowled over. He knew very little of her past except that
            she’d grown up in a string of foster homes. She just didn’t share that kind of stuff with people. He didn’t even know how she’d ended up in the system.
         

         
         But her concern for Gabriel was easy to read. She jammed her hands in the pockets of her jacket and lowered her head.

         
         “It’s a generous thought, Jana, but taking on a newborn is a big responsibility, even if we had lots of help and convinced
            our family and friends to get on board.”
         

         
         “Please,” she said. “It breaks my heart to think of putting him into the system before we’ve given his mom time to correct
            her choice.”
         

         
         Yeah, that right there? How could he turn down those big puppy-dog eyes of hers? Or ignore the needs of the little one wriggling
            against his shoulder?
         

         
         “Tink, it’ll be a lot of work, and both of our Christmas schedules are jam-packed already.”

         
         “True.”

         
         “I’ve got the Christmas Bards thing tomorrow night,” he said, referring to the all-male review who put on a Magic Mike–type show every year for charitable donations to amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, the disease that had killed his mom on Christmas Eve twenty-six years ago. “And aren’t you tending bar at the Horny Toad Tavern tomorrow night as well?” 

         
         “I am.” She looked disappointed. “We could make it work if we tried. I bet Flynn would be happy to babysit tomorrow night.”
         

         
         Joel was shaking his head. Jana pushed herself harder than anyone he knew, but that wasn’t the problem. She worked so hard
            she tended to neglect her own care. “You overload yourself every year.”
         

         
         “It’s only for ten days, Joel. How bad could it be?”

         
         “That’s ten days if his mom returns.”
         

         
         “If she doesn’t, we can take him to CPS then, right? At least we’ll give her a chance to reclaim him.”

         
         Joel’s mouth formed the word no, but his heart was already saying yes.

         
         “Once the baby is clocked into the system, his mom will have a hellacious legal battle trying to get him back. I’d hate for
            a moment of weakness to escalate into a whole child-custody thing. What I can gather from that note, she seems very young
            and scared and all alone, and I think she loves her baby very much.” Jana pressed her palms together in front of her heart
            and got a faraway look in her eyes as if she was reliving something from her past.
         

         
         “I’m not convinced it’s the right thing for him,” Joel murmured, wondering what that look was all about. “Or us.”

         
         “But it’s Christmastime, Joel, and what if the mom is a local girl? What if she’s someone we know?”

         
         “What if Gabriel’s mom’s not from Twilight? What if she’s from another town around here? What if she was just a tourist and she’s long gone by now?” 

         
         “Baby-dumping tourism?” Jana laughed, no humor in the sound.

         
         “You’re right. That was dumb of me. If she’s gone for good, she’s gone for good. Under the circumstances, it won’t make much
            of a difference if we turn the baby in tonight or tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Or on New Year’s Day.”

         
         Ah hell, what could he say to that? He was a goner. No way was he letting Gabriel and Jana down.

         
         “All right.” Joel nodded, knowing full well this wasn’t the brightest thing he’d ever done. Jana’s desire to keep the baby
            was problematic in several ways, but damn if Joel wasn’t on board with keeping him.
         

         
         Why? This was a delicate matter that deserved the utmost thought and care, and he wasn’t an impulsive guy. A child’s future
            was at stake. Why wasn’t he insisting they immediately turn the infant over to CPS?
         

         
         Why?

         
         For one thing, Jana had rallied a solid argument. It was almost Christmas. How could they let the little guy be whisked into
            the system tonight when they could easily wait a few days while they gave him a good first Christmas?
         

         
         For another thing, he hadn’t ever seen Jana looking so earnestly vulnerable, and it touched something inside him. Usually,
            she pulled out her tough, gruff exterior to deflect when tender emotions entered the picture.
         

         
         Not that he knew her all that well. Sure, she’d lived in Twilight for seven years and had worked for him seasonally the past two of those seven, and they did run in the same social circles. At parties and family gatherings, he gravitated to her because she had a pretty wicked sense of humor whenever she let it out, and he enjoyed her wry take on their kooky community. 

         
         But . . .

         
         At heart, she was an enigma. She had walls. Tall walls. Even though the walls had slowly shortened over time, she still trusted
            very few people.
         

         
         Joel had the ridiculous urge to smash her defenses to rubble, prove to her she could trust him, and the baby was his wrecking ball. Tears welled in her eyes over the child, and he’d never seen her cry. He felt as if she was so close to an emotional breakthrough, and well, damn, he wanted to be there to see it.
         

         
         “If you can convince Pastor Luther to get on board with the scheme, I’m right there with you, Tink,” he said. “All the way.”
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