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Chapter 1

 

“Momma, Santa Claus isn’t real.” Danni shoved the last of an Oreo cookie into her mouth and washed it down with some of the milk in her glass.

Erin had been concentrating so hard on finishing her lesson plans for her third-grade class her daughter’s unexpected announcement was somewhat startling.  Then again, she shouldn’t be surprised by some of the things that came out of her eight-year-old daughter’s mouth. She immediately saved her work and moved her laptop to the other side of the kitchen table.  

A straight row of strawberry-blond bangs brushed Danielle’s eyebrows, and Erin made a mental note to add an appointment to her dry-erase board: Schedule an appointment for a trim at Curls and Cuts. “Where did you hear that?”

“Today in front of my locker.  Louis and I were talking about what we wanted Santa to bring us. Two of the older kids overheard us and laughed.  They said we were babies ‘cause we still believe in Santa. So is it true?”

Admitting the truth would surely kill her holiday spirit and break both their hearts. Many eight-year-olds no longer believed in Santa, so this would probably be the last year she would enjoy her childhood fantasy. Erin pulled from her store of mommy-isms to deflect away from the question. “Sometimes older kids can be mean.”

Danni split her second Oreo and licked the cream filling in the center. “I was wondering. Last year I asked Santa for a horse, but I didn’t get one. I prayed to God, too.”

“I’m sure Santa thought long and hard about bringing you a horse. We live in a small house and our backyard isn’t very big. Besides, I’m a schoolteacher and don’t know the first thing about taking care of a horse, plus it takes a great deal of money. You have fun riding at Marshall’s Stables with your friends every other Saturday morning.” 

Danni shrugged a shoulder. “Do you think Santa talks to God?”

Erin wasn’t surprised her daughter wasn’t finished discussing ‘is there a Santa’ issue.’    “I can’t honestly answer that question because I’m not privy to Santa’s thoughts, but most of us talk to God. Why all these questions?”

“Last week in Sunday school, our teacher said when we say our prayers each night and ask God for something special, He may not always be able to give us what we want, but He is always watching over us. And sometimes, He’ll surprise us and give us something we didn’t ask for. She called it unanswered prayers.”

“That makes a lot of sense and I totally agree.”

Danni leaned forward in her chair and gave her mother a determined stare that mirrored her mother’s. “Well, that’s what I’m going to do. I won’t pray for a horse anymore and God and Santa will send me one since I stop asking.”  Her face immediately brightened.  “We don’t have room, but we can stable my horse at Marshall’s.  I asked God for a new dad, but He never sent one, either.”

Heat rushed up the back of Erin’s neck. They rarely, if ever, discussed the issue of Danni not having a father. A number of years ago, she asked what happened to her father and Erin said he was in heaven with God. It was one of the few times she’d avoided the truth. Had her daughter missed having a father that much? There wasn’t even a picture of him in the house.  Being a single mom, she should’ve realized the older Danielle got she’d become more curious and would ask questions about the father she never knew. 

“When did you start praying for a dad?” 

“A couple of months ago.  Brian got one and so did my friend Edward, so I figured I would ask for one, too. My new dad would have to like horses so we could go riding together. We could go fishing, or maybe a football or hockey game.”

Considering her daughter’s best friends were boys, she was a tomboy through and through. Erin didn’t like fishing because it was too smelly.  She’d never ridden a horse and wasn’t into sports. Her father had been a staunch Baptist minister and she was expected to be a young lady at all times. Hopefully, in another year or two, Danielle would realize she was a girl. Erin couldn’t wait to take her daughter shopping for dresses.

 She had to give this situation a great deal more thought and noted the time on the microwave. “Enough questions for tonight. We have school tomorrow. Go take your shower, and get ready for bed. Don’t forget to brush your teeth. We’ll read a little more of your book, “Diary of a Wimpy Kid.’”

One chapter later, she said goodnight to Danni and took her own shower. She wiped the steamy haze from the mirror over her bathroom sink with sheets from the roll of paper towel she kept in the linen closet in the bathroom. She looked in the mirror as she brushed the tangles out of the wet locks that brushed her shoulder blades. Her father had once said her hair was the color of an autumn sunset with lots of fire and spun gold. She was named Erin because her green eyes came from the Leprechauns.  She applied her nightly face cream that she hoped would keep the wrinkles away.

Her bow shaped lips had a perfect contour, but it was when she opened her mouth that things got a little dicey. Speaking her mind had never been a problem. She considered herself very organized and disciplined, but one of her pet peeves was with people who didn’t put things back where they belonged. Her father had instilled in her the adage, “If you put something back where it belongs, you would know exactly where to find it the next time.” Danni constantly tested her mother’s theory. 

Erin’s small bedroom was cozy, with two long windows that overlooked their fenced yard. The partially-open window gave invitation to a skin-chilling breeze. Normally, she found instant comfort snuggling against the double pillows and fluffy quilt in her queen-size bed, but sleep wasn’t coming easily tonight.  The green numbers on the bedside clock read eleven-thirty. Her mind was troubled with the conversation she had earlier with Danni. She wanted a new dad. 

Dad number one never really existed. That one night of indiscretion, almost nine years ago, was a total blur. One night of being reckless and wild had resulted in the greatest reward she’d ever received. Danielle. 

She and her two friends from college were going on a cruise out of Galveston Island.  The night before sailing, they went to a bar on the strip. The place was jumping with tourists, as well as the locals, since one of their favorite bands were playing. The girls had a problem finding a place to sit down and three guys offered to share their table. Three girls, three guys…the pairing up had been perfect. They started drinking, and continued to drink, laugh, dance, and party.

They closed up the place and the couples were having too much fun to call it a night. One of the guys had a beach house and, throwing caution to the wind, they continued to party. She woke up the next morning in a king-size bed and the guy next to her was sound asleep with a smile on his face. They were both stark naked. She’d never questioned if she’d suffered from a date rape drug. They’d all been drinking, a lot.

Mortified at what she’d done, she found most of her clothes on the floor and located her friends in other bedrooms. They high-tailed it out before the guys woke up. Six weeks later she discovered she was pregnant.  Her school colleagues knew she wasn’t married or seriously involved with anyone as well as the parishioners of their church.  She was too embarrassed and couldn’t admit to jumping into bed, drunk out of her mind, with some guy she’d just met and made up the excuse she’d been artificially inseminated. If her preacher father had been alive, he would have probably disowned her.

She never told her friends from college about the unplanned pregnancy and to this day, she couldn’t remember the guy’s first name or recall his face. Over the years, she’d prayed for her Mr. Right. When it didn’t happen, she stopped asking. She recalled Danni’s reasoning. Unanswered prayers. Her wonderful, marvelous daughter was her unanswered prayer. Now where was Mr. Right?” 
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Caleb Hughes Thompson looked out his wall of windows that overlooked Indianapolis. Their building was surrounded by skyscrapers, but he had a perfect view of the historic Soldier and Sailor’s Monument.  In the ten years he’d lived here, he’d never taken the time to walk to the top of the monument.  He had a bird’s eye view of the holiday tree lighting ceremony they had every year, but he was too absorbed in his work. 

In a little while, he had a meeting with department heads to review the holiday marketing for their two hundred department stores throughout the country. This would be their biggest push to achieve the company’s financial goal before the end of the year. Their online sales had already surpassed initial projections. He had seven weeks to prove his new marketing strategy would double their in-store sales.

As of an hour ago, his focus had changed. 

He pushed his glasses to the top of his head and gently brushed his eyelids, trying to erase the burning sensation in his eyes. Crying had never come easy, but his body had sought some relief. The letter he’d just been given from his deceased brother would change his life, his priorities. His future. 

He walked across the thick carpeting and settled in his high-back leather chair. With a slightly trembling hand, he picked up the letter written in his brother’s own hand six months ago.

 Caleb, since you are reading this, I’m dead. Don’t cry for me. I’ve avoided responsibility, lived my life carefree, just the way I wanted. I knew there would be a high risk in this climbing adventure, so I left this letter with our lawyer. You need to sit down before you read further.

 I’m pretty sure I have a daughter.

 Now close your mouth while I explain. About nine years ago, Ned, Paul, and I met three girls in a bar in Galveston Island. I know I slept with one of them because my pillow smelled very sweet. I also found a pair of pink panties. 

 Ryan worked at Marshall’s Stables before he took the bar exam and sometimes helped with the kids when they rode the horses. This little girl fell off her horse and hurt her foot. Ryan removed her boot and sock and was shocked to see the little hook in her pinky toe. He made a joke and asked her if she got her cute toe from her mother or father. She said her father because her mom had pretty toes. The little girl had a great laugh and called it her candy cane toe, the same thing we called our toes at her age. She was about six or seven and had reddish-brown hair. Unfortunately, Ryan never got her name. I haven’t lost my mind, but I plan to look for this kid when I get back – if I do.

 You need to try to locate this little girl. I’d start in Eden Prairie, Indiana where Marshalls’ is located. This is just between us. No lawyers and don’t tell Mom and Dad. Don’t even know for sure if this kid really exists. 

 Right now you are cussing me out, calling me irresponsible, why didn’t I use protection, how the hell are you to find a kid that may or may not be your niece?

 Get it, Caleb. Your niece.

 She’s probably the only grandchild Mom and Dad will ever have, unless you decide to become a father at forty-two. Just make sure the kid is okay. If you can confirm she’s my daughter, get to know her. Who knows, someday you might be able to tell her about me. She’ll also be very rich.  

 On a personal note from brother to brother, you feed on ambition and success, but you’re choking behind that big-ass desk. Get out of that damn office. Take it from me, it’s time you changed your diet. You’ve got lots of money, but a very lonely future. Find someone to love. 

 No one ever took us for twins, but you were the best brother. I never said it much, but I love you Caleb. If St. Peter actually lets me in, I will keep a watch over you. If you’re doing something wrong or heading in the wrong direction, I’ll send down a message, better yet, a lightning bolt in the shape of a boot and kick you in the ass.        

  Daniel

 

Caleb removed his glasses and rubbed his hands over his damp cheeks. Maybe Danny hadn’t been wrong living the vagabond life. He was always warm and giving, a little-known philanthropist, but every day had been an adventure. Was it time he took his brother’s advice and changed his diet? 

He looked around his office with its two walls of spacious windows. His desk held a base computer, laptop, a phone, a yellow pad, and a Mont Blanc pen that cost more than the average person made a week. The space reflected the life of a successful, corporate-driven executive, but it was cold.  There were no personal photos, nothing that reflected him personally. He’d never shared with anyone that he liked to build and fly model airplanes. He liked to cook, but never invited anyone to enjoy his culinary art. 

Growing up, his father had joked about their different personalities. Daniel was the extrovert and challenged life. Caleb, the introvert, rarely shared his thoughts and feelings with others and preferred his own company. Was it time he stepped out of his comfort zone?  He also needed to find his brother’s child.

Before he gave the idea too much thought, he reached for the phone on his desk and hit zero for Tracey, his assistant. “After the board meeting cancel all my appointments. Bradley can handle the staff meetings till the end of the year. Tell him as my second in command he can start earning the big salary I pay him.”

“Wouldn’t you like to tell him yourself?”

“No, because he’ll ask questions I’m not prepared to answer.  Make arrangements for the company jet to fly me to an airport closest to Eden Prairie, Indiana. I’ll need a car, nothing fancy.  Call a local realtor and rent a furnished house in a blue-collar neighborhood using a corporate card for the next two months.”  Caleb already knew his super-efficient assistant’s reaction to his off-the-wall request.

“This doesn’t sound like you. Are you okay? You run your corporate empire from your office. Besides, this is our busiest time of the year.”

“I’m fine and haven’t lost my mind,” he replied with a soft laugh. “I plan to follow the holiday promotion at the Eden Prairie store from start to finish. That information isn’t to be shared with the store manager. You and Brad can call my private cell or contact me via email if you have any problems or concerns that should be brought to my attention. Thanks, Tracey, for making this happen so quickly.” 

Now that his plan was in the works, he was a little apprehensive of his mission, but his heart felt lighter. He picked up Danny’s letter. “Okay, brother, I’m taking your advice. I’ll be expecting a kick in the ass if I screw up.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 


Three days later, Caleb sat at the small oak desk in front of the two, double-hung windows and watched two gray squirrels chase each other up the barren limb of the oak tree in the center of the small fenced-in yard. The scene was quite a change from the view he enjoyed from his corporate office.  His admin had taken him at his word and rented a one-story home in an established development.  The five-room home included two bedrooms, a dining area, and a living room. The kitchen was a quarter of the size in his home located in an exclusive gated community. 

It appeared freshly painted and very clean.  The furniture wasn’t flashy but had a lived-in appearance. The pictures on the walls were artists he wasn’t familiar with but blended well with the homey decor.  When he compared the two homes, this one definitely had more personality and warmth. The only thing he’d done was had a new queen-size mattress and personal linens delivered from the Eden Prairie store. To his delight, Tracey had sent his personal cookware.

The internet connection was decent, and he set up a workspace in the second bedroom.  He’d researched the school system, and there were three third-grade classes in the Abraham Lincoln grade school.  So how the hell was he supposed to check out the kids? He’d have to narrow it down by hair color. From there, he didn’t have a clue how he was to proceed. He didn’t want to get arrested as a stalker hanging around the school. 

He finished the rest of the coffee in his cup and headed into the bathroom to take a quick shower. This morning he planned to visit the Eden Prairie store just off Main Street. 

Not familiar with the area, he typed in the location in his GPS. The fifteen minute drive brought him to Main Street where cars still parked at curbs and flowerboxes of Poinsettias surrounded decorative pine trees.  He was aware of the trendy mall on the outskirts of town.  Their electronic division did very well, but he liked the established part of town where one of their oldest stores was located.  Hughes was a neighbor to banks, an old-time theater, coffee-shops, luncheonettes, a bakery, and specialty gift shops.  Their windows were already decorated with pine garlands and huge red bows for the holidays. A banner was stretched across the street inviting everyone to their annual tree-lighting ceremony in front of the library the Friday after Thanksgiving.  The calming, home-town atmosphere was a nice change from the hustle and bustle of the city.  He decided he'd stepped into a Hallmark greeting card.

He parked his late model Camry in the large municipal parking lot adjacent to the store. The tops of the parking meters were covered with red bags displaying the words, ‘Free holiday parking, courtesy of Hughes Department Store.’ 

He got out of his car and accidentally dropped his keys. Bending over, his eyes settled on the toes of his hand-tooled leather boots peeking out from below his new, boot-cut jeans. This was the first time Caleb wore the boots Daniel had given him for Christmas two years ago. An aching throb dominated every step. His brother claimed the boots were custom made but it might take a couple of days for the initial soreness to go away. “Only for you,” he muttered, and walked across the paved parking lot. 

The three-story brick building had been there for sixty years.  Like all the other Hughes stores, the four front windows bore this year’s Currier and Ives theme. 

He’d been debating if he should go directly to the general manager’s office or visit the store like a normal customer. He decided to go as an undercover boss and chuckled at the thought. 

The etched glass panels in the old-fashioned revolving door gave him a great deal of pleasure, and he was greeted by festive holiday decorations and traditional music. He passed quickly through the cosmetic department because the sweet fragrances made his eyes water but slowed his pace through the men’s and women’s sections. The counter people were courteous, and he was pleased to see that pre-Thanksgiving business was brisk. He took the escalator to the second floor and skirted housewares and linens. 

When he got to the toy department, the bottom fell out of his happy mood. The sales personnel wore colorful red and green smocks over their street clothes, and the shelves were well-stocked with the latest toys, games, and dolls. The ‘North Pole’ area was ready for the children to visit the jolly old elf. 

He looked around a little more and was troubled when he didn’t see any of the large promotion signs advertising the new “Santa Traditions” event starting the Saturday after Thanksgiving. Every store had been instructed to set up a room off the toy area to hold the craft classes and storytelling.

He debated walking over to the counter and addressing the promotion with one of the sales personnel, but paused when he heard a small voice ask, “Momma, what does that sign say?”

The little girl was pointing at a door that had been painted with red and green stripes. The top sign read “Santa’s Workshop.” Someone had pasted a “Closed” banner over the words. A second sign read “Santa Traditions” and bore a banner that read “Cancelled.”

His temper shot through the ceiling and his hands tightened into fists.

“It says, ‘Santa’s Workshop, closed’,” the mother read.

“Does that mean Santa won’t be making toys for us anymore?”

The disappointment in the little girl’s voice fed the anger churning in his body. Before the mother could answer, he bent down to one knee in front of the sweet little girl with curly blond pigtails and pasted on a big smile. 

“Absolutely not. Santa and his elves are working on something very special for boys and girls.”

“Are you one of Santa’s helpers?” she asked.

He’d never envisioned himself a worker elf, but if the shoe fit… “Absolutely.” 

He stood up and gave the woman a, I’ll take care of this, smile. “There’s been a mistake. Hughes will be starting a new program on Saturday after Thanksgiving: ‘Santa Traditions.’ While parents do their holiday shopping, there will be craft classes and storytelling from ten to four. It will be well-supervised, with full security and, of course, it’s free.”

“Thanks for letting me know. Do you work here?” 

Caleb hesitated a second. “I was just hired.”

“Hi, I’m Elaine Madison. I’m a new employee in the toy department also and will be starting next week. This is my daughter, Amelia. My children are so excited that I’ll be working close to Santa,” she added with a wink. “See you around.”

“Bye, Mr. Elf.” 

The heart-melting smile that brightened the little girl’s face, accompanied by the fluttery wave of her small hand, fired up his determination not to disappoint a single child. 

He’d barely made it through the revolving door out onto the street when he had Tracey on the phone.

“I just left the Eden Prairie location, and need to know why they’ve canceled the Santa Traditions program. Speak to the general manager, but don’t say I was here. Just tell them corporate is spot-checking to make sure everything is a go in all the stores.”

He’d just left the parking lot when Tracey called him with the answers he needed.

“I spoke to Bernice Lyons, and she was full of apologies. She’s only been on the job four months. The person they hired to coordinate the promotion never reported for work and they’re actively seeking someone else.”

“Call her back and let her know that corporate will be sending a PR person to handle the promotion.”

“Who are we going to send at the last minute?”

His big toe cramped, and inspiration struck. “Tell them a man by the name of Daniel Thompson will handle things.”

“But that’s your brother’s name.”

“Exactly. I don’t want them to know the President and CEO is one of Santa’s helpers. I’ve never been to this location so no one will recognize me.”

“Wait, I’m missing something. Are you sure everything is okay?”

“If it isn’t, I’ll get a boot in the ass from a lightning bolt.”

 

Caleb hung up before his assistant could ask any more questions. He silently patted himself on the back until he realized he would have to come up with planned craft classes for boys and girls between the ages of five and ten. Calling the other locations to get their plan of action might raise too many red flags. He wanted something unique to each store. He glanced up and spoke to his guardian angel. “You better send me a message attached to a lightning bolt.”

He left town and followed the GPS coordinates of the Abraham Lincoln Grade school. It was just after twelve noon when he drove down a tree-lined street in a neighborhood of well-kept older homes. A few already sported Christmas decorations on the front lawns.

He almost missed the school zone sign posting the required speed to fifteen miles per hour. At this time of day, the kids were on their lunch break and were running around the grassy field on the side of the one-story building. Two adults he assumed were teachers supervised a game of kickball. 

One of the kids gave an overly enthusiastic punt. The ball shot into the air, flew over the fence, and bounced off the hood of Caleb’s car. Pain shot up his calf when he jammed on his brakes to let the attractive teacher retrieve the ball that had rolled against the curb on the other side of the street. Noon-day sun kissed her reddish gold hair when she passed hurriedly in front of his fender. She mouthed “thank you” and her eyes sparkled when she offered a smile in gratitude. He lowered the window, grinned, and gave her a friendly wave. 

When she bent over to pick up the ball, the slight breeze caught the edge of her tunic and revealed a pair of long slender legs encased in thin black leggings. 

He patted his chest with his fingertips. “Be still my heart. The teachers didn’t look like that when I went to school. If that beauty worked in a high school, the teenage boys would have wet dreams.”

Teachers! School! “It’s not a lightning bolt, Daniel, but I got the message.” What better person to design the promotion than a teacher who knew what kids liked to do? He’d pay for their time. Who wasn’t eager to make extra money during the holidays? 

He continued down the street and picked up his cell. “Tracey, contact the Abraham Lincoln Grade School principal in Eden Prairie and schedule an appointment for Daniel Thompson as soon as possible. Hopefully, a teacher will help me set up the Santa Traditions program.”

“That’s a brilliant idea.”

“Yes, it is. Thank my brother.”
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“Have you heard?”

When her classroom door opened, Erin stopped straightening the lined desks ruler straight. It didn’t take much to get Meredith, her very good friend, and fellow third-grade teacher, excited. Erin was trying to decide if she liked the deep wine highlights her friend had added to her long black hair. 

“I’ve heard a lot of things like there isn’t enough money in the budget for the tablets we need for our kids.” She slid yellow pencils, decorated with a little flag into the permanently mounted plastic tube at the top of each desk. Her kids never gave her the excuse that they couldn’t find their pencils.

Meredith put an impatient hand on Erin’s arm. “Stop fussing with those damn pencils and pay attention!”

“Okay, what’s so important?” she sighed heavily. “There’s a pre-holiday, fifty-percent-off sale at Hughes.” Erin adjusted her long red tunic that she’d paired with black leggings. She’d long ago tuned out the bitchy comment that ‘redheads shouldn’t wear red.’ She liked the color and didn’t care if it brought out the freckles on her nose that no amount of makeup could camouflage. 

“Close, but no cigar. Mr. Walters just called an emergency staff meeting. A PR man from Hughes wants to talk to us about helping with their new holiday program.”

“When?”

“In the library, right now!”

“Nothing like telling us last minute,” Erin complained. “As long as it doesn’t go beyond four. I have to pick up Danielle from aftercare, and then I’m taking her for a haircut.”

“You and your unbending schedule! She isn’t going anywhere since aftercare is in our building.  Send a text to her phone watch, letting her know you might be a few minutes late.” 

Erin was annoyed but followed her friend out the door. At three-thirty, the absence of children made the hallowed halls much too quiet, and the janitors had started cleaning the vacant classrooms. Fall and Thanksgiving themes dominated the bulletin boards on either side of the halls. Their colleagues were already seated at the long tables in the library and media center. 

Meredith leaned into Erin’s ear as soon as they took their seats up front. “Oh, my! He can park his car in my garage anytime. He is hot!”

Erin focused her attention on straightening her yellow pad and pencil on the table in front of her. “Mr. Walters? He’s sixty years old.”

“Girl, pay attention and look!”

Erin took her friend’s advice. Their principal and another man stood in the front of the room, doubling as their staff meeting area. Her eyes widened in recognition. It was the same guy she saw earlier. His navy and white checked shirt was neatly tucked into newer-looking jeans, and his boots appeared new. Without the boot heels, she determined him to be about six-two.  His age around forty, she determined. 

The PR man’s stance insinuated confidence and overshadowed their staid and proper principal. His russet-brown hair had a subtle peak that arrowed the center of his forehead. He’d replaced his mirrored sunglasses with thin dark frames.  Men who wore glasses were definitely sexy.  One careless act taught her to be cautious with the opposite sex, but this GQ city slicker tickled the female yearnings she’d kept under lock and key.

A heated blush ran all the way to her toes, and she quickly lowered her gaze when he caught her staring and offered a friendly grin in recognition.
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“Thank you all for coming on such short notice.” Mr. Walters adjusted his polka dot bowtie before clearing his throat. “I’d like to introduce Mr. Thompson, a public relations representative from Hughes Department Stores. He has an interesting proposition that I’m sure you’ll find financially rewarding, especially with the holidays only six weeks away.”

 “Thank you, Mr. Walters,” he said with a nod before addressing the teachers. “I really appreciate you all meeting with me on such short notice. This year Hughes wants to do something special and different for children, rekindle the holiday traditions we, as children, our parents, and even our grandparents enjoyed. The person hired to run the program in the Eden Prairie store wasn’t able to fulfill their obligation, so I was put in charge of getting the promotion up and running. We plan to have the first of four sessions starting the Saturday after Thanksgiving.” 

He looked directly at a middle-aged man in the front row wearing a Mr. Rogers-type sweater. “What was your favorite holiday tradition growing up?”

“My dad whittled wooden ornaments. One year they would be soldiers, cars another year, and farm animals. My brother, sister and I would paint them. They weren’t fancy or elaborate, but were made with loving hands. He learned from his father.”

“We don’t have the time to teach children how to whittle and there would be a liability issue, but we can have simple woodcraft kits the kids can put together and then paint.”  

He looked at another teacher, this time a woman in her early fifties. Eagerness filled her hazel eyes. “What is your favorite holiday tradition?

“One of our favorite things was picture ornaments. We would take a clear glass ball and put a picture printed on a transparency film inside. Our daughter would select a special photo for whomever she was giving the keepsake to, especially a family member. It’s fun to look back at all the ornaments she made. It’s like a timeline of her life and special memories.”

“This is exactly what I hoped for our program.” 

Caleb had been fighting the battle not to address the stunning teacher with the sunset red hair he caught studying him a few minutes ago. He relented and turned up the wattage on his smile. “And what did you like to do?”  She didn’t offer a smile and stiffened her back against the chair.

“We put together Helping Hand boxes for those in need. You take a shoe box and fill it with toiletries and small gifts. We always believed in the spirit of giving.” 

“This is what I mean,” he said, turning back to all the teachers. “You just related making holiday crafts, simple gifts for relatives, or something for those in need. It should be passed on. Santa Traditions is being offered in our stores all over the country so the traditions will be varied. Since we encourage Hanukkah and Kwanza, a number of stories can be read. 

Caleb sensed he’d captured his audience with enthusiasm when everyone granted him smiles and nodded in agreement. 

All but one. His red-haired temptress had been frantically writing on her yellow pad, frowned a number of times, and then made a few more notes. From the questionable doubt he read on her face, his plan was going to be a harder sell than anticipated.

“I’ve given a brief overview of our program, so now I’ll take any questions.”

“Who will be overseeing the program?”

As he anticipated, the redhead’s hand shot up first. “I will. The project will require crafts and stories for the four sessions. Hughes will provide all of the craft supplies. Each room will have a baking corner if one of your crafts is making cookies. We’re also conscious of food allergies, so signed clearance will be needed from their parents.”

The attractive teacher with the wine-red highlights in her hair stood up and gave him a flirty smile. “And what is your favorite cookie?”

The come-on in her voice was obvious, but he gave her a gracious smile. “Gingerbread men.”  

“What’s to prevent some parents from just dropping off their children for the day?” Mr. Walters asked.


“The program goes from ten in the morning until four. Each child will be allowed a two- hour time slot. The room will accommodate twenty-five children at a time and the crafts will have to be age-appropriate as much as possible. Children will be logged in and will wear a wristband, and only a parent or guardian will be allowed to pick up their child. Associates from Adams Security will be dressed like elves and will monitor security.” 

Caleb braced himself when Ms. Drop-dead-gorgeous stood up. He purposely took note of the absence of a ring on her left hand.

“Mr. Thompson, I believe I speak for all of us. This is a big undertaking, and Hughes will make a tidy profit, but we have family and school obligations and schedules to keep.”

The bold challenge in her schoolmarm’s voice silenced the low murmurs among the other teachers, and it appeared they were quite content to let
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