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        “This series is a heartwarming, small-town must read!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Netflix’s Virgin River series and Sweet Magnolias will love this feel-good romance!

      

      

      

      Bailey Jones is a family therapist, not an event planner, but when her friends ask her to organize Sapphire Bay’s first Christmas carol competition, she can’t say no. Especially when the money raised will go toward building another house in the tiny home village.

      

      When she meets eight-year-old Mila Butler at the local homeless shelter, her heart melts. When she hears her sing, she’s in awe. Music could change Mila’s life, but her father wants to keep her out of the spotlight.

      

      After spending two tours of duty in Afghanistan, Steven Butler returns home a broken man. When his wife dies, the only thing that keeps him sane is his daughter. And nothing, including the kindest woman he’s ever met, will stop him from protecting Mila.

      

      As their love for each other grows, a crisis threatens Steven and Bailey's relationship. Will they continue living in the past or can they build a future they’d only dreamed about?

      

      SILVER BELLS is the third novel in the Santa’s Secret Helpers series and can easily be read as a standalone. Each of Leeanna's series are linked so you can find out what happens to your favorite characters in other books. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Bailey dropped her chin to her chest. For someone who taught people how to resolve conflict, she had to admit this afternoon’s meeting was a disaster.

      Even her former colleagues at the Mayo Clinic would run a mile if they had to deal with Margaret O’Brien. “I think we should all take a deep breath and consider our options.”

      Margaret’s eyebrows rose. “The Archangel Choir does not sing ‘Jingle Bells’.”

      “It’s a Christmas carol competition,” Duffy McBride muttered under his breath. “We don’t need any of that hoity-toity stuff you learned in England.”

      Margaret sat ramrod straight in the plastic chair she’d commandeered. “I’ll have you know that ‘Hodie Christus Natus Est’ is one of the finest examples of joyful carol music ever composed.”

      “Not in this century, it’s not.”

      Bailey studied the faces of the other people at the meeting. Some were in a state of shock, others mildly amused by the not-so-friendly banter between Margaret and Duffy. But most looked bored beyond belief.

      Mabel Terry cleared her throat. As the owner of the only general store in Sapphire Bay, Mabel was held in high regard. “We’re part of a fundraising event for the tiny home village. It’s not rocket science, people. All Bailey wants to do is make the evening enjoyable for everyone, whether they’re children or adults. If the Archangel Choir wants to sing an old song, let them. After all, the audience will be choosing the winning choir.”

      Duffy snorted. “And I’d like to see anyone vote for them.”

      Margaret pushed her chair away from the table. “I have never been so insulted in my life.” She slammed her meeting agenda on the table. “I should have known better than to waste my time traveling here. You have no appreciation for the finer things in life.” And with the grace of a woman who knew how to walk in high heels, Margaret left the room.

      Everyone started talking at once.

      Everyone, that was, except Bailey. This meeting was supposed to bring the choirmasters together, not tear them apart. With less than four weeks until the competition, they still had to finalize the songs and the program. So far, they’d done nothing except disagree with each other.

      Bailey tapped her pen on the edge of the table. “Excuse me. We need to make some decisions.”

      “I don’t mind ‘Jingle Bells’ or ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’,” Duffy said. “It’ll give the children a night to remember.”

      A murmur of agreement went around the table.

      At least it was a start. Bailey picked up the container of paper strips that had caused the latest disagreement. She’d thought writing down the names of songs and asking each choirmaster to select three titles was a fair way to organize the event. It turns out, it wasn’t. Everyone had their own thoughts on what songs their choir should sing.

      She handed Mabel the container. “Could you place these song titles on the table? Everyone will have ten minutes to choose three slips of paper. If more than one person wants a song, you’ll have to negotiate between you.”

      “What if Mabel puts all the songs she wants in one corner?”

      Mabel sent Duffy a glacial stare. “We’ve known each other for more than fifty years. Do you really think I’d do that?”

      For all his bluster, Duffy looked away. “Of course not, Mabel. Go ahead.”

      The door to the meeting room opened, and Bailey’s friend, Kylie, slipped into the room.

      After Mabel placed the song titles on the table, Bailey stood back. Lifting her arm, she checked the time. “Ten minutes, starting now!”

      To save her sanity and the need to act as a referee, she headed toward Kylie.

      “How’s it going?” her friend whispered.

      Bailey watched the drama unfolding on the other side of the room. “I’ve lost two choirs and a week of sleep worrying about the competition.”

      “Don’t worry. It will all work out.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Kylie smiled. “I know I am. Do you still want to come to the Christmas event at the elementary school? We’ll understand if you have something else you need to do.”

      Bailey looked at the choirmasters. On the whole, everyone seemed reasonably happy with the choices they were making. “What time will you be there?”

      “Four o’clock. Ben’s meeting us there.”

      She rechecked her watch. “We should be finished before then.”

      “You’ll come?”

      “Charlotte loves spending time with the students. I can’t wait to see what she’s been doing.”

      “She’ll enjoy seeing you there.” Kylie pointed to the choirmasters. “It looks as though they’ve chosen their songs. Good luck.”

      “I don’t need luck,” Bailey insisted. “I need a megaphone and lots of patience. Goodness knows what everyone will be like over the next few weeks.”

      “You probably don’t want to know,” Kylie whispered. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

      “Traitor.”

      The look Kylie sent her was pure mischief.

      Bailey walked back to the choirmasters. With their song selections made, it was time to finalize the order in which the choirs would sing. She just hoped they were willing to leave their rivalry behind. Otherwise, Margaret wouldn’t be the only person leaving the meeting early.
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        * * *

      

      Steven ran his four-inch putty knife along the wall. Within seconds, a thin coat of plaster covered the joint between two sheets of drywall.

      For the last few months, he’d been working on the tiny home project, creating houses for people who couldn’t find accommodation. After everything that had happened, he felt a deep sense of pride in being able to give something back to the community that had become his home.

      Pastor John stepped into the half-finished house. “Hi, Steven. Have you seen Patrick?”

      “He went into town to buy some supplies. Can I help?”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll give him a call. How are you feeling?”

      Feelings were something Steven wasn’t comfortable sharing, but John had become a close friend. As well as working at The Connect Church, John ran the only PTSD support group in town. Without his encouragement, Steven didn’t know what would have happened to him or his daughter.

      “This morning was difficult, but it’s getting better. Tammy’s mom called.” Today was the anniversary of his wife’s death. Five years ago, his heart was torn in two by the tragic loss of his soulmate. Tammy made his life complete. She filled his world with love and laughter, and made even the worst day bearable. After she died, nothing was the same.

      John touched his arm, pulling Steven back to the here and now.

      “Is your mother-in-law okay?”

      He shook his head. “By the end of the call we were both crying. It doesn’t get any easier.”

      “No, it doesn’t. How’s Mila?”

      Steven’s eight-year-old daughter meant everything to him. She was brave and kind and one of the most resilient people he’d ever met. “Last night, she drew a picture of her mom and placed a small vase of flowers beside it. Before she went to school, I told her some stories about Tammy. It helped both of us.”

      “That’s a wonderful way to celebrate her life.”

      Steven swallowed the knot of grief in his throat. “I want to do the best I can for Mila.”

      He took a steadying breath. When they’d left Chicago, all he’d brought with them was a truck filled with boxes and the name of the local pastor. Steven’s parents were horrified. Mila was upset about leaving, but had trusted him with her whole heart. And step-by-step, they were making a better life for themselves.

      He glanced at his watch, nearly dropping the knife when he saw the time. “I have to go. Mila has a special event at her school and I told her I’d be there.”

      John pointed to the wall. “Do you want me to finish what you’re doing?”

      Steven’s eyebrows rose. “You can plaster?”

      With a grin, John took the knife out of Steven’s hand. “I’ve got many hidden talents. Go to Mila. When I’m finished, I’ll clean the knife and leave everything here.”

      “Thanks.” After another glance at his watch, Steven made a hasty exit. Mila’s school was ten minutes away. As long as the parking lot wasn’t full, he should arrive on time.

      As he changed out of his coveralls, he thought about the day he’d arrived in Sapphire Bay with Mila. They’d had nowhere to live and he’d had no job until John had taken them under his wing.

      Pastor John had given them so much more than a warm place to stay. He’d helped Steven feel proud of who he was. Helped him realize he wasn’t alone, that other people were doing their best to live good lives, too.

      With his work clothes under his arm, he picked up his keys and ran toward his truck. By giving him a chance, John had changed their lives. And one day, Steven was determined to repay him.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey walked into the kindergarten classroom and waived at Kylie. Charlotte was sitting at a table, drawing on a large sheet of paper.

      Once a week, the older children at Charlotte’s daycare center spent a few hours with the students of the local elementary school. It was a wonderful way of helping them to feel more confident when they eventually started school.

      When Charlotte saw her, she raced across the room. “Hi, Bailey. Do you want to see my picture?”

      Bailey took her little friend’s hand. “I’d love to.” When she saw the colorful drawing, she smiled. “Wow. You’ve been busy.”

      “This is my dad’s house and these are Christmas trees. And this,” she said excitedly. “Is Frederick, the mouse who lives in our barn.”

      Charlotte’s dad owned the only Christmas tree farm in Sapphire Bay. Last month he’d opened a Christmas shop. It was so popular that people came from across Montana to buy the locally made gifts and decorations.

      “Frederick looks happy.”

      “Do you want to know why?”

      Bailey nodded.

      Charlotte slipped her hand inside her pocket. “I’ve got something special,” she whispered. Opening her hand, she showed Bailey a little fabric mouse. “Grandma made this. It’s not really Frederick, but it looks like him. Whenever I’m sad, all I have to do is hold my mouse and I feel happy again. That’s why Frederick’s smiling.”

      “That was a lovely thing for your grandma to do.”

      Charlotte nodded. “Are you staying here the whole time?”

      “Just for a little while. I have to go back to the medical clinic to see some people.”

      “I’ll make you a picture to take back to work.”

      “That sounds great,” Bailey said. “I’ll be sitting with Kylie.”

      “Okay.”

      Charlotte picked up a crayon and Bailey found her friend. “Where’s Ben?”

      “He just texted me. There’s an issue on the farm, but he’ll be here as soon as he can. Do you want to find somewhere to sit?”

      Bailey looked around the classroom. One side of the room was full of chairs. If that was any indication of how many adults the school was expecting, they should find some seats right away.

      “That’s a good idea.” Bailey pointed to some chairs at the back of the room. “Would you mind if we sat over there? I need to leave in about twenty minutes.”

      “Sounds good to me. When Ben arrives, he can sit beside us without having to maneuver around too many parents.”

      Bailey sat down and slid her bag under the seat. “Ben’s lucky to have you in his life.”

      Kylie sighed. “I’m the lucky one. If we hadn’t needed Christmas trees and mistletoe for our last event, I wouldn’t have met him.”

      It was easy to see how much Kylie loved Ben, and how much his daughter, Charlotte adored Kylie. No matter what issues came their way, Bailey was sure they would be happy.

      At the front of the room, teachers were putting away the crayons and moving the tables and chairs.

      Kylie frowned. “The choir must be getting ready to sing. I hope Ben makes it here in time.”

      “So do I.” Bailey looked at the people coming through the door. She smiled when she saw Ben. “He’s here.”

      Kylie waved. “Charlotte will be happy. This is a big deal for her.”

      Bailey studied the faces of the people around her. Charlotte wasn’t the only excited person. For once, she was happy to be in a noisy, crowded room. Ninety percent of her day involved helping people through mental health issues, grief, and separation anxiety. It was nice to enjoy something positive.

      Ben and another man walked toward them.

      Although she’d only been living in Sapphire Bay for a few weeks, Bailey knew most of the people in the small Montana town. She’d seen the person who was with Ben but had never spoken to him. His daughter, on the other hand, was well known to her. Mila was a regular at their Friday youth nights. She loved buttered popcorn, pancakes, and Bailey’s personal favorite, strawberry ice cream.

      Kylie moved across one seat to give Mila’s dad somewhere to sit. “Hi, Steven. It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too.” Steven’s gaze shifted to Bailey.

      She held out her hand. With his intense blue eyes and short, dark hair, he looked like the type of person you could trust. “I’m Bailey Jones. I’ve seen you at The Welcome Center.”

      Steven’s handshake was firm. “You help organize the youth group and have counseling sessions in the meeting rooms.”

      “That’s right. I’ve spoken to Mila many times. It’s nice to meet her dad.”

      A teacher standing at the front of the room blew into a microphone. Everyone winced as a high-pitched squeal shrieked through the speaker system. “Welcome to our special Christmas event. Our third-grade class has been learning lots of fun songs for today.” The woman turned toward the students who were now standing in straight lines behind her. “Without further ado, I’d like to introduce Mrs. Birney’s class who will sing, ‘Santa Got Stuck Up the Chimney’.”

      Charlotte was sitting on the floor in front of the students, smiling at the choir.

      Bailey wondered if she recognized anyone. Halfway through the first song Charlotte waved at the choir, and Mila, Steven’s daughter, waved back.

      The children in Mrs. Birney’s class put their heart and soul into the toe-tapping Christmas song. Cell phones flashed as proud parents recorded the performance, and more than one kindergarten student clapped along to the music.

      By the time the second song began, Bailey had a big smile on her face. She didn’t know how long her happiness would last, but she was holding onto it for as long as possible—especially if her next two appointments turned out to be as emotionally draining as she imagined.
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        * * *

      

      Steven parked outside The Welcome Center and looked at Mila. “We’re home.”

      His daughter’s happy smile pushed any worries about still living here to the back of his mind. “Do you think Mr. Whiskers is inside?”

      Mr. Whiskers was the center’s resident cat. When they’d first arrived in Sapphire Bay, Mila had been upset. She didn’t understand why they had to leave Chicago. Why the life they were living would only lead to disaster. But when Mr. Whiskers started visiting their room, Mila’s nightmares became less frequent. She started talking to the other children and, eventually, joining in with the center’s weekly activities.

      Steven looked at the snow-covered parking lot. “Mr. Whiskers will definitely be inside. Besides being too cold out here, it’s nearly his dinner time.”

      “I’d better go to the kitchen. Mr. Whiskers likes it when I help make his dinner.”

      Before he knew it, Mila had the door open and her school bag in her hands.

      “Be careful,” he warned. “The ground will be slippery.”

      Mila threw a smile over her shoulder. It reminded him so much of her mom that his heart ached. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” After making sure no cars were coming, she rushed across the parking lot.

      Steven took his lunch box out of the truck and grabbed Mila’s wooly hat and scarf. He didn’t want to spend time hunting for them in the morning.

      “You look happy.”

      Steven turned toward the deep voice. “Hi, John. Mila’s on a mission to feed Mr. Whiskers.”

      John looked at Mila as she threw open the center’s front door. “She won’t be disappointed. Mabel’s volunteering in the kitchen tonight.”

      They both knew that Mabel would make sure everyone who enjoyed feeding Mr. Whiskers was there.

      Steven locked the truck. “How was your day?”

      “It was great. We found another sponsor for a tiny home and we made another Christmas wish come true.”

      Steven didn’t know how John did so much. Not only was he busy providing pastoral care to the community, but he was also creating a village of tiny houses for people who were homeless.

      “When was the last time you had a few days to yourself?”

      John buried his hands in his jacket pockets. “I can’t remember. It’s just as well I love what I do. Otherwise, you’d be telling me to book into a therapy session.”

      For the last four months, John had been trying to get Steven to go to one of the counseling sessions provided by the church. It was hard enough going to the PTSD support group, let alone telling a complete stranger how he was feeling.

      “You don’t need to screw your face into a ball. The sessions aren’t that bad,” John joked as they headed toward The Welcome Center.

      “The support group’s all I need.”

      John held open the door. “It’s up to you. Thanks for all your help on the tiny homes. Patrick’s impressed with your plastering.”

      “I enjoy working with him and the rest of the team.” Steven paused in the entranceway. “I don’t think you realize how grateful I am. Without your support, I wouldn’t be working on the tiny homes.”

      “As soon as Patrick met you, he would have realized what an asset you’d be. Besides, I didn’t want you to leave Sapphire Bay. Who would have painted the bedrooms in The Welcome Center if you’d gone back to Chicago?”

      “Someone else would have volunteered.” When Steven first arrived in Sapphire Bay, he’d found a part-time job pumping gas. In his spare time, he helped other volunteers remodel six of the bedrooms in The Welcome Center.

      Even then, he was humbled by the kindness of strangers and the warm welcome they’d received.

      Mila rushed into the foyer. “Quick, Dad. Mr. Whiskers is having dinner.”

      John grinned. “It looks as though you’re wanted in the kitchen.” He looked down at his cell phone and sighed. “And I’m late for a meeting. I’ll see you later.”

      Steven followed Mila into the kitchen. Four other children who lived at the center sat around Mr. Whiskers’ food bowl.

      Mabel smiled at Steven. “He’s turned into quite the celebrity. Before you know it, he’ll have his own fan club.”

      Each of the children was mesmerized as they watched Mr. Whiskers eat his kibble. The center’s resident cat didn’t need to start a fan club—he already had one.
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      Bailey turned on the coffeepot and rummaged inside the pantry for some cookies.

      Her sister, Sam, and her friend Kylie were helping to organize a party for her mom and dad’s fortieth wedding anniversary. Today, they were choosing photos from the time Bailey and Sam’s parents met to the present day. After everyone left, Bailey would scan the pictures and make a poster of her parents’ lives together.

      “What do you think of this photo?” Sam asked as she walked into the kitchen. “It’s a picture of Mom and Dad at Aunt Rosa and Uncle Jackson’s wedding.”

      Bailey studied the black-and-white image. “Mom will kill us if we use that photo. Look at her hair.”

      Sam grinned. “She looks as though she put her finger in a power socket.”

      And their dad wasn’t much better. With his blond hair cut in a mullet, he looked like he belonged in a 1980s sitcom.

      “We can’t keep putting photos aside because Mom won’t like them,” Sam said. “Otherwise, we won’t have many to choose from.”

      Bailey poured the hot coffee into three mugs. “I wish Shelley had gone through her photos. I’m positive she has other pictures we could have used.”

      Sam picked up two of the mugs. “Even without them, the poster will look good.”

      Bailey followed her sister into the small living room. Her rented cottage was perfect for one or two people but, with any more than that, she felt as though the walls were closing in. “Do you have an update on the number of people coming to the party?”

      “As of last night, sixty-five people have accepted their invitations. Only three cousins aren’t able to make it.”

      “I wish Mom and Dad didn’t have such a large family,” Bailey mumbled. “It makes any event big and expensive.”

      Kylie took the mug Sam handed her. “I wish I had lots of family. Regardless of the cost, what you’re organizing will be totally worth it.”

      Sam smiled. “Wait until you meet everyone. I guarantee that after an hour of their company, you’ll be pleased you’re an only child.”

      Bailey sat on the sofa and looked at the pictures. “Look how young Mom and Dad were. I can’t believe Nana and Nonno let Mom get married when she was only eighteen years old.”

      “They wanted her to be happy.” Sam sighed as she reached for a cookie. “I can’t blame Shelley for not coming to the party. Someone’s bound to bring up her wedding disaster. And Mom will probably moan about not having any grandchildren.”

      “Mom’s life has always revolved around family and children—she’s Italian.” Bailey sighed. In anticipation of having grandchildren, Elena already had a box of hand-knitting and lots of baby furniture from a cousin who no longer needed it. If Bailey and her sisters didn’t have children, their mom would end up treating everyone else’s grandchildren like her own.

      Kylie picked up another photo. “This one would look great. It’s more recent than the others.”

      Sam tilted her head to the side. “That was taken at the lunch we had after Shelley walked out on her fiancé.”

      Kylie’s eyes widened. “Were you celebrating the end of her engagement?”

      Bailey shook her head. Celebrating had been the last thing on anyone’s mind. After Shelley told her fiancé she couldn’t marry him, she’d cried for hours. “We were making the most of a desperate situation. Shelley didn’t call off the wedding until the night before she was supposed to get married. Our families had flown into Montana from all across America and Italy for the wedding. We couldn’t cancel the catering, so we had a family lunch instead of a wedding reception.”

      “What did everyone think of that?”

      Sam sighed. “Shelley left as soon as the meal was over and Mom set her sights on Caleb. If she’d had her way, she would have grabbed the priest and married us on the spot.”

      Kylie frowned. “Were you already engaged?”

      “Not even close. It was wishful thinking on Mom’s part.”

      Bailey waved the photo in the air. “What do you think? Do we risk incurring Shelley’s wrath and add this photo to the collection or do we replace it with another one?”

      “I vote we leave it in,” Sam said. “If Shelley didn’t want us to use any photos from her canceled wedding, she should be helping us.”

      Bailey placed the photo with the others they’d chosen. “You are so wicked.”

      “That’s why I’m your eldest sister. We’re allowed to be a little wicked, especially when one of our sisters is leaving us to do all the work.”

      Kylie reached for a cookie. “Well, I’m happy Shelley isn’t here. Otherwise, you’d be working on the photos together. Just being around you makes me feel as though my family has become a whole lot bigger.”

      Bailey hugged her friend. “You’ve been a huge help.”

      “And you haven’t once mentioned babies,” Sam added. “I don’t think anyone apart from Bailey realizes how much of a relief that is.”

      “Is Mom still giving you and Caleb a hard time?” Bailey asked.

      “It depends on what you call a hard time. She’s finally stopped mentioning babies each time I call her and Dad.”

      “It’s a pity Shelley isn’t coming to their anniversary party,” Bailey mused. “Mom and her sisters could have talked about Shelley’s life instead of picking on ours.”

      Kylie handed Bailey a cookie. “They can’t be as bad as that, can they?”

      Bailey sighed. “You’ve got no idea.” With a satisfying crunch, she bit into the chocolate chip cookie. Hopefully, one of their cousins would have a crisis before the party. Aunt Rosa, Aunt Maria, and their mom would spend the week dissecting the disaster. As long as they didn’t run out of things to talk about, Bailey and Sam would be safe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Steven and Mila didn’t often have hot chocolate at one of the local cafés, but today they both needed it. When most people were sleeping in on a Saturday morning, enjoying the beginning of their weekend, Steven and his daughter had been looking at houses.

      They were staying at The Welcome Center only until they found somewhere else to live. Steven desperately wanted to buy a home for Mila, which would give them both a sense of permanency. But there weren’t many homes for sale in Sapphire Bay. And those that did come on the market were snapped up in record time.

      “Can I have cream on the top of my hot chocolate?” Mila asked.

      “That sounds like a good idea. I’ll have the same thing.” When the waitress came to their table, Steven placed an order for two deluxe hot chocolates and two chocolate chip muffins.

      “There’s Miss Jones,” Mila said to Steven.

      He looked across the café and saw Bailey. She was sitting at another table, writing something in a large notebook. Instead of the smart work clothes she wore at The Welcome Center, she was wearing jeans and a bright red sweater. With her hair caught in a ponytail, she looked like a teenager.

      “We should ask if she wants to sit with us,” Mila said excitedly. “She could tell us about the Christmas carol competition.”

      “I don’t think Miss Jones would—”

      Mila took matters into her own hands. Before Steven could stop her, she leaped off the chair and raced across to Bailey’s table.

      Bailey listened intently to what Mila said. When her brown eyes lifted to Steven’s, he could see the question in them.

      Without thinking, he nodded. They wouldn’t be in the café for long and, if it made Mila happy, he was okay sharing their table with someone else.

      Bailey closed her notebook and handed it to Mila.

      By the time she arrived at the table, Steven had moved their jackets so that Bailey had somewhere to sit.

      Her smile made him frown. From what Pastor John had said, Bailey had a psychology degree from Harvard University and was a family therapist at the medical clinic. He felt a little uncomfortable talking to someone who could psychoanalyze everything he said.

      Bailey held out her hand. “Hi, Steven. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      “I was more worried about you. It looked as though you were busy.”

      “I was working on the Christmas carol competition. It’s the next big fundraising event for the tiny home village.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Most of the program’s sorted, but we had a couple of last-minute cancelations. I’m moving the choirs around and hoping they’ll be happy with the changes.”

      Mila leaned forward. “I’d like to be in the Christmas carol competition. Our school choir could enter.”

      Steven’s heart lurched. The last thing he wanted was for Mila to sing outside of school. “The competition isn’t for children.”

      “A high school choir is already registered. There’s no reason why we couldn’t have younger children singing. It might even help the competition be more representative of the community.”

      Mila looked hopeful. “Does that mean you think it’s a good idea?”

      “I think it’s a very…”—Bailey looked at Steven and hesitated—“interesting option. I’ll think about it and get back to you.”

      “My mom was a singer. She used to perform in concerts.”

      “What type of music did she sing?”

      Steven looked around the café, hoping their drinks weren’t far away. This conversation was getting way out of his comfort zone, but Mila didn’t seem the least bit worried about what she was saying. And why would she? It wasn’t as if he’d told her not to talk about her mom. But Tammy’s career never came up in conversation, and he was the last person who wanted to talk about it.

      “Grandma said Mom sang just about anything. Aunt Jo-Jo used to look after me when Mom had to work. But when dad came home from the army, he looked after me.” Mila’s smile disappeared.

      Steven rubbed Mila’s shoulder. “A few months after I came back from Afghanistan, Mila’s mom died in a car accident.”

      Bailey’s expression didn’t change, but he saw the compassion in her eyes. “That must have been a difficult time.”

      Steven nodded. “It was, but we’ve found a new kind of normal.”

      “That’s good,” Bailey said softly.

      The waitress arrived with their drinks and food. “I have two hot chocolates and two melt-in-your-mouth muffins. Does that sound like your order?”

      Mila nodded. When she saw the cream-covered drinks, she sighed. “You even put chocolates on the saucers.”

      “We buy them from Sweet Treats. They make the best candy in Montana.” She looked at Bailey’s empty coffee cup. “Would you like a refill?”

      “No, thanks. I’m okay.”

      The waitress put her notebook away. “In that case, I’ll leave you to enjoy yourselves. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      After the waitress left, Bailey looked at Mila. “What have you been doing this morning?”

      “We looked at some houses.”

      “That sounds interesting.”

      “It wasn’t interesting,” Mila confided. “It was boring.”

      Steven sighed. “We’re looking for somewhere to live. All Mila wants is a pink bedroom.”

      “Let me guess,” Bailey said with a smile. “None of the bedrooms had pink walls?”

      Mila nodded. “Dad said we could paint them, but I don’t know how.”

      “I’m sure your dad could show you. Were any of the houses almost like what you’re looking for?”

      Mila’s eyes lifted to her dad’s. “Kind of.”

      “They all needed a little work,” Steven acknowledged. “But in my
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