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Chapter One 
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Michelle Bright had never loved a man as much as she loved Garret Smith. It was because of this humiliating love that she found herself hiding from him in his parents’ home during their annual fall barbecue. Her own dear parents had guilted her into coming, not understanding that the last time Michelle had faced Garret was at their high school graduation celebration five years ago. The same night Michelle had attempted to profess her love to him. And the very same night he later hooked back up with his ex-girlfriend.

“It would be rude not to show up,” she huffed, mimicking her mother’s high-pitched demands that morning. “The Smiths have been family friends since you were a baby. We can’t disappoint them. They throw this party every Thanksgiving.”

With a toss of her long dark blonde hair, she made a face. She never could tell her mother no. Even as an adult. It was frankly pathetic. 

Her fingers lingered on the brass doorknob to the bathroom. She’d asked to use it the moment they arrived, determined to bolt herself inside for the next two hours until running into Garret was no longer a threat. But as she paused in the darkened hallway of the Smith home, her thoughts turned to the old study she remembered playing in as a kid. 

Garret and his older brother, Joey, would dare her to go in, insisting that it was haunted by the souls of dead Civil War soldiers. It had seemed terrifying at the time, but now at the age of twenty-three, the idea was laughable. It would certainly make a better hiding spot than the bathroom. She had to revisit this room and see it through her adult eyes. And maybe at the same time, she could finally put to rest the ghosts that haunted her heart.

She tiptoed over the old oak floorboards, feeling at once ridiculous and stealthy. Everyone else was enjoying the warm November afternoon. There was no one inside the cool, Victorian-style home to stop her. They were all munching on Kansas-style barbecue, drinking chilled sweet tea, and talking about the recent rains. 

These kinds of events never changed. Even though Michelle had been gone for five long years attending Brown University in Rhode Island, she could still predict moment-by-moment what would happen at these get-togethers. Small towns never changed. Especially the small town of Blessings, Kansas.

The study was just ahead, at the end of the hallway. She pushed the door open a foot and winced when it let out a moaning creak. Slipping inside, she shut it firmly behind her and gasped at what she saw. The room wasn’t anything like she remembered. No ghosts or dark shadows. Unlike in most modern homes, the Smith’s study was more like a grand library than a stuffy office. 

The room traversed the whole side of the house. Shelves upon shelves jutted from the walls and were stacked to the brim with old leather-bound books and manuscripts. Her child self obviously hadn’t appreciated the grandeur of such a room. Immediately, she found herself running her fingers along the spines, her wide blue eyes taking in the golden embossed titles. 

“Civil War ghosts or not, I officially love this room,” she announced, her eyes trailing up the honey gold wood trim and ornate ceiling. They didn’t build houses like this anymore. 

A massive mahogany roll-top desk stood just to her left with a cracked dark red leather rolling chair. She plucked the first book that looked interesting from a shelf and settled into the chair, quite ready to immerse herself in it until everyone at the party made their way to the town carnival and forgot about her.

She was halfway through the first chapter when a large, dark figure suddenly appeared from behind one of the bookshelves. The movement caught the corner of her eye and she shrieked loudly, slamming her book closed and chucking it toward the ghostly figure with impressive force. The book met its mark and drew a loud swear from its target, who began to rub the side of his head.

It took her a second to realize the visitor wasn’t a ghost—it was a man. A large man with an oval shaped face, chiseled jaw, heavy brow, and short cropped brown hair. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five. He wore dark-washed denim and a thin unzipped grey jacket that bulged at his muscular biceps. It was obvious from a mere glance that the guy was in good shape. He could’ve easily bench pressed her, had he tried. Not that Michelle often went around asking men to bench press her. But still, the guy was fit. However, the most striking thing about him was his golden amber eyes as they stared accusingly at her. 

“You scared me!” She grasped the desk in front of her with white knuckles. Her heart was still beating away like a stampede of cattle. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here?” He spoke in a deep bass, punctuating the question with a surly shake of his head. “This is my house. And you nearly took my head off.”

“Your house?” 

“My house,” he repeated, his brow raising in a challenge. “Are you serious, Michelle? Do you really not recognize me?”

There was something strangely familiar about him. It took a minute for her brain to put two and two together, but when she did, she felt all her blood pool in her cheeks. Joey Smith was home. Garret’s older brother. She’d been so freaked out, she’d hardly recognized him. 

“Joey? Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry I hit you.”

He smirked and picked up the book she’d thrown off the floor. “Actually, I go by Joseph now. And that would’ve been a whole lot easier to forgive if you hadn’t just chucked Anna Karenina at my face. You had to pick the heaviest book in the library, didn’t you?”

She folded her lips in and tried not to grimace. It had been a long time since she’d seen Joseph Smith. He was taller now. Broader, too. And he carried himself with the confidence of a man. “It looked interesting. I’ve read War and Peace, but haven’t had a chance to dive into that one.”

He moved to place it carefully back on the shelf where it belonged. “You’ve read War and Peace?” 

Now that her heart rate was returning to normal, she could pick out some similarities to the little boy who had liked to tease her by tugging on her pigtails and stuffing handfuls of dandelions in her lunch box. Joseph had been two years ahead of them in school and left to join the military soon after he graduated. As far as she knew, he’d been in several overseas deployments. Their church had frequently prayed for his safe return. It had been years since she’d laid eyes on him, let alone spoken to him. 

“Don’t sound so surprised. Some of us women do like to read.”

“Hey, I wasn’t judging.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I will readily admit to the fact that you were always the smartest one of us.” 

She pressed her lips together, trying her best to hide her smile. There weren’t a lot of things that Michelle felt validated about, but her intelligence was one. She’d gone to Brown on a scholarship, spent four years up to her neck in homework, and was about to graduate with a degree in Education Studies. 

It almost made up for feeling like the ugly duckling during most of her high school experience. A mouthful of braces, frizzy hair, and a poor knowledge of how to work an eyeliner pencil had been a tragic combination. Things were better now. Her teeth straight and white. Her long hair smoothed with some expensive product from her hair salon. She’d also eased up on the eyeliner and learned how less was more when it came to makeup. 

“Why aren’t you out enjoying your family’s barbecue?” The chair squeaked as she pushed it back and stood to face him. “Shouldn’t you be dominating cornhole or something?”

His gaze fell heavy on her face, making her shift uncomfortably. “I’m not in the mood for cornhole.”

“Ladder golf?”

“Too boring.”

“Horse shoes?”

“Last time I played that, I nearly took out my eighty-year-old great uncle.” He quirked an eyebrow at her and rubbed the side of his head again. “But you should really think about taking it up. You’ve got great aim. I think you even cracked my skull. I swear I’m bleeding.”

“No, you’re not.” She crossed the room and pulled his hand from his hair. Squinting at the spot he’d been rubbing, she wrinkled her nose and then shook her head. “No blood. You’ll live.”

“Are you sure, doc?” The corners of his eyes crinkled with humor. She was standing close enough to see the little rings of yellow around the irises of his eyes and inhale the scent of his manly cologne. Despite the closeness, he took a small step toward her, the space between them nearly gone. “Because a trip to the emergency room might be just what we need to get us both out of this party. You’re obviously in need of a good excuse, too.”

Indignation filled her head and she glared up at him. He was too perceptive for his own good. And way too close. “What makes you think I want out of this party?”

“Anyone hiding in a study during a barbecue is the definition of avoidance. The only question is: why?”

“Maybe I’m also not in the mood for cornhole?”

“Nobody sane ever is.” 

The way the left side of his mouth twitched in a barely contained grin was infectious. Michelle caught herself mirroring his smile, the sour mood she’d found herself in only minutes ago quickly retreating. Maybe this Thanksgiving at home wouldn’t be so bad after all. 

“It’s good to see you again, Michelle. Really good.” Joseph cleared his throat and looked down at his hands. There was a long pause before he met her gaze again, his jaw muscles twitching. “I’m not sure if you knew this, but—” 

“Come on, Joey,” a muffled voice called from the hallway. “Adam wants to start a game of flag football and I need my wide receiver. No more hiding!” 

The door behind them sprung open and Michelle spun around to see Garret Smith barging into the room. He still looked much the way he had five years ago, with shaggy dirty-blond hair that fell into his brown eyes, a thin athletic figure, and a boyish grin. The only difference was the layer of scruff on his chin that had grown in thicker since high school. The very sight of him made her throat tighten. 

He took one look at the two of them and his eyes widened. “What’s going on here?”

Michelle realized she was still standing awfully close to Joseph. She took a giant step back, hitting the back of her head on another shelf. With a muffled cry, she rubbed the spot and blinked back the unbidden tears that sprang to her eyes. Garret was still looking at her, as if waiting for an answer. She opened her mouth to speak, but found her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and her cheeks blazing hot. 

Her gaze turned quickly to Joseph, her expression pleading for help. He was also watching her, his head cocked to the side as if he were trying to figure out a puzzle. Tiny lines appeared between his brows and his frown deepened. With a sharp nod of his head, he turned to face his brother.

“Hey, Garret, you remember Michelle, right?”

Garret’s head tilted to one side, confusion flashing in his brown eyes. “Michelle?”

“Michelle Bright.” Joseph’s voice lowered with annoyance. “Stan and Shirley’s daughter? She graduated with your class. Went to Brown.”

Garret’s eyes finally lit up with recognition. He turned toward her and raked her up and down with an appreciative gaze. “Woah, Michelle? I hardly recognized you. You’ve changed.”

For the better, she hoped. Still, her ability to speak around him hadn’t changed much. All she could do was squeak out an unintelligible answer. Her mind was too busy racing, wondering just how much he remembered about the last time they’d spoken. The night she’d spilled her heart out to him about how much he meant to her. The words still haunted her. 

“Come on down when you’re ready, Joey,” Garret said, turning to his brother again. With his attention diverted, Michelle felt like she could finally breathe again. “We need to kick some grass on the field this year. Now that you’re home, we can’t lose. Don’t let me down. You can’t stay inside forever, bro.”

“Be there in a minute,” Joseph said, not all together very convincingly. “Go ahead and I’ll catch up.”

Still, that seemed to pacify Garret. He shot a quick goodbye to Michelle and then ran back out of the room. As soon as he was gone, she sunk into the bookshelf, pressing a hand to her chest. 

Her reaction had been more than disappointing. Somewhere deep inside, she had hoped she possessed some kind of super strength of character. The kind that would allow her to hold her own when Garret came into the room. Instead, she’d wilted like a flower in the August heat. Pathetic.

“Well, that was interesting.” Joseph shot her an amused look.

“What do you mean?” 

She smoothed a hand over her hair, feeling the tender spot where she’d bruised herself. Hiding was obviously too hazardous. Already, two of them had head injuries. 

“I mean, it’s pretty clear to anyone with a pair of eyes.” He crossed his arms tightly across his chest and grimaced. “You’ve still got a thing for Garret.”

Michelle stammered a reply, her heart racing. She’d vowed to never tell anyone her secret, let alone Garret Smith’s older brother. But now the truth was out.

She’d never felt so sick.
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Chapter Two
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Joseph watched Michelle’s face morph between a shade of red and then purple as she tried to respond to his accusation. Her reaction said enough. It was clear that her school-aged crush had never gone away. It was really too bad. He had always thought she was too smart for the likes of his younger and wilder brother. 

“I’m not sure what you mean.” She turned her face away, her jaw tensing. 

Michelle still looked very much the same as he remembered. Slender build, with a heart-shaped face and long neck. She’d grown her golden blonde hair a bit longer, softening the ends with lazy curls. Her eyes were still the same piercing, sky-blue that took your breath away. 

The only difference he could see were the absence of braces. Now, when she smiled, she flashed two rows of perfectly straight, white teeth. Her fashion sense might have also improved. Gone were the plain t-shirts and athletic shorts that she seemed to live in during high school. She now wore a soft pink sweater that highlighted the peach tones of her skin and a tight pair of jeans with black ankle boots. She looked like a confident women with the world at her feet. Not at all like the foolish girls who his brother usually went after. Poor girl didn’t stand a chance.

“Right. See you later.” He spun on his heels and made a move toward the exit. The study was getting a little too crowded for his liking. A choking noise from behind made him freeze.

“You’re not going to say anything to anyone, are you?” 

His fists clenched at his side and his back stiffened. He wasn’t sure why he was reacting so strongly to this newest revelation. Trivial things like this hadn’t mattered much to him in the army when he was out with his troops. Out there, the only things he had to worry about were real life-or-death situations. Not silly drama. 

But maybe that was why he was having such a hard time readjusting to the civilian world. Life back at home in Blessings seemed untouched and pure, as if war and death wasn’t raging on the other side of the world. It was a strange sensation. 

In the army, he’d felt like a hero. There was always a mission. Something worth fighting for. But here, he had nothing. And that nothingness had turned him into something of a recluse. A recluse who hid in his family’s study while old friends and families drank cider outside and gave thanksgiving around a warm fire. 

He turned back to Michelle to say something snippy, but one look at her face made his frustration melt. Shame shone clearly in her desperate expression. She wrung her hands and bit her lower lip, wincing when their eyes met. 

“No, I won’t say anything.” He sighed and closed his eyes for a brief moment. “Your secret is safe with me.”

Her cheeks turned bright red. With a nervous flutter of her hand, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s not really a secret. I’ve had a crush on him since we were little kids. I told him how I felt during our graduation party five years ago, but he didn’t seem to care. Hooked up with Leslie Brown that same night. I think she dumped him the next week.”

Joseph shook his head. Typical Garret. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my brother, but he’s oblivious. I dated Leslie before him and tried to warn him off, but he never listens. I think he has a deep-seeded need to repeat all of my mistakes.”

His little brother was always tumbling after him, trying to outdo him. Wearing the same clothes. Playing the same sports. Hanging with the same crowd of friends. Dating the same girls. It was like a weird sort of competition. He’d even made up his mind to follow him into the military. 

All it took was two weeks of leave and an impromptu version of boot camp for Joseph to change Garret’s mind. That was never going to be the life for his little brother. He was better off going to Kansas State University for accounting. At least he had a solid future now. 

“That’s okay.” Michelle gave him a half-hearted smile and leaned on the edge of his father’s desk. “Maybe he’ll forget that I was so pathetic. It’s kind of turned into one of those memories that I can’t seem to scrub from my mind. You know, the ones that flash in front of your eyes just as you’re trying to drift off to sleep?”

His shoulders relaxed and he found himself taking a step toward her. “Yeah, I get those sometimes. They make it impossible to fall asleep.”

“How long do you think it takes to forget?”

“Maybe twenty or thirty years.” A smirk worked its way onto his mouth. “But in instances like these, I’d plan for at least half a century.”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Makes a lobotomy sound appealing just about now.”

“I think one of these books has the instructions for such a procedure. Want me to help you out? I’m cheap.”

“As wonderful as that sounds, I think I’ll have to decline.” Her blue eyes sparkled with laughter. It was much better than the troubled expression she wore just minutes ago. “But thank you for the offer.”

He smiled at her, his sour mood evaporating at once. Michelle was still the same caring person he’d remembered. She knew how to laugh and when to take herself seriously. It was an admirable trait. He’d never admit it aloud, but he’d once had a crush on her himself. But that was ages ago, when they were only kids. A lot had changed since then. 

“I guess I’d better get down to the party,” she said, slipping off her perch on the desk. “It won’t be long before my parents send out a search party.”

“You’d better do that.” 

“Thanks for letting me share your hiding spot.”

He stepped aside to let her pass, her arm bumping against his and sending electricity shooting up and down his spine. It was the strangest feeling, unlike anything he’d felt before. But before he could analyze it any further, she jumped away from him, her hip ramming into the nearest bookshelf and causing several books to fall from their perches onto the ground.

“I’m such a klutz!” she cried.

“It’s fine.” He snorted at the mess. “It’s just my dad’s outdated Reader’s Digest collection. I think they’ll survive.”

She bent down to retrieve them, just as he was about to do the same. Their foreheads bonked and both of them fell back onto their rears, rubbing their heads. It took a long moment of staring blankly at each other until they both burst into laughter. Eventually, he pushed himself off the ground and offered her a hand. She took it, warmth cascading up his arm until she stood and released it.

“Any longer in this place and I think one of us is going to get killed.” She gazed at the books lying on the floor. “I’d offer to help you clean up, but I’m not really in the mood for another brain injury.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get them later.” He waved away her concern. “No one but me comes in here anymore. Except for on tax day. Dad claims the room and the rest of us steer clear of his bad mood.”

“I’d have a bad mood on tax day, too.” She smiled sweetly. “Thanks for letting me spill my deepest, most embarrassing moment to you, Joseph. It feels good to get it off my chest.”

He gave her a thin lipped smile and nodded. It might not have been the afternoon activity of his choice, but at least she felt better. And as silly as it seemed, it felt good to be a sort of hero once again. He’d had a purpose today. These days, he couldn’t ask for much more than that. Leaving the military was supposedly what he’d wanted, but finding something to do afterwards had been harder than he thought it would be. He felt lost most days.  

She was opening the door, about ready to step into the hallway, when she froze. Turning slowly on her heels, she looked at him with a crazy expression in her eyes.

“Can I ask you something?”

He nodded, wondering what could be going through her head at that moment to make her look that deranged. 

“Does Garret really always fall for the girls you like?”

“Pretty much...” He shrugged. “I haven’t really dated anyone in a long time, not since my military career, but that’s how it was when we were in school.”

He wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but the excitement in her eyes only grew brighter. 

“If you liked me, do you think Garret would follow the same pattern? Hypothetically speaking, if you and I spent time together, would he finally notice me?”

“What? No.” He recoiled from the idea, his mouth twisting in disgust. “That’s ridiculous.”

Her shoulders slumped and her face flushed bright red. With a sharp nod of her head, she turned back toward the door. “I’m sorry I said anything. You’re right, it’s stupid. Forget it.”

“Michelle, wait.”  

Joseph chewed on the inside of his cheek, his mind whirling. Michelle’s idea wasn’t too bad. Maybe he’d spoken too soon. And wasn’t he just wishing he had a purpose again? A reason to do good in this world. If that meant helping someone like Michelle and his clueless brother, then he would embrace it. 

Garret obviously couldn’t be trusted to find himself a girl as steady and sweet as Michelle. He always went for flaky and self-absorbed, even when Joseph tried to warn him away. But someone like Michelle could straighten him out. She already had feelings for him. All Garret needed was a push in the right direction. 

“Are you planning on going to the carnival this evening?” he asked. 

The town of Blessings threw a carnival every fall in the town square. It was a tradition with rides, greasy foods, and vendors from local businesses and artisans. A kind of kickoff to the Thanksgiving holiday. The schools even let out early to let kids attend. He hadn’t gone in years, but he could still taste the excitement he’d felt as a young kid in the days leading up to the event.

“Sure. Everyone within in a ten mile radius of Blessings goes to the carnival.” Her blue eyes widened with curiosity. “Are you?”

“Wasn’t planning on it, but I might just change my mind.” The wheels were turning swiftly in his mind. “And I know for a fact Garret will be there.”

Her head cocked to one side. “As we’ve established, I’m pretty sure he won’t even notice I’m there.”

He snorted. “What if you went with me?”

Confusion passed over her face. “What are you saying?”

Garret has always wanted anything Joseph shown the least bit of interest in. Cars, sports, even girls. If they played this right, he’d be eating out of her hand in no time. 

“I’m saying I’m in.” He swallowed hard. “We’ll go together, flirt a little in public, and you’re right, Garret will notice. He’ll wonder if you’re my girlfriend. When he asks, I’ll tell him we’re just friends. I’ll encourage him to go after you. And if we play it right, you’ll have a date to the Harvest Ball on Saturday.”

He could predict his younger brother’s every move. Once he assured him that his relationship with Michelle was nothing more than a harmless flirtation between friends, Garret would be free to go after her. And he would be the hero who helped her get what she wanted and also the guy who helped his little brother get over his tragic habit of dating girls who were more interested in their Instagram accounts than him. 

“Are you sure?” She gave him a pained expression. “Now that I’ve said it aloud, it sounds really crazy.”

He shrugged. “It is, but what do you have to lose?”

She stared hard at him for a long second before something flipped in her eyes. It looked like acceptance. Shaking her head, she chuckled and flipped her hair over her shoulder.

“Just to warn you, I’m not a very good liar. He might spot our deception a mile away.”

He shrugged. “Come on, I’ve known you since we were both in diapers. We’re friends, aren’t we?” 

“Well, yeah...”

“Then a little flirtation between friends doesn’t seem like lying. It’ll be harmless fun. Trust me.”

She gazed up at him, a sequence of worry and doubt flashing through her eyes. But when she finally released the breath she’d been holding, she seemed to accept his plan. 

“Meet me there at 4:00?” 

“By the cotton candy booth.” He smiled, relieved she would entrust him with this. “Trust me, Garret will be interested in you. He’d be crazy not to.”

Her cheeks pinkened and her lips curled into a soft grin. “I thought you said he’s oblivious.”

“Yeah, well that was before you had a military man on your side.” He puffed out his chest, enjoying the sense of purpose once again. “Secret ops are sort of my thing. You’ll see.”

Her right eyebrow arched and she scanned over his face, her eyes flashing. “Right. We’ll see.” 

He exhaled slowly and watched her leave. Pride filled his head as he thought about what would be his next successful mission. He’d never failed one yet. But at the same time, there was an indescribable twinge of nerves inside his chest. 

He’d never been nervous for a mission before now. And there was no reason to change. Joseph Smith wasn’t the kind of guy who went off script. He won the battle and brought home the gold. 

“I hope you’re right about this, Joseph,” Michelle called over her shoulder as she walked down the hall. She turned and walked backwards, shooting him a smile. “Because if this all goes wrong, that lobotomy just might be my plan B.”

He returned her smile with a military salute, warmth flaring in his gut. The only thing he was really sure about in that moment was that his brother had to have been blind to turn down someone like Michelle Bright. Anyone could see she was different from all the other girls.

It wouldn’t be hard to fake it with her. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Three
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Michelle had never stress eaten so much cotton candy in a single sitting. She paced by the booth handing out the pink confectionary, her desire to eat out-muscling her ability to say no. Why had she blurted out her harebrained idea to Joseph? She thought her crush on Garret Smith had been put to rest years ago in a single, disappointing night. To even entertain the idea of getting his attention by fake dating his older brother was crazy. It would never work. 

And yet, she couldn’t tell Joseph to forget it. The way his eyes had lit up with the plan had been fascinating. He’d seemed so reserved when she first set foot into that study. Like a man hiding from the world. But the moment he had latched onto the idea, that mentality had melted away. He was a man with a mission. She couldn’t let him down now. 

Not to mention, somewhere deep inside she still wondered what would’ve happened had Garret taken her into his arms that night so long ago. Would they have lived happily ever after, like the characters in a cheesy romance movie? The romantic in her just couldn’t back out now. She would’ve always wondered what if.  

“More cotton candy, dear?” The older woman working the booth held out another cone, a beaming smile on her face. “I’ve never met someone who enjoyed it so much.”

“No, thanks.” Michelle shamefully licked the last bit of sugar off her fingertips. “Any more and I’m afraid I’ll go into a coma. I’m just waiting for a friend.”

A friend. She’d never really considered Joseph a friend before today. Sure, they played together as kids. And he would often tease her when their families got together. By the time they got to high school, he seemed to forget she even existed. They hadn’t spoken in ages. And now, he was going to help her get the attention of his little brother. 

Was that what friends did?

Someone tapped on her shoulder and she nearly jumped out of her purple canvas Toms. Strong hands wrapped around her upper arms, steadying her and keeping her upright. She turned to see Joseph standing just a foot away, a bemused expression on his face. Behind him stood his brother and two guys she recognized from school. 

“You ready for this?” Joseph muttered, his brow rising. 

She nodded, not entirely convinced. “Sure.”

He grabbed her hand and interlaced his fingers with hers. With a reassuring wink, he turned and pulled her towards his brother’s group of friends. A funny feeling began in her stomach, working all the way up to her burning cheeks. 

It seemed they were really going to do this. She desperately hoped that her hands weren’t clammy and wet. He could probably feel her shaking. She wasn’t sure if that was because of his close proximity or the curious expression Garret was giving her that very moment. 

“Guys, this is Michelle Bright,” Joseph said, dropping her hand to wrap his arm tightly around her shoulders. “Michelle, this is Todd and Russel.”

Todd was over six foot tall with shaggy white-blond hair, an equally pale complexion, and a spattering of freckles over his nose. Russel was tiny in comparison. He couldn’t have stood more than five feet, eight inches tall. But what he lacked in height he made up for in muscle. His neck was thicker than Michelle’s thigh. He had a shiny, shaved head and wore a dark pair of sunglasses that reflected Michelle’s image back to her.

They both grunted greetings to her, which Garret echoed with a sweeping glance of his own. 

“So, you’re the one that finally got my brother out of the house?” His gaze darted to his brother and back. “Tell me, how’d you do it? He’s been stuck up in that room since he got back from Afghanistan. I was afraid he’d never come out.”

She felt her cheeks burn even brighter, suspicion weighing heavily on her chest. He was already onto their plan. She knew she shouldn’t have shown up. She should’ve stayed home, skipped the carnival, and dug into her mom’s famous pumpkin pies instead. She could’ve had an entire tin finished by now.

Joseph didn’t seem to be feeling the same panic. He threw her a grin and elbowed her playfully. “Sorry to say it, Garret, but you’re just not as pretty as Michelle. And there’s nothing like a pretty girl to get you out of the house. Am I right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Garret ran a hand through his hair, tousling it with perfect ease. “If I’d known all it took was a pretty girl, I would’ve sent Michelle in ages ago.”

She hid her nervous smile, altogether undone by the conversation surrounding her. She needed a change in topic and fast. 

“Anybody up for a ride?” Holding up a strand of pink tickets, she tried her best to smile naturally. “The first one’s on me.”

“Let’s go,” Joseph said eagerly. 

They agreed to try the Egg Scrambler first. As the guys led the way through the carnival ground, Joseph held onto her arm and pulled her gently behind the group. The scent of his cologne lingered on the late November breeze, both tangy and sweet. He nudged her softly and mouthed the words “watch this.”

His brother glanced over his shoulder at them, curiosity written on his face. At the same time, Joseph softly brushed the hair back from Michelle’s neck and whispered into her ear, “It’s already working.”

Tingles ran up and down her spine at the sensation of his warm breath on her neck. She raised her eyebrows and spoke out of the side of her mouth. “How do you know for sure?”

“Because I know my brother.” The pad of his thumb traced a tantalizingly lazy circle on the side of her neck. “And that’s his jealous face.”

Sure enough, Garret was still throwing furtive glances back at them over his shoulder. He did the same as they walked through the town center and during the wait in line for the Scrambler. After that, they rode three more rides, devoured a funnel cake, and threw balls at the dunk tank booth. The entire time, Joseph flirted with her, laying it on heavy. He joked about the carnival, put a dab of powdered sugar on her nose, and touched her every chance he got. 

It was beginning to get easier for her to join the act. She liked Joseph and his easy-going nature. He’d become more sure of himself in the army. He had a steady, protective aura around him. The kind that drew people in. And the rare times he smiled were dazzling enough that she’d forget those smiles were all an act. 

The guy was good. Maybe a little too good. 

“I’m all out of tickets,” Michelle exclaimed, holding up her empty hands after they’d spent the last of them on a goldfish toss and lost miserably. “Does that mean the party’s over?”

“What? No way.” Joseph stuffed his hand into his back pocket, yanking out his wallet. “We haven’t ridden the Ferris wheel yet. I’m getting more tickets. Garret, keep her company while I go buy some.”

He jogged toward the ticket booth, leaving Michelle to stare at her feet as Garret stood beside her. Joseph probably expected her to come up with something witty to say to his younger brother. Something that would seal the deal on their plan to get him to notice her, but she had nothing. As usual, her tongue wasn’t working around the man. 

“So...Brown, huh?” Garret rocked on his heels, his hands deep in his jean pockets. “How’s that going?”

“It’s good.” Somehow, her ability to speak had returned, but her brain wasn’t picking up much steam. “Really good. Seriously good.”

“Oh, that’s...good.” 

She bit the inside of her cheek until it hurt, wishing she didn’t sound like such a babbling fool. “How’s K-State? Have you been to any football games this season?”

“Been to every home game this year.” He puffed out his chest and grinned. “Snyder’s going to take us all the way this year, I can feel it. Nobody beats our coach.”

She combed her fingers through her hair, unsure of what to say next. That was the entirety of her football knowledge. Most of her conversation points these days surrounded education, books, and cat memes. She doubted Garret cared very much about education or reading. He’d never been the best student and had spent more time on the field than in a library. And she’d rather die than bring up cat memes to Garret Smith.

There was one topic left that they both had in common and it was the only thing she could think about in the moment.

“You said earlier that your brother’s been staying home a lot lately. Has he been like that since he got out of the military?” She glanced up at Garret’s face, her hands still nervously running through her hair. 

He shrugged and leaned back on the picnic table behind him, pushing himself up to sit on it. “Ever since he got home, he’s been a different person. Won’t go out. Shuts himself in Dad’s study. I mean, I know the military was tough on him, but he can’t exactly disappear in our home forever. I was really surprised he came out tonight. I’m not sure what you said to him, but it worked.”

She shook her head, taking a seat on the table next to him. “I didn’t say anything. It was all his idea.”

It was the closest she’d ever been to Garret in a long time. She could practically feel the heat from his body in the inch that separated them. It was a strange feeling. She never thought she’d speak to him again, let alone be sitting right next to him on a picnic table at the town carnival. 

“So, what is it with you and Joey?” Garret leaned back, splaying his hands on the table top. “You two got a thing going?”

His voice was steady and noncommittal, but Michelle knew that if what Joseph had claimed about his little brother was true, a lot was riding on her answer. 

“I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug. She peeked at Garret from the corner of her eye and was thrilled to see him watching her closely. “He’s a nice guy, but we’re just friends.”

At that moment, Joseph returned with the tickets in hand. He stopped short when he saw the two of them sitting so close, his expression unreadable. Michelle jumped from the table and brushed off the seat of her pants. She couldn’t help but feel like she’d been caught doing something wrong, which was absurd. The whole idea was to make Garret jealous. She’d been following the plan. 

“Ready, Michelle?” Joseph spoke quickly, his voice breaking. “Last ride of the night?”

“Last ride,” she repeated, glancing between the brothers. “Who’s going with me?”

They both tried to speak at the same time. Michelle could’ve sworn that Garret was jumping in to ask her, but Joseph cut him off with a punch on the shoulder. “Only room for two on this one, bro. Guess you’ll have to go solo.”

“Nah, you guys go ahead.” Garret’s eyes glittered with unsaid words. “I’ll sit this one out.”

“You’re a good man.” Joseph nodded and offered his hand to her. “Shall we?”

She couldn’t help feeling confused in that moment as Joseph led her away from his brother. Their plan seemed to be working. Garret had almost asked her to ride the Ferris wheel with him. Hadn’t that been what Joseph was planning all along? But now, he was leading her away from him. It didn’t make sense.

“Why didn’t you let him take me?” she asked, skipping to catch up with Joseph’s massive strides. “He was about to ask.”

“All in good time.” He gave her a tight-lipped smile, his grip on her hand softening. “Believe me, I know my brother. The bait’s been cast. Now, all we have to do is wait for a solid strike. We don’t want to reel in the worm too soon.”

She wasn’t all that familiar with fishing metaphors, but Michelle had to wonder about the wisdom of being compared to a wriggling worm on a hook. 

It never ended well for the bait. 
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Chapter Four
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Joseph stood silently in line to the Ferris wheel, his head reeling. By all accounts, their mission today was going according to plan. Garret had certainly noticed Michelle and had even joined in teasing her a few times today as they wasted their money at the carnival booths. He’d kept a healthy distance from her when Joseph was around, but had swooped in as soon as Joseph left to buy tickets. That had been the idea, so why was he feeling so grumpy?

“Look at those two,” Michelle cooed, bumping him gently with her shoulder. 

She pointed at an elderly couple three spots ahead of them. The gentleman had carefully combed white hair and his wife a short perm. They were holding hands, swaying in time to the music playing over the loud speakers across the town center. 

“They’re cute.” He couldn’t help but smile. “It’s nice to know that some people get their happy ending.”

She glanced up at him, her brow wrinkling. “You make it sound like it’s a rare thing. Don’t you think you’ll ever find your happy ending?”

“I don’t know.” He leaned against a light post and pursed his lips. “After the things I’ve seen overseas, I’m not sure it’s wise to expect one. There’s a lot of hurt in this world. The people in Blessings have it so good.”

She went silent for a long moment. Mentally, he wanted to kick himself. He needed to learn how to leave the scars from his military service at home. People didn’t want to hear about those kinds of things. But he hadn’t yet learned how to separate the military man from the civilian. 

“Well, I’m glad you can appreciate how lucky we are living here.” She put her hand gently on his arm, eliciting goosebumps up and down his back. “Not many people realize what a precious thing it is. But unlike you, I believe you’ll find your happy ending. You’re a good guy, Joseph. You deserve to be happy.”

He didn’t have time to respond to her kind words. The carnival worker waved them onto the platform as he filled the next three carts of the Ferris wheel with people. They soon found themselves sitting together in a swinging cart, their thighs brushing. His stomach dropped as the Ferris wheel began to turn and raised them high into the air.

“Are you okay?” Michelle looked down at his hands gripping the lap belt. 

“I’m not a huge fan of heights,” he responded through his teeth. It was higher up than he’d expected. The people down below were looking a little too much like ants for his liking. 

“Then why did you come?” She gave him an exasperated look. “We could’ve skipped this one.”

He swallowed hard. “Because you wanted to. And that was reason enough for me.”

She shook her head, but smiled at the same time. Looking down over the edge, she pointed at the elderly couple in the bucket two rows ahead of them. “Oh my goodness, they’re kissing! Can they be any cuter?”

He wasn’t going to take the chance and look over the edge, so he was going to have to take her word for it. Instead, he examined her face, appreciating the soft curve of her lips as she smiled happily. She’d always been pretty. Even as a young boy, he’d noticed her. He’d also admired her courage to be her true self. She never hid her intelligence. Never tried to dumb herself down to fit in. She’d always seemed so sure of her future and where she was going. 

Joseph had none of that. He’d entered the military straight out of high school hoping to gain some of that same assurance of the future, but had found it lacking. And now, he was back at home, still floundering. Still spinning his wheels. Living life in the shadows of his family home.

“You’re graduating in the spring, right?” He turned from her to focus on his shoes, the funnel cake and soda he’d eaten earlier sloshing around in his stomach as their cart rocked. “What’s next for you?”

“I want to get a job at a school in the Kansas City area.” She laughed, the sound like the soft tinkle of piano keys. “Let those inner city kids teach me a thing or two. Eventually get into administration and help make a difference.”

“Wow.” He shook his head. “That sounds amazing.”

“Well that’s the plan, at least. My parents say they’re happy I’ll be close to home again, but I’m not so sure. They already turned my room into a home gym slash craft room. I guess I’ll be getting my own apartment.”

He laughed, imagining her parents sewing quilts and running on a treadmill at the same time. “You might be better off. I’ve never lived on my own. It was always the barracks for me.” 

She grimaced. “I’ve been told they’re worse than college dorms.”

“Probably,” he added with a shrug. “But I survived the hazing as a junior enlisted. Nothing like an ice cold shower in the AM when a private decides to turn off the water heaters.”

He felt her shudder. “That’s definitely not for me. I like my showers boiling hot, thank you very much.”

A comfortable silence fell between them as the Ferris wheel turned. He would glance over at her now and then, trying not to stare. This day had turned out to be more fun than he’d expected. Michelle was a good sport. 

“Can I ask you a question?” She was watching him now, the irises of her eye turning liquid blue in the last remaining rays of the day. There was a thoughtful expression on her face, her nose crinkling in the cutest way. 

“Sure.” 

He hoped she wasn’t going to ask to take the Ferris wheel again. One time was as much as he could handle.

“Why are you doing this for me?” She made a face as if she’d eaten something sour. “You didn’t sound very impressed when you learned about my silly school-aged crush on your little brother. What do you get out of this?”

He harrumphed and flashed a smile. “Good deeds make the world go round.” 

“Seriously.”

He loosened his grip on the lap belt and gestured. “I’m a soldier. I need a mission. Yours sounded good enough to get me out of the house. Plus, Garret has terrible taste in women.”

He should know. His brother’s mistakes were often repeats of his own. 

She tilted her head in thought and placed a fingertip to her lips. “But you’re not a soldier anymore.”

“No...no, I’m not.” Admitting to that fact sent a dart through his chest. It had been a bittersweet decision not to reenlist. 

“What are you going to do now? You can’t play cupid forever.”

“Is that how you see me? As an ugly little baby shooting people with arrows?”

She tried to suppress a grin. “I’d say you’re about as far away from that as possible. But you’re avoiding my questions again. You’re good at that.”

He chuckled and turned his head to look out over the town. The longer they stayed up in the air, the less he felt afraid. The Town Hall was just to the north, built with an impressive limestone facade and a clock tower that dinged on the hour. In front of him was the library. The same pale limestone blocks made up the exterior walls and created a stark contrast to the yellowing autumn leaves of the deciduous trees planted along the road. They were buildings that had stood the test of time, from the days of their town founders to now. The people who built these knew what their future held. He didn’t.

“I’m helping you because I happen to like you. And despite your taste in men, you seem to be a good person.” He hazarded a glance in her direction. She was chewing on her lower lip and staring at the cart swinging in front of them. “And I’m not sure what I’m going to do now. A lot of people thought I was going to be a career soldier, but when it came time to reenlist, my heart just wasn’t in it.”

She nodded her head. “That’s understandable.” 

“As for what comes next, I really can’t answer you. I feel so lost. I’m not sure there’s a place for me in this world.”

He’d never told that to anyone. He was shocked when it came so easily off his tongue. Usually, when he tortured himself about thoughts of the future, shame seemed to accompany it. But not now. Not with her. It was easy to talk with Michelle. 

She leaned closer to cover his hand in hers and looked up at him. Heat ascended up his arm, completely derailing his train of thought. All he could think about was the sweet scent of coconut wafting toward him in the slight breeze. Was it her shampoo or a perfume? It didn’t matter. The scent was intoxicating. So was the thrilling touch of her hand on his. 

“You’ve got a place in this world, Joseph. Believe me. You’ll find it.”

He managed to smile at her, despite the odd combination of feelings tumbling inside his head at that very moment. “I hope you’re right.”

His gaze flicked to her pink lips and then back up to her eyes. She was staring at his mouth too, with an unreadable expression in her eyes. His gut instantly warmed, a tickling sensation accompanying it. He reached out to pull her hair back from her face, tucking it gently behind her ear. Her gaze trailed up his face to meet his once again and she blushed violently.

“You’re a little too good at that,” she said, swallowing and turning to look at her hands.

“At what?” he asked, wishing he could touch her again.

“At faking a relationship.” She shook her head. “Or faking an almost-relationship. Whatever this is. There’s no question that your brother will think it’s real.”

He sank back into his seat, feeling suddenly deflated. That was right. They were doing this to get his brother’s attention. That’s who Michelle wanted. That’s who she’d always wanted. The guy who didn’t keep a girlfriend longer than a few months because he’d get bored. 

But Michelle was different from those other girls. Maybe this time, Garret wouldn’t get bored. Who was he to say they weren’t a good match?

He needed to get his head back in the game and keep his hands to himself. Plain and simple.

“Meet me at the parade tomorrow morning,” he said in a low voice. “Outside the cafe. I’ll bring Garret. We can watch the parade and then take a hayride to the Craft and Activity Fair. We’ll seal the deal there, I promise. Then, our fake almost-relationship will be over.”

She ducked her head and nodded. “Right. Okay. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” 

As their cart made its final descent to the landing zone, Joseph couldn’t help but bite hard on his cheek. He’d finish this game in the morning and be done once and for all with helping his brother find his dates. If Garret couldn’t see Michelle for the amazing woman she was, then he didn’t deserve her. 

They left the gated arena of the Ferris wheel, where Garret stood waiting with Russel and Todd. Garret’s eyes shone when they fell on Michelle walking beside him. Joseph knew that look all too well. His little brother was definitely interested. The plan was working. 

So why did he feel like such a failure?
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Chapter Five
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Michelle tugged on the cowled neck of her chunky beige sweater and readjusted her winter headband for the twentieth time that morning as she waited for the Smith brothers outside of the Home Again Cafe. The previous day was still a blur. Joseph Smith nearly frightening her to death in his family’s study had been shocking enough. But then he went and jumped aboard her harebrained idea to help her get his younger brother’s attention. 

Weirdest of all, it seemed to be working. She’d never had so much attention from Garret in one single day. The excitement of that attention was making her jittery. She’d long ago accepted the fact that she wasn’t Garret’s type. Or any guy’s type, to be honest. Dating during college had been disappointing. The few relationships she’d had kind of fizzled out. Coming back home and seeing her old crush was exhilarating. She’d never felt so nervous. 

As she fidgeted in place, her gaze swept up the street and landed on the Smith brothers walking steadily toward her. Her heart seemed to jump into her throat at the sight. Garret was wearing a pair of light-wash denim jeans and a long-sleeved teal blue tee. He was grinning in her direction and running a hand through his wavy hair. 

In stark opposition was his brother, wearing a slim-cut navy jacket, dark jeans, and a determined frown on his sculpted face. He too was watching her, his amber eyes glued to her face. Her blood pressure jumped about ten points and she waved a hand at them, doing her best to be cool.

“Morning, doll.” Garret shot her a ten-watt smile and pocketed his hands. 

“Hi.” She gazed up at him, her cheeks warming. “How’s it going?”

“Good, now that you’re here.” 

That really made her blush. She giggled behind her hand and turned to his brother, who still wore a frown. “Good morning, Joseph.”

“You look beautiful today,” he said in a low voice, leaning in to hug her. 

The sensation of his arms around her sent a thrill down her spine, chasing away her case of girlish giggles. As he pulled away, she wrapped her arms around her torso, suddenly feeling very warm and light-headed. 

“Coffee anyone?” Garret draped an arm around her shoulder and the nerves were back. “I’m in need of some sustenance before we go to the parade. Michelle?”

She gulped, feeling the weight of him against her. “Sure, I could use a latte.”

“Joey?”

His brother plopped onto a wooden bench set outside the cafe with a scowl on his face. “No, I’m good. I already had a cup this morning. I’ll wait here.”

“Suit yourself,” Garret replied as he opened the door and motioned to Michelle. “Ladies first.”

She tucked her chin to her chest and went inside. The Home Again Cafe was a cozy place, with French chic decor. Someone had tacked colorful turkey decals along the walls and the very strong scent of pumpkin muffins coming from the kitchens made her want to drool. Booths lined the perimeter of the restaurant, with tables filling the rest of the floorspace. A counter stood near the front where they walked in, with a glass display of baked goods and the cash register. The restaurant hadn’t changed much in Michelle’s lifetime. It was still the place to bring a date on a Friday evening or grab a family meal after church on Sunday. 

They gave their orders to the woman behind the counter and Garret paid. While they waited for their drinks, he led her to a small two-person table near the registers and pulled out a chair for her. The whole thing was starting to feel like a mini date. She tried not to stare at him as he took the chair across from her. It was strange to think that only yesterday she’d been determined to avoid him forever, and now they were sharing a table.

“How’s it feel being back in town?” Garret asked, raising his eyebrows. He was shredding a napkin in his hands, leaving tiny bits of paper all over the tabletop. “You’ve been gone, what, almost five years now?”

She nodded. “Close to that. It’s weird. Like nothing really changes. My dad is still the chief of police. My mom’s still working as a nurse. I’m not sure they ever have plans to retire and move. They like it too much.”

He made a face. “I’ll never understand that. When I graduate, I’m out of here. My friends and me have plans to go cliff diving in Jamaica and then catch a breeze to Patagonia, maybe drift on the Amazon for a while. Experience the real world. Small town life isn’t for me.”

She gave him a smile, her hands gripping her knees below the table. “Sounds fun. I’ve never really had the desire to go cliff diving or go to Chili. I’m a Midwestern girl through and through. I’m planning to move to KC when I get my teaching license. It’s not too far from home.”

“The best thing I can say about Kansas City is at least they have an international airport,” Garret said with a chuckle. “I could do without the rest of it.”

They sat in silence for a long moment. Michelle drummed her fingernails on the tabletop, desperately searching for a few topic. Her gaze wondered to the Cafe’s front windows. She could see Joseph pacing the sidewalk outside, his hands on the back of his head as if he were arguing with himself. Every once in a while, he’d glance at the front door and walk toward it, but change his mind and begin pacing again. It was an odd sight to see. 

She had the sudden desire to bring him a cup of coffee. He shouldn’t be out there all by himself. It felt weird to be in here, chatting alone with his brother. 

“Hang on, I’m going to get one more thing,” she told Garret, before leaving the table to approach the counter. Unsure what Joseph liked to drink, she ordered a tall black coffee and stuffed a few sugars and creams into her pocket. The coffee came at the same time their drink orders arrived, so she grabbed all of them and headed toward the door. 

“For you,” she said, handing Garret his Americano and pushing through the door to the street.

Joseph was still doing his pacing, but stopped in his tracks when Michelle caught his eye and sent him a huge smile. The hard expression on his face melted and he smiled back at her, his eyes lighting up.

“I know you said you were good, but I got you a coffee,” she said, holding the cup out to him. “Are you a sugar man or a cream kind of guy?” 

“Both.” He took the cup and then the condiments. With a funny look in his eyes, he smiled at her again. “Thank you, Michelle.”

“No problem.” 

She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t break away from his gaze. There was something warm and inviting in his eyes when he smiled at her, like sitting before the large fireplace in her parents’ living room. She wanted to immerse herself in the feeling. But then Garret tapped her on the shoulder and the spell was broken.

“Shall we?” he asked, nodding in the direction of town center. “The parade is about to start.”

She shot him a smile and nodded, very much eager to get on with the day. Joseph had told her that between the parade and the arts festival, she’d be guaranteed to have Garret’s undivided attention. It seemed to already be working. And if that was the case, then she was determined to revisit the night of their graduation. Ask him if he’d ever felt the same. 

Five years was a long time. They’d both changed since high school. Matured and developed into new people. She needed to know for sure if she could be the type of woman Garret fell for. No more what ifs. 

“Anyone feel like a game?” Joseph asked suddenly. He sipped his coffee and peered over the lid at the two of them. Michelle was walking in the middle, with Garret on her other side. He smacked his lips and nodded toward the road. “To make this parade a little more interesting?”

Michelle glanced at him, her eyes narrowing. Was this part of the plan? It seemed strange, but everything Joseph had done so far seemed to be working. She could play along.

“Sure,” she said. 

“All right, I’m in.” Garret shrugged. “What game?”

“How about never have I ever?” he asked, wagging his eyebrows. “We’ll all get to know each other a little better.”

“Isn’t that a drinking game?” Garret smirked. “I’m pretty sure I haven’t played that in years.”

Joseph held up his cup. “We’ve got coffee. I’d say that’s good enough. I’ll go first.”

Michelle held the warm cup between her hands and waited. She’d never played the game before, but she knew how it went. One person would say something they’d never done and everyone else in the group had to take a drink if they’d done it. 

She imagined someone like her would always win a game like that. She hadn’t done much in her life worth mentioning, but that didn’t bother her much. She liked her quiet life. Cliff diving and exploring the rainforest didn’t really appeal to her. She could happily live vicariously through people like Garret who seemed destined to tour the world. 

“All right. I’ve got a good one. Never have I ever been arrested,” Joseph said loudly, turning and looking pointedly at his brother.

Michelle stifled a gasp and looked up at Garret. He was glaring at Joseph, his face red. 

“It was one time and a complete mistake.” His gaze turned toward Michelle. “I went to a party with some friends at a warehouse. I didn’t realize we were trespassing. The cops busted it and took everyone in.”

She swallowed down the sour taste in her mouth. That seemed like a reasonable excuse and it wasn’t like he was hurting anyone. At least he knew better now.

“Take a drink,” Joseph shot back. “Michelle’s turn.”

She took a moment to think of her answer. It wouldn’t do any good to show Garret how lame she was. So she licked her lips slowly and waited until inspiration hit.

“Never have I ever been afraid of heights.” 

“That’s not fair.” Joseph watched her intently as he slowly took a sip of his coffee. She stared back at him, feeling the same unexpected warmth explode in her gut once again. “You went straight for the throat on that one.”

“I never fool around when it comes to games,” she said with a laugh. “Garret’s turn.”

Garret chuckled and tossed his head back, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Never have I ever been so lame and played a drinking game with coffee.”

Joseph huffed beside her. “I thought it might be a good way to get to know each other better. But if you think it’s that stupid, then we can quit.”

“It’s not stupid.” Michelle gently placed her hand on his arm. “I thought it was a fun idea.” 

“Thank you. At least someone appreciates my genius.”

Garret snorted and grimaced. “Right. Watch out. With that big head of yours, someone might confuse you for a float in the parade.”

“Hey, I never said Joseph was a genius,” Michelle added with a chuckle, hoping to lower the tension she felt on both sides of her. “Let’s not go that far.”

Joseph smacked a hand to his chest and winced. “Ouch. That one hurt, Michelle.”

“I’m pretty sure your ego will survive,” she said with another laugh. 

They had arrived at the Town Center by this point and people were lined up on both sides of the street. The parade had just begun, with horses leading the way. Little kids screamed and scrambled to get all of the candy thrown from the floats. Michelle, Garret, and Joseph stood back and watched it all, occasionally catching a rogue packet of Smarties or Tootsie Roll tossed in their direction. After the awkward walk from the coffee shop, none of them said much. They seemed content to watch in silence, Michelle’s mind hardly able to comprehend the fact that she was standing next to Garret Smith. The whole situation was unreal. 

Finally, toward the end of the parade, Garret excused himself for a moment to say hi to a passing group of friends. As he left, she grabbed ahold of Joseph’s arm and squeezed. She couldn’t help but bounce on the balls of her feet, she was so excited. Everything was going perfectly. She’d managed not to swallow her tongue the entire half hour they’d stood there. Maybe she really could keep her cool around Garret. 

“I really think it’s working,” she said, biting at her lower lip. “He’s never talked to me this much in my lifetime.”

“Yeah, I told you he’d go for you.” Joseph shrugged noncommittally. “Totally predictable.”

Her chest felt slightly deflated. She wasn’t sure why his words bothered her so much. But when Garret turned on the other side of the street and started walking back towards them, her spirits rose once again.

“Just keep it up, whatever you’re doing,” she said, giving him a smile. “I’m going to owe you big. Whatever you want, it’s yours.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” he grumbled, crushing the empty coffee cup in his hand. He gave her a sad smile and tossed it in the nearest trash can. “But at least you’ll get what you want.”

He marched away and as she watched him, her head filled with confusion. This was exactly what she wanted: her high school crush to finally notice her. 

So why did it feel so wrong in this moment?
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Chapter Six
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Joseph didn’t understand what was wrong with him. He’d never felt emotions like these before today — like he’d woken up on the wrong side of the bed every day for the last half century. He wanted to growl at everyone he passed, push through the crowds, and kick at the trashcans in the town center. 

Maybe this was yet another reason why he was better off secluding himself in his family’s house. He obviously couldn’t behave himself in public. Civilian life was just a distant memory. He’d never feel a sense of normalcy again. His two days in public was proof of that. He couldn’t control himself.

Michelle was gracious enough to shrug off his bad mood. She’d looked like an angel standing outside the Cafe, with her hair pulled up into a messy bun, ear warmer headband, and her off-white sweater. And even when he’d let her have a moment alone with his brother in the shop, she’d thought to bring him coffee. 

But despite her kindness, he’d doubled down on his surly behavior and prodded his brother during a game of Never Have I Ever. What was he doing? 

“Dude! Joseph!” 

He froze when he heard Garret’s voice call behind him. His shoulders felt stiff, but he tried his best to smile. “What’s up?”

Garret paused to do his customary gesture of running his fingers through his shaggy hair. It was a move he often claimed that all the ladies loved. “Michelle wants to take a hayride up to the Arts Festival. You game?”

He felt an odd sort of tug-of-war inside him at the mention of Michelle’s name. He’d like nothing better at that moment to join them, but he had the feeling she’d rather go alone with his younger brother. 

“Nah, you guys go ahead,” he said, wincing when a sharp pain went through his chest. “I’ll catch up.”

“Okay, that works.” Garret looked over his shoulder at Michelle chatting with an older lady outside the library. “But before we go, can I ask you something?”

Joseph shifted his weight to his other foot, knowing exactly what was running through his brother’s mind and dreading the conversation that was about to follow. “Sure...”

“Are you into Michelle?” He made a face and bared his teeth. “Because it seemed like it yesterday at the carnival, but today I’m not so sure. If you are, it’s cool, dude. I’ll back off. But if she’s free game, I think I might like to take a shot.”

Joseph’s jaw tensed so hard he thought he felt it pop. He didn’t appreciate his younger brother referring to Michelle as free game. She wasn’t a prize to be won or something to score with. She was a grown woman, with thoughts and feelings. 

But this was what she wanted. He couldn’t forget that.

“If you’re interested, go ahead.” He frowned and flexed his hands at his sides. “I’m sure she’d be thrilled.”

“Awesome.” A goofy grin spread on Garret’s face. “Think she’d go with me to the Harvest Ball tonight? Girls love those kinds of things.”

His voice was flat. “I think nothing would make her happier.” 

Garret smacked him on the shoulder and laughed, his eyes shining. “It’s a plan. We’ll see you later.”

He ran the other way and Joseph turned his back, trudging in the direction of his parents’ home. Blood pounded in his ears and his head ached terribly. He desperately needed a reset on this day. Something was off with him. He shouldn’t have been feeling this way. 

His mission was a success. Michelle got her man. Garret was finally chasing after a woman who would do him good. So what was the problem?

A moment later, fingers wrapped around his hand and stopped him in his tracks. He turned to see Michelle tugging on his arm, her eyes glowing with excitement. His heart jumped at the sight of her, his anger instantly melting away.

“What are you doing?” she asked with a shake of her blonde head. “Aren’t you coming with?”

He held onto her hand, not quite able to release it yet. “On the hayride?” 

“Yes. It’ll be fun. You should come.”

“But Garret...”

She lifted her chin and her smile brightened. “He’s coming, but I’m not going without you. Come on. I’m in the mood for some kettle corn and I know they’ll be selling it. If you’re lucky, I’ll even let you have a piece. Or two.”

He chuckled and raked a hand through his short hair. He’d meant to give them some time alone, but saying no to her face was going to be impossible. If she really needed him there, then he supposed he could make an exception. 

“Fine, I’ll come.”

“Good.” 

She squeezed his hand and a thoughtful expression came over her face. He waited for her to say something, his arm tingling from feeling her hand in his. She was so cute with the little thought line between her eyebrows, her mouth scrunched to one side. He really couldn’t help but stare at her. 

“I can’t thank you enough,” she finally said, resting her index finger on her lips. “Yesterday, I was ready to bury my head in the sand and hide out in my house for the rest of Thanksgiving break. But you helped me get over my fears. Whatever comes out of this, I wanted to thank you now.  You’ve been a really great friend to me.”

The warming sensations he’d been feeling in his chest just a second ago were suddenly doused. He tried his best to nod his head, to indicate he accepted her thanks, but he was pretty sure he’d lost all control over his muscular system. Michelle didn’t seem to notice. She pulled her hand away and smiled at him once again.

“Come on, Garret’s saving us seats. The hayrides are about to start.”

His feet moved of their own accord, following her slowly toward the John Deer tractors waiting in the street to haul the citizens of Blessings to the Arts Festival in their hay-filled trailers. All along the way, the wheels in his head turned. Why was the thought of being Michelle’s friend so deflating? Why couldn’t he just get a grip? Had his time in the military really affected him so much that he couldn’t act like a normal person?

They came to the trailer where Garret sat on a long, square hay bale. He offered a hand and hauled Michelle up on the spot next to him. Joseph hopped up after her and took the seat on her other side. The trailer filled up fast with people of all ages. A cute little curly-headed blonde sat next to him in a frilly blue dress. She held a plastic pink wand in her hand and had glitter swirls all over her face. Grinning up at Joseph, she displayed her missing front tooth.

“What’s your name?” she asked, pointing a finger awfully close to his nose.

“Joseph,” he said with a laugh. He’d always liked kids. They said what was on their mind. No holds barred, no filter system. “What’s yours?”

“Emily. Is that your girlfriend?” She pointed to Michelle, who was watching them, her blue eyes crinkled with laughter. 

“No, she’s just my friend,” he replied, the last word leaving a sour taste in his mouth. 

Friends. Just friends. As if friends were a dime a dozen and disposable. 

“I have a boyfriend,” Emily said in a squeaky voice. “His name’s Trent and we like to play Go Fish.” 

Joseph laughed and ran his hands up his legs. Young love was so simple like that. If a kid liked a girl, all he had to do was tell her so and they’d go skipping off into the sunset to play card games. Easy. Too bad love wasn’t that simple in the grown up world. 

Just listening to Michelle try and talk to his brother was painful. She seemed to forget how to talk around him. But get her alone, and she could talk about anything. Just like on the Ferris wheel yesterday evening. He’d enjoyed her company more than he had expected. 

“Do you like to play Go Fish?” Emily asked Michelle, leaning forward to look at her. 

“Actually, I do,” she said. “I just haven’t played it in a very long time.”

“You should play it with him.” Emily pointed at Joseph. “He’s cute. And he likes you. I bet he’d let you win.”

The tips of Joseph’s ears grew warm as Michelle grinned at him. He was starting to rethink his love of little kids’ honesty policy. Maybe they were a little too honest for his taste. 

“He is cute,” Michelle said, raising her eyebrows. “But I don’t think he likes me enough to play Go Fish. Or, to let me win.”

The little girl shrugged and went back to playing with her older brother sitting beside her. Michelle shook her head and laughed, glancing at Joseph as if to get his take on the whole thing. He tried to chuckle along with her, but something about that conversation had hit him straight in the gut. 

He did like Michelle. There had never been a question about that. After all, she was the only one who could get him out of his house after six weeks of essentially being a recluse. And it was because of her that he was finally thinking about his future. 

But he liked her more than that. Spending the last two days together, pretending to flirt in front of his brother, had done things to him. They’d struck a chord within him. A chord that wouldn’t stop playing. 

There was a reason he was feeling like such a bear today. Every time his brother even glanced her way, it felt like being stabbed with a needle. A thousand needles. He wanted her to himself. Every touch, every smile, every shared expression had wormed their way into his heart. He’d always known she was different. That she was special. Even as kids.

And he definitely liked her enough to play Go Fish. And to let her win.

As the trailer went over a bump in the road, everyone shifted in their seats. Michelle leaned against him, her soft hair brushing against his shoulder, smelling again like coconuts. He dared not move, for fear that she’d shift away from him. Feeling her body next to his, the heat of her skin and the reaction in his gut was all the confirmation he needed. 

He was falling for his brother’s girl. 
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Chapter Seven
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Michelle waltzed around the craft and activity fair between the Smith brothers, giddily holding her giant bag of sweet and salty kettle corn. Every November it was held at the Benedict Homestead Heritage Farm and this year had turned out to be an especially beautiful and sunny day. 

A giant pumpkin patch full of impressive sized orange and white pumpkins stood just past a bright red painted barn. Kids darted throughout the drying vines, picking the last of the year’s harvest to paint and bring home. Pony rides and a corn maze had been set up just beyond the field. At the far end of the homestead was a massive metal shed where vendors from local businesses and artisans had set up their booths. Michelle directed Garret and Joseph to the shed first, eager to look through the wares. 

But it was hard to keep her attention on shopping, or anything really, except for the men standing on either side of her. Garret was flirting openly with her now, spouting off jokes and shooting her devastatingly handsome grins. She’s spotted Joseph and him talking right after the parade. Joseph must’ve given him the go-ahead. The very thought made her giddy with nerves.

That was in stark opposition to the feelings Joseph gave her as he was helping her pick out a hand-painted wooden sign for her new apartment in Kansas City. He was a steady presence. He listened patiently whenever she spoke and seemed to understand her even when she acted flustered. The few times their hands brushed when reaching for a sign had set her skin aflame. It was a confusing effect that made her peek at him in wonder several times when he wasn’t looking her way. 

What was going on with her? 

“What do you think of this?” Garret pointed to a sign with a piece of holly painted on it and the words Dear Santa, Define Naughty? He guffawed and pulled it off the wall, offering it to her. “I think you need this one.”

“Right.” She raised an eyebrow and gave him a little smile. “I’m not sure that’s what I’m looking for.”

“Come one, it’s funny and pretty. You can’t get better than that.”

“No, I think this one might be more her style,” Joseph offered, kneeling to look at a sign on the floor that leaned against the metal wall of the shed. 

It consisted of three pieces of whitewashed wood with the words Love. Teach. Inspire painted in bright teal. Michelle gasped and went closer to look, kneeling next to him.

“It’s perfect. It’s just what I wanted. It’s so pretty, too.” 

“I figured.” He scratched the back of his head with a sheepish smile. “Just don’t tell anyone I picked it out. I might lose my reputation around here.”

She laughed and shot him a grin. “Your reputation for what? Moving back in with your parents at the age of twenty-five and without a job?”

“Touché,” he said with a dramatic wince. “But I think I’ve finally got a plan for that.”

Sitting back on her heels, she raised her eyebrows. “Do tell.”

“I thought about it a lot last night, after the carnival. And well, they’re hiring down at the police station. First year cadets. My military training should come in handy.”

Her mouth dropped and she clapped her hands together. “That’s a great idea! My dad would love to have you on the force. He’s always in need of good men like you.”

Men with even tempers, a quick wit, and compassion made the best cops, as her father would say. Men like Joseph. There was no question that he would excel at the Blessings police force. 

“That’s nice of you to say.” He frowned down at his hands. “Because there are days I don’t feel like such a good man. Days like today. Days when I want what someone else has.”

She had no idea what he was talking about. He’d been nothing but a wonderful friend all weekend. It was puzzling to hear him talk like that. Just when she was about to ask him to explain, Garret tapped her on the shoulder.

“Hey, beautiful, are you thirsty? I’m about to run and grab a Coke.”

Her cheeks felt hot as she stood to face him. He’d never called her beautiful before today. It was a strange feeling. 

“No, I’m okay.” 

“All right, I’ll be back in a minute.” He nodded at the sign. “You go pay for your lame sign and then I have something very important to ask you”— he wiggled his eyebrows —“something I think you’re going to like.”

She tried to hide her nervous smile while shaking off his insult about her sign. Surely, he was talking about the Harvest Ball tonight. Everyone in Blessings went to it. It was the big event to look forward to every Thanksgiving. She’d always gone with friends. Never with a date. It looked like things were really changing this year. All thanks to Joseph.

“Sounds good.” She tried not to stumble over her words. “See you soon.”

Her eyes trailed him as he walked away. When he disappeared she glanced over at Joseph. He was watching her with a mixture of disgust and pain on his face.

“What?” She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling judged. “Am I acting too pathetic or something?”

“No.” He stood and mimicked her stance with his hands crossed over his buff chest. “I just think maybe this plan’s gotten out of hand.”

Shaking her head, she picked up the sign and went to hand the cashier a wad of cash from her purse. “What do you mean? It’s perfect. He’s going to ask me to the ball. Didn’t you just hear him? He’s got an important question to ask me.”

Men could be so oblivious. Obviously, the plan was working. Why was Joseph so freaked out?

“Well...yes.” He looked around, as if making sure no one was in earshot. “But what if I told you that this was all a mistake?”

She held the sign in her arms and narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what if I told you that going after Garret is a mistake?”

A crowd of people pushed past her, jostling her in the hustle. The arts festival was getting busy. She grabbed Joseph’s arm and pulled him toward the nearest door, walking swiftly until they were outside in the warm sunlight and away from prying ears.

“What are you saying?” she demanded, turning around to face him. Dread had entered her heart. “I thought you were on board. I thought you said I’d be good for your brother.”

“I did say that.” He shuffled his feet and stared hard at the ground. “But maybe I was wrong.”

Her heart was threatening to escape from her chest. She took a step back, pain entering her voice. “So, now I’m not good enough?”

He looked up at her, panic flashing in his eyes. “No, that’s not what I was saying.”

“Then, what?” 

She couldn’t imagine what had changed so rapidly to make Joseph think that she and Garret weren’t a good idea. She’d played along. Flirted when he flirted with her. Returned all his smiles and teasing grins. Laughed at his jokes. All to make his younger brother notice her. What had she done wrong? 

“I’m saying that Garret isn’t the guy for you.” He laughed nervously. “My brother is still a kid in a lot of ways. He’s got oats to sow. His whole plan for after college is to travel the world. You don’t fit into that plan.”

She felt her face crumple. Sure, she’d been having those niggling doubts of her own, but hearing Joseph say them out loud was like pushing a dagger through her heart. She didn’t fit in to Garret’s plan. Just like she hadn’t fit into his life during school, either. She’d come so far and gotten nowhere. It didn’t matter what she did. 

“Well, thank you for the pep talk, coach.” She picked up her wooden sign and glared at him. “It’s nice to hear that I’ll never be good enough.” 

He raked a hand through his hair. “That’s not what I’m saying, Michelle. If you’d just listen—”

“I don’t think I need to listen to another word of this.” She turned on her heels, ready to stomp away from this heart-wrenchingly sad conversation. “I thought you were my friend, Joseph.”

“I am.” He grabbed her wrist and rushed to cut off her path. Desperation showed in the lines around his mouth. Taking her hand in both of his, he leaned down just enough to look deep in her eyes. “But what I’m saying is: choose me. Don’t go to the ball with my brother. Go with me.”

Shock coursed through her. She could hardly believe what she’d just heard. Was he really asking her to go to the ball with him? 

She tore her hand out of his and recoiled against the metal shed. “What?”

“I told you that today I wasn’t acting how a good man should. And that I wanted what someone else has.” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I’m allowing myself to be extremely selfish for a minute. I’m asking you to forget Garret and go with me instead. I want you.”

Michelle wasn’t sure what to think about this turn of events. Her brain had stopped working, along with her tongue. She just stared wide-eyed at him, waiting for him to pop a goofy grin and yell psyche! 

She’d been practically in love with Garret for almost her whole life. And this weekend had been the culmination of over a dozen years of longing. How could Joseph ask her to just forget about all of that and go with him to the ball? It was absurd. He didn’t know what he was asking. 

“Michelle?” He took a step closer, his voice softening. “Will you go with me?”

Her lips tried to form the words no, but her heart wouldn’t let them. Confusion roiled inside her head. Everything would be so easy if only it wasn’t Joseph standing in front of her, looking at her like that. It killed her. She didn’t know what to do. There was only one thing she could do.

She turned around and she ran.
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Chapter Eight
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Joseph stumbled back into the arts festival, his legs feeling like jelly. In his arms he carried Michelle’s wooden sign that he’d picked up for her. He couldn’t believe she’d just turned tail and ran like that. His heart had begged her to choose him. To tell him that she was falling for him, too. But she’s just stared at him until he felt his heart physically breaking. And now, she was nowhere to be seen.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he grumbled to himself. 

An old woman with silver curls examining a display of jellies looked up at him, startled. He mumbled an apology and pushed past her. He needed to find Michelle. Make this right. Tell her he had a lapse of judgment. Or an aneurysm. Something to make it better.

He wished he could take it all back. The festival, the parade, the carnival, and even bumping into her in his father’s study. This was all proving to be the biggest mistake of his life. What was he thinking, agreeing to Michelle’s plan? He’d been into her for as long as he could remember. There had always been something about her. Something different and beautiful. 

As a kid, he used to leave flowers in her lunch box, hoping she’d like them. In high school, he’d been too nervous to even speak to her, let alone ask her out. He’d watched her from afar, warning off jerks who found her in their radar. Protecting her.

It was always clear that she had feelings for Garret. His biggest fear was going after her, only to have his brother go after her as well. He knew even then he would lose out. That Michelle would choose Garret over him. So he’d stayed away. 

He thought those feelings for her had long since faded, but the last two days had brought them raging back. Along with his inability to maintain his cool around her. He’d practically ordered her to forget his brother and take him to the ball instead. What kind of guy did that? A jerk, that was who. A jerk who threw his own little brother under the bus. 

Scrubbing his face with his hand, he leaned against the wall of the shed and mentally berated himself. He should’ve known better. Michelle had been in love with Garret forever. She didn’t want him.

She didn’t love him.

“Hey bro, you seen Michelle?” Garret came waltzing up, his Coke in hand. 

He had the careless and free vibe that made girls go crazy for him. Here he was, about to ask the most amazing woman in the world to the Harvest Ball and he wasn’t even breaking a sweat. Joseph had never been envious of his little brother until now. And boy, did his heart hurt with the weight of that jealousy.

“She ran off,” Joseph said, pushing the wooden sign into Garret’s chest. “But when you find her, will you give her this? She forgot it.”

Garret took it and frowned. “You leaving?” 

“Yeah, I’ve had enough of crowds to last me for the rest of the month.” He scanned the room, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of Michelle’s golden hair. No luck. “I’m going to call it a day.”

“Back to the study it is?”

“Yeah. Have fun at the ball with Michelle.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go?” Garret rose up to his highest height and looked over the crowd. “I’m sure I could find someone for you to take. I heard Leslie Brown is back in town. The two of you might like a reunion.”

Joseph made a face. The last person he wanted to take to the Harvest Ball was Leslie Brown. She’d probably ditch him the second they got there. Just like she did when he took her to his senior prom. Been there, done that. And he didn’t need to be in the same room as Michelle and his brother, watching them dance together. Knowing what was running through their minds. The thought was far too painful. He needed to be as far away from that as possible.

“I think I’m better off staying home,” he said. “I’ve got a police manual to study, if I’m going to make the squad. I’m going to pick up a procedural book on the way home.”

“Girls love a man in uniform,” Garret said with a grin. “You’re going to have to beat them off with a stick after you join the force.”

He tried to laugh at his joke, but there was only one woman he cared about in that moment. And there was no way she’d be coming after him, uniform or not.

“Just have fun tonight,” he said, taking a step backwards. “Treat her well.”

Garret placed a hand on his shoulder, halting him from walking off. “Are you sure you’re okay with me asking Michelle? If there’s even a tiny part of you that’s into her, dude, I won’t go there.”

Joseph grimaced, his gut twisting. As much as the possessive green monster in him wanted to snarl and tell his little brother to keep his paws off, that wasn’t what Michelle wanted. She’d been gearing up for Garret to ask her to the ball. He couldn’t disappoint her. She deserved to be happy. Even if it killed him. 

“No, you need to ask her.” A trickle of hot sweat went down the back of his neck. It was too hot out here. He needed to get away. “She’s been into you since we were kids.”

Garret pulled back, an incredulous smile growing on his face. “Really? I never knew.”

That was because Garret was too busy chasing after things that didn’t last. Like popularity and the latest fashion. He lived his life that way, in the fast lane. But as much as he’d hate to admit it aloud, there were times when Joseph wished he were more like his resilient little brother. He let things slide off his back like oil. His carefree lifestyle was something Joseph could never have. 

No matter how much he wished in that moment that he didn’t care about Michelle.

“Just treat her well,” he said, patting his brother on the shoulder. “She deserves to be treated with respect. Don’t break her heart.”

He took a step toward the door when his brother’s voice halted him in his tracks.

“I know she’s special, Joey. I’m not going to ruin this.”

He turned, his expression pained. “I’m glad.”

Garret was watching him, his eyes reflecting a serious glow. “She’s too good for me. I know that.”

“I never said that—”

“She’s smart. Driven. Has her feet solidly on the ground.” He shoved his hands in his front pockets and sucked in his cheeks. “To tell you the truth, I admire her for it. She knows where she’s going to be ten years from now and I have no idea where I’ll be ten hours from now. She’s beautiful, and kind, and perfect. Don’t think I don’t know these things. I’m not as clueless as you think.”

Joseph grunted. “I don’t think you’re clueless.”

“Right.” He turned his head away and harrumphed. “You’re going to act like you don’t silently judge me for wanting to travel the world when I graduate? Or that I repeat every mistake you’ve ever made? Come on, admit it.”

Joseph chuckled and shook his head. Apparently, his kid brother had grown up without telling him. He’d underestimated his maturity. If he really felt all of those things about Michelle, then maybe he would treat her well. It was the least Joseph could ask for.

“All right, I admit it,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry if I didn’t take you seriously. It’s an older brother flaw, I’m afraid. One that I need to work on breaking.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got plenty of immature thoughts left in my head,” Garret quipped back, a goofy grin on his face. He took a sip of his Coke. “And plenty of mistakes to make. Don’t stop being my disapproving older brother just yet. I’ve still got miles to go.”

Joseph barked out a laugh. He really had underestimated his brother and how aware he was of his older brother’s disapproving eye. The guys in his troop had always lovingly referred to him as Papa Joseph, as if he were the overbearing grandfather of the group, keeping his cadets in line. Until now, he’d shrugged off the nickname as ridiculous, but apparently Garret had felt the same. He had judged them. He’d judged them all. Instead, he should’ve been focused on himself. 

Garret would be okay, eventually. Maybe he still needed to sow a few wild oats, but he’d land on his feet. He always did. Now, Joseph needed to focus on living his own life. Moving forward with his new career plans. Putting his past behind him. 

And that included his feelings for Michelle.
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Chapter Nine
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Michelle’s cheeks still burned with shame as she stared out at the small pond on the Benedict Homestead Heritage Farm. A few colorful ducks floated gracefully on the dark water, the shrill noises they made doing nothing to distract her from her misery. She couldn’t believe she’d run away from Joseph like that. The man deserved an answer and she’d been too overwhelmed to give him one. Her head was still reeling from the encounter, her heart aching in her chest.

Footsteps sounded behind her and she turned, hoping that it was Joseph and she could apologize to him. Set everything right and return to just a few hours ago when her greatest desire was simply for his younger brother to ask her to the Harvest Ball. But it wasn’t him. It was Garret, holding a Coke cup in his hand and the wooden sign she’d abandoned with Joseph just fifteen minutes ago. 

“I think you forgot this,” he said, setting the sign on the ground and taking a seat on the log next to her. His long legs stretched nearly to the edge of the water. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and smiled. “Are you missing school already?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m ready to graduate and come back home. I’ve missed this place. Blessings is a part of my soul.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I love it. Always have. The people, the small town life, and even the weather. You can’t imagine how much it rains in Rhode Island.”

“I guess I never felt the same way.” He leaned back, his hands splayed on either side of the log beside him. “I couldn’t wait to get out of this town. Going to school in Manhattan was a baby step away. Traveling the world after graduation will be when the real fun starts.”

She leaned her elbows on her knees and cradled her chin in her hands. A few of her friends at school felt the same way and had already applied for internships and jobs in exotic locations. She wished them well, but the warmth of home still called to her.

“Can I ask you a random question?” Garret scratched the back of his head and glanced at her.

“Sure.”

“Joseph said that you’ve been into me since we were kids. Is that true?”

She groaned and covered her face with her hands, feeling her cheeks burn hot beneath her fingers. “Maybe...”

Why had Joseph spilled her secret after the conversation they’d just had? He’d asked her to choose him over his little brother. So why was he telling Garret she was into him? It wasn’t exactly the surest way to win the girl.

“Well, I think it’s cool,” Garret said. He nudged her with his shoulder and chuckled. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

She peered at him from between her fingers. “I did tell you.”

He shook his head. “What? When?”

“The night of our graduation. I found you at Noah Tollefson’s party. You were sitting on the front porch swing.”

His eyes widened. “You sat with me?”

“Yes.” Her cheeks burned. “And everything spilled out of me. About how I’d liked you since we were kids and how I liked you still. But you just gave me a pat on the back and went back inside to your ex-girlfriend.”

Garret groaned and scrubbed his face with his hands. “Michelle, I was not in a fit state that night to hear anyone’s confession. I’m pretty sure I blacked out for half of the party. The only thing I remember about our conversation is you saying that you were moving away for school. That’s it. I’m so sorry.”

She laughed, pulling her knees in to wrap her arms around them. All this time, she’d been petrified of Garret bringing it up, but he hadn’t remembered a single thing about her confession. She’s spent so much wasted time worrying and beating herself up. It was ridiculous. 

“And to think,” she said, glancing at him, “all this time I thought you rejected me. When really, you were too drunk to listen.”

“Yeah and I got in a lot of trouble that night. Believe me, waking up your parents at three in the morning by throwing up in the guest bath isn’t pretty. They threatened to make me march down to the police station and turn myself in for underaged drinking. Instead, they sentenced me to a summer of volunteering at church to polish the pews. I still hate the smell of polish.”

She chuckled softly, imagining him on his hands and knees, peeling gum off the bottom of the pews. It sounded like the kind of punishment her parents would dole out for the same thing. Not that she ever had to find out. 

Garret studied her for a long moment, his frown deepening. “Why didn’t you tell me before graduation?”

She sighed. “You were always so cool. So confident. I had braces, frizzy hair, and a bad case of word vomit whenever you were around. I was pretty sure you’d laugh.”

His chest rose and fell with a deep breath. “I wouldn’t have laughed at you.”

“Right.” She dropped her hands to her knees and stared pointedly at him. “But you didn’t feel that way about me. I think you barely knew I existed.”

The grin melted from his face and he looked out across the pond, his jaw working. “I want to lie to you and say that’s not true, but I can’t. You’re right, I didn’t notice you. I’m sorry.”

She’d never seen Garret so serious before now. He was the kind of guy who always goofed around. The class clown with the ornery grin. His apology made her reach out and place her hand comfortingly on his.

“It’s okay. We’re both different people now.” 

“Yeah, and you’d better believe I learned my lesson.” He turned to look at her, his blue eyes staring intently into hers. “You’re so beautiful, Michelle. I’m not sure how I missed it. I see it, now.”

She waited for the heavens to split open above them and for trumpets to sound. This was the moment she’d been waiting for. But as Garret leaned in toward her, his gaze directed toward her lips, she felt a flash of panic go through her chest. He placed his hand on the side of her cheek and moved closer until not even an inch separated them. His other hand dropped to her waist.

She urgently scanned his face, noticing the absurdly long length of his eyelashes and the definition of his jawline. She’d day-dreamed about that face for so long, but it had never felt like this. In her mind, this moment would be filled with tingles and fireworks. Instead, it felt all wrong.

“I can’t do this.” She pulled away from him suddenly, gasping as she looked out over the pond. 

What had just happened? 

Joseph’s face swam before her teary gaze. The soft crinkle of his eyes when he smiled, the gentle curve of his smile. The heat of his hand on hers. Her heart quickened when she thought of his last request to her. He’d wanted her to choose him. 

“I’m so sorry. I think I’ve made a terrible mistake,” she said, burying her face in her hands. 

She flinched when she felt an arm cross over her shoulders. Looking up, she saw Garret watching her with a sympathetic expression on his face. He squeezed her shoulder comfortingly and shook his shaggy head.

“It’s okay. I’m all right with just sitting here with you.”

She smiled gratefully at him, wondering what was wrong with her. She’d had two men wanting her in a single day and she couldn’t seem to translate what her heart was trying to tell her. 

“Do you want to tell me about it?” Garret asked, picking up a handful of rocks from under the log. 

“Something happened this weekend.” She wished she could melt into the sand beneath their feet and disappear forever among the lily pads and reeds. It was mortifying to make this confession to Garret, but she knew it needed to be said. “Joseph and I were trying to get you to ask me to the Harvest Ball. To notice me, for once. That’s why he was flirting with me. He figured you’d go after me, too.”

His eyebrows raised and he chuckled. “You faked liking each other just so I would ask you to the dance?”

Her chest felt splotchy and itchy. “Yes...I’m so embarrassed. I’m sorry we manipulated you that way.”

“Well, I guess it worked. And I guess I’m more predictable than I thought.” He sat back on the log, a frown forming on his lips. “Joey always accused me of following along a little too closely in his footsteps, but I always denied it. I guess he was right. The last thing I ever wanted to be in this life was predictable.”

“But that’s not all you are.” She turned to him, splaying her hands palm up in front of her torso. “You’re funny, you’re charming, you’re adventurous. I wish I had half of your courage.”

His lips twitched with a smile. “If I’m all of that, then what’s so wrong with me that you can’t kiss me back?”

She licked her lips and took a deep breath. “You’re just not Joseph.”

He breathed in through his nose, his nostrils flaring, and looked down at the ground. She wished she could know what he was thinking. Never in a million years had she expected this outcome. She’d been dead set on getting Garret’s attention, but now that she had it, it wasn’t what she’d expected. 

Joseph had been a different case. From the moment she barged into his dad’s study, they’d clicked. Not only did he know how to make her laugh, but he also helped her feel confident in a way that Garret never had. And now, it was the only way she wanted to feel. She didn’t want to give that up.

“I hope you don’t hate me,” she said quietly, picking at the hem of her sweater. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“At the very least, I can say that I bounce back quickly,” he replied, shooting her a smile. “I’ll live. But I think you should really be telling my brother all of this.”

She gulped and shook her head violently. “No way. The last time we spoke, he asked me to choose him and I pretty much ran away as fast as I could. You should’ve seen the look on his face.”

Her memory conjured up an image of Joseph as he held her hand and asked her to go to the ball with him. His expression had been so earnest, as if he were putting his heart on the line and she’d just stomped on it. No, she couldn’t tell Joseph these things. She’d lost that right the moment her silly head and heart had stopped communicating to her what she really wanted. 

“Well, you should’ve seen the look on his face when he told me to take care of you.” Garret arched an eyebrow and tossed a rock into the pond, breaking the smooth surface. “I’ve never seen him like that, but it all makes sense now. He’s totally into you. He has been since we were little.”

“What? No.” Michelle shook her head. “That doesn’t sound right.”

“It’s true! I remember how he would go down to the ditch near our house just to pick flowers every day for you. I thought he was just being stupid, but I guess he liked you even then.”

Her mouth fell open in awe. “You mean those dandelions that he would shove into my lunchbox? I thought he was just teasing me.”

“No, I think they were a third grader’s way of announcing his love for you.” Garret threw his head back and chuckled. “I think I even remember him grabbing Alex Knottly by the collar in the high school locker room and threatening to deal with him if he ever said something rude about you again. I didn’t think much of it then, but now it makes sense.”

She hadn’t realized that Joseph had done those things for her. Her heart warmed at the thought. If only she’d known. If only she’d realized before now how wrong she and Garret were for each other and how Joseph was the man she needed. 

“I don’t know if I can face him again,” she said miserably, her stomach feeling like lead. “I really don’t.”

“Hmmm,” he replied, nodding his head slowly.

They sat sitting staring out at the ducks for a long, quiet moment, before Garret stood and offered her a hand. She took it, dusting off her pants where she’d been sitting on the log. When she looked back at him, he had a look of excitement on his face. His eyes were narrowed in concentration, as if he were just working his way through a thought. 

“What if I can fix things?” he asked, rubbing a hand along his chin. “Would you trust me enough to meet me at the ball tonight?”

She hesitated, knowing that the last place she wanted to be tonight was in a crowded hall full of happy couples, but the look in his eye drew her in. “Okay, I trust you.”

“Good.” He gave a nod of his head, a smile returning to his face. “Tonight, I’m lending you all of my courage. So don’t let me down.”

She tried to suppress a smile, but couldn’t help herself as her mood began to lighten. “And can I ask what the plan is?”

“It’s time for a little payback,” he said, rubbing his hands together vigorously. 
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Chapter Ten
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Joseph still couldn’t believe his brother had convinced him to go out this evening. He stared up at the clock on the Town Hall, his stomach heavy with dread. It was a deceptively beautiful night, with the sky above appearing cloudless and as the perfect inky blue color. The stars had just begun to wake up, dotting the sky above like a gorgeous canvas. 

He shrugged uncomfortably in his suit jacket and stuffed his hands in his pockets. There was one reason he was here and one reason only. Garret had spoken to Michelle’s dad about his desire to join the force and Chief Bright wanted to talk to him about it tonight. It was like an interview for a job interview. Play his cards right, and he’d have an in at the police force. That was the only thing that could’ve gotten him to set aside his misery for an hour.

“Don’t look so glum,” Garret said, thumping him on the back. He’d worn a nice pair of slacks and a button down pink shirt. “This is supposed to be fun.”

Todd and Russel were on his other side, their dates on their arms. Thankfully for Joseph, Garret had agreed to meet Michelle at the Town Hall. He didn’t even have the sensibility to pick her up at her home like a proper gentleman. Joseph wanted to knock his ears, but he didn’t have the energy. She probably didn’t even care. She got her man.

“As soon as I speak to Chief Bright, I’m out of here,” Joseph grumbled. 

“Oh, no you don’t.” Garret put his arm around his older brother and laughed. “I found a date for you, too. I told you this was going to be fun.”

His stomach reeled at the thought. The last thing he wanted tonight was a blind date. He’d just gone after his brother’s girl hours earlier today. Begged her to choose him instead. But here he was, showing up at the Harvest Ball alone. He didn’t deserve a date. And he didn’t want one.

“I’m not going on a blind date, Gar.” He shrugged Garret’s arm off his shoulder. 

“I think you’ll change your mind once you see her. She’s really hot.”

He rolled his eyes. “Is that all you ever think about? How hot a girl is?” 

Garret made a face. “I think she knows how to read, too. There, is that better?”

Nothing could make this night worse. He was expected to entertain a date who Garret had hand-picked for him while his younger brother danced with the woman he really wanted just across the room. His heart couldn’t take the thought. There was no way he was sticking around for that. His date would have to forgive him.

They joined the line of people making their way into the Town Hall event room. The hallway had been decorated with bales of hay and large orange pumpkins piled in stacks. The strong scent of cinnamon and spices drifted in the air. A friendly-looking scarecrow with big blue eyes greeted them just outside the darkened event hall. Joseph ducked his head as they walked in, not daring to look up. He didn’t want to make eye contact with Michelle tonight. Or any night, for that matter. He’d already humiliated himself enough in front of her. She probably never wanted to see him again.

“Look who’s here,” Garret said behind him, pointing over Joseph’s shoulder. 

He had to hold in a massive groan as Leslie Brown waved at them from across the hall. She hadn’t changed much in the years since Joseph had last seen her. Her silvery-blonde hair went down to her elbows with massive, loose curls. She wore a tight-fitting silver dress that very much looked like she’d wrapped herself in tin foil for the big event. 

Her hips swayed seductively as she walked toward them in stiletto heels sharp enough to crack a man’s skull. When she got close, Joseph could see that she’d had some work done. Was it her nose? Something was different. But still, she cracked a wide smile when their eyes met and didn’t hesitate to rush him for a hug.

“Joey Smith, is that you?”

He grunted a greeting, trying to turn around to glare at his brother. Was he seriously setting him up with Leslie Brown? But she grabbed ahold of his chin with a vice-like grip and forced him to look at her. 

“You’ve gotten hotter,” she exclaimed, her breath minty. She batted her heavily mascaraed eyes and smiled. “I just adore military guys.”

He grabbed her wrists and gently peeled her off of him. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m no longer in the military then.”

Her eyes widened for a second, but then a shrill laugh spilled out of her lips and she slapped him on the shoulder. “Oh, you silly man. You always know how to tease a girl.”

With a shrug, he looked over her head and scanned the dark room. He prayed that he could do his business and get out before Michelle showed up. Sure enough, he could just make out Chief Bright’s massive form standing across the room in a dark brown suit, pouring himself a glass from the punch bowl. No sign of his daughter. This was his chance.

“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” Joseph took a step toward the Chief, “I have someone I need to speak to.”

He didn’t wait to hear her response. Crossing the hard wooden dance floor, he made his way toward the snack tables. Soft, amber lights had been strung vertically on the walls, making for what he assumed was considered romantic lighting. A live band played music on a makeshift stage to his right, the lead singer crooning on the microphone as he strummed his guitar. Golden, shiny paper stars hung above his head, making the ceiling look like an otherworldly version of a night sky. Couples had already begun to dance beneath them, holding each other close as the band played a love song. Joseph couldn’t help but envy them. 

“Chief Bright,” he said, coming up behind the large man. “I wanted to speak to you.”

Chief Bright turned, his gaze taking in Joseph’s suit and tie. His eyes were the same stunning blue as Michelle’s. He was broad across the shoulders, with muscular arms. Time had softened him a little in the middle with an extra few pounds, but Joseph had no doubt the man could hold his own. His salt and pepper hair had been neatly combed to the side and his chin shaved baby smooth.

“Joseph Smith.” Chief Bright gave him an appraising smile. “My Michelle said you were talking about joining the force.”

“Yes, sir. I saw you had an opening. I’m just out of the military.”

“A military man. Michelle said as much. I like that. It means you have discipline.”

Joseph quirked a smile. “Yes, sir. I hope you’ll consider my application. I really believe this could be a great fit for me.”

“So do I.” Chief Bright elbowed him in the stomach with a grin. “You come on down to see me after Thanksgiving and we’ll get you started on training. I need good men like you on my force.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll do that.” 

Joseph ducked his head. Michelle had said the same exact thing. She’d apparently already talked him up to her father. He couldn’t have been more grateful to her. Evidently, his desperate attempt to woo her hadn’t totally made her hate him. He felt the sudden and strange desire to find her and thank her. 

“Where is Michelle tonight?” he asked nonchalantly.

“She’s waiting by the stage for her date,” Chief Bright said. His eyes narrowed and he swept the room. “She wouldn’t tell me who it was, but I’ve got my eyes peeled. Do me a favor and do the same. I want to know everything about the guy, right down to his social security number. See if he’s good enough for my baby girl.”

Joseph couldn’t help but gulp. He’d forgotten how intimidating Michelle’s father could be. When their families got together, it had always been a no pressure situation. But standing here, with Chief Bright’s hulking form actively scanning the room for trouble-makers, he took on a different form. Here, he was scary. For a brief moment, Joseph felt sorry for his little brother. 

“I’ll find her, sir,” Joseph said, taking a step toward the crowded stage area. “And thank you for considering me for your team.”

“Of course, Smith. I hope you know that you’re doing your father proud,” Chief replied loudly. 

He nodded gratefully and continued his journey toward where the Chief had said Michelle waited for his younger brother. His eyes scanned the couples dancing on the floor, just in case the two of them had already found each other. His stomach clenched at the thought, but he pushed the feeling down. 

It was time to put on his big boy pants. Michelle had obviously done him a favor by talking to her father about his desire to join the force. He could thank her and then apologize for what he’s said this afternoon. That was what a good man did. And this was the start of his journey to becoming a better man.

All of a sudden, the crowd seemed to part in front of him and his gaze fell upon a woman dressed in a brilliant golden dress that fell just past her knees. It was Michelle, but unlike he’d ever seen her before. Her long golden hair had been piled high on top of her head, with soft tendrils falling around her face. Her long neck was bare, but elegant golden bands hung from her ears. A soft pink glow kissed her cheeks and the dark makeup around her eyes made them pop. She was talking to someone, her face lighting up in a brilliant smile. Joseph froze, his heart thundering. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was beautiful. 

And totally off limits. 

He took a step backwards, but his shoulder bumped into someone. A hand wrapped around his back and he heard the familiar chuckle of his brother’s in his ear.

“I see you finally found her,” he said.

Joseph’s brow furrowed. He wasn’t sure why his brother hadn’t snapped her up to dance as soon as he got here. If it had been him, he wouldn’t have been able to keep his hands off her. 

As he stared at her, her gaze flitted in his direction. Recognition lit up her face and she stopped mid-sentence to stare right back at him.

“I should go,” he said, attempting to take a step backwards, but his brother’s grip wouldn’t let him. 

“Why would you want to do that?” Garret asked with another chuckle. He prodded him in the ribs. “Your date is waiting for you to ask her to dance.”

“I’m not dancing with Leslie,” he grumbled, crossing his arms. 

“No, not Leslie. She’s here with me tonight.” Garret shoved him a step forward. “Michelle is waiting. Go ask her. Ask your date to dance.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Michelle took a steadying breath, her hand on her abdomen, as Joseph and his brother stared at her from across the dance floor. Above her, the deejay’s lights flashed and the paper foil stars hanging from the ceiling swayed. Garret had said he would get Joseph here. She’d hardly believed him, but it seemed he’d followed through. 

As her gaze swept over him looking achingly gorgeous in his black suit, shiny loafers, and matching black tie, she finally recognized that feeling she got every time she was around him. It was a deep-seated need to be known by him. To feel his hand in hers, his eyes on her face. To see his smile and know it was for her. It wasn’t the flighty, nervous feeling that she’d once had around Garret. It was much deeper and true. 

If only she could tell him how she actually felt.

Her feet moved forward, her knees wobbly like jelly. She kept her gaze on his and willed her heart not to beat out of her chest. Joseph had the look on his face as if someone had popped out of a birthday cake right in front of him. His gorgeous mouth was slightly ajar, his amber eyes wide, and all of his attention focused on her. As she stepped closer, he snapped his jaw shut and she could see his Adam’s apple bob with a swallow. 

“Hi.” She ran her tongue over her lips, desperately hoping to sound more confident than she felt. 

He worked his jaw and dropped his hands to his sides. “Hi.”

Garret cleared his throat, causing them to both look in his direction. “Um, yeah. I’m just gonna go over there. Dance with my date. You two have fun.”

Michelle watched him go, knowing once and for all that the feelings she used to have for Garret had popped like a fragile soap bubble on the surface of the water. They’d been the results of years of daydreams. Not about a real person, but a figment she’d created in her head. The man standing in front of her now was so much better than all of those daydreams combined. 

“Why am I here?” Joseph asked, glancing on both sides of the room, as if he were expecting someone to jump out with a camera at any second. “I thought you were here with my brother.”

“No.”

“What happened to the plan?” 

“The plan succeeded.” She took a small step toward him, her eyes narrowing. “Garret asked me to the ball.”

“Then why aren’t you dancing with him right now?”

She placed a hand on his upper arm and felt him flinch. Dropping her arm back to her side, she searched his face, hoping he had it in him to forgive her. 

“Because I want to be with you,” she said, sorrow leaking into her voice. “I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it. I should’ve chosen you earlier today when you asked me to. And I should’ve chosen you all those years ago when you first left those slightly wilted flowers in my lunch box.”

A pained expression crossed his face and he fiddled with the button on his jacket. “You were in love with my brother.”

“I was in love with a figment of my imagination. The real Garret and I never meshed. Not like you and me. You helped me see that.”

“And so you just decided to take a chance at the Harvest Ball and trap me into coming here with you?”

She winced, her heart aching. When he put it that way, it sounded so horrible. What was she doing? Joseph didn’t deserve to feel second best. She should’ve chosen him first. She should’ve chosen him when he’d begged her to at the arts and crafts festival. It was obvious she didn’t deserve him.

“I’m sorry.” She shook her head, more curls falling into her face. Her eyes stung with unspent tears. “I shouldn’t have done that to you. It was a bad idea. Please forgive me.”

She turned to flee, when a hand wrapped around her wrist. She turned back toward him to see a small smile playing on his lips. His gaze caressed her face, tenderness reflecting in his eyes. “You do realize that your father is going to kill me when he finds out I’m here with his precious daughter?” 

A nervous laugh burst from her lips. Looking over her shoulder, she was relieved not to see her dad through the thick crowds that had closed around them. “Don’t worry about him. He’s all bark and no bite.”

“I don’t know if I believe that,” he said, tilting his head to one side as he chuckled. “But in this moment, I don’t care. I want his daughter all to myself. And she wants me. That happy ending seems more within reach than I ever thought before.”

Relief burst through Michelle’s chest. She gazed up into Joseph’s eyes, her heart melting. He looked back at her with more feeling than anyone had before now. She couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome to this twisted week of Thanksgiving shenanigans. Her stubborn head had her chasing after a man she never could’ve loved, but her heart had known the truth all along. Joseph was hers.  

“Want to dance with me?” she asked softly.

The band had begun to play a slow tune and couples rushed to the dance floor around them. Joseph nodded slightly, stepping forward to take her hand in his. She tried her best not to tremble as his other hand spread across her lower back. Peering over his shoulder, she closed her eyes and inhaled the pleasant scent of his aftershave. 

“I talked to my dad about your application,” she said quietly. 

“I know, I just spoke to him.” His grip tightened on her hand and he pulled her in even closer, until no space separated their chests as they swayed to the beat. Goosebumps traveled up and down her back. “Thank you. I didn’t think I deserved your praise. Not after the way I confronted you at the festival. That wasn’t fair of me.”

She pulled back just enough to look up in his eyes. “Everything I said about you was true. You’re a good and honest man. You’ve always been that way. There was no question that you’d make a great cop. I had to let my dad know.”

He moved his hand from her waist to cradle her face. Warmth flooded her skin, all the way down to her toes. “Thank you, Michelle. You have no idea what those words mean to me. Especially from you.”

His thumb slowly traced the cupid’s bow of her lip as his gaze moved to her mouth. Heat smoldered in his eyes. He leaned in closer and butterflies filled her stomach. With just inches between them, he paused and sighed softly.

“I have a confession to make.”

She swallowed nervously, her gaze flicking from his mouth up to his eyes and back. “What’s that?”

“I think I’ve adored you my whole life.” 

She raised up onto her toes and pressed her lips against his, her whole body ringing like a bell. He responded in kind by sliding his hand to the back of her head and deepening the kiss. He tasted like sweet mint, the sensation leaving her tingling. As he continued to kiss her, his fingers traced along the curve of her neck, causing sparks to race up and down her spine. She clung to the front of his jacket, afraid to let go. 

Never in her wildest daydreams had she imagined such a kiss. It was wonderful. Just like the man holding her tight in his arms.

She’d never mistake daydreams for the real thing again. 
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Epilogue
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Joseph yelled at the TV set, urging his boys to run faster down the field. Chief Bright sat next to him on the leather couch, the vessels in his neck threatening to pop as he pumped his fist in the air. They both cheered for their football team, oblivious to the family gathering going on around them until an arm slid across Joseph’s shoulder.

“Hey there, handsome.” Michelle sat on his lap and planted a warm kiss on his cheek, sending delicious heat cascading down his skin. “You about ready to eat? Mom says Thanksgiving dinner is on the table.”

“Just about.” He wrapped his arms snuggly around her waist and pulled her in closer, burying his face in her coconut scented hair. He loved the feeling of her soft curves in his arms. He could never get enough of her.

“Our team’s about to score,” Chief Bright exclaimed, his eyes glued solidly to the TV. Joseph wasn’t sure if that was because he was truly distracted by the game or if he didn’t want to see his employee getting cozy with his daughter. Either way, he’d been begrudgingly kind about the whole thing. 

After Joseph provided him with his social security number and a thorough background check, of course. 

But that had been an entire year ago. A year in which Michelle had graduated with honors and Joseph had graduated the training academy. He was solidly on the Blessings police force now and she had accepted a job teaching eighth grade in Kansas City. In all, it had been a beautiful year and the brand new square-cut diamond ring on Michelle’s left hand proved it.

“Better start thinking about the thing you were grateful for this year,” Michelle said to her dad as she unconsciously trailed her fingers up Joseph’s arm in a tantalizingly slow pattern that made the fire flare in his gut. The light from the window hit her ring just right and caused it to sparkle. “You know Mom won’t let us eat until everyone at the table has said theirs. And it can’t be that you’re grateful you won’t have to come up with another line for a whole year. You tried that last year. Mom won’t accept that answer.”

Chief Bright waved his hand dismissively at her. “I’ll be grateful if my team can just keep their hand on the ball this year and no fumbles. Last year was a disgrace.”

Joseph laughed and ran his hands through Michelle’s hair, pulling it back from her face. She turned to look at him, her eyes shining with adoration. He knew exactly what he was most grateful for this year.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “And I love you.” 

Her cheeks turned the prettiest shade of pink and she grinned. “I don’t know that I’ll ever get tired of hearing you say that.”

“Good, because I’m never going to stop.” He reached for her hand, interlacing his fingers with hers. 

She smiled happily and snuggled down into his chest to reexamine her engagement ring.  He wrapped his arms around her and inhaled deeply, not taking one ounce of that moment for granted. It wasn’t long ago he didn’t believe he’d ever get his happy ending. 

Who would’ve thought that he’d find it in Blessings, Kansas?
~
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Thank you for reading!

If you loved Blessed by the Fake Boyfriend, please make sure to leave a review on Amazon.

Love,

Lacy Andersen

––––––––
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Check out these other books in the Blessings of Love Series and keep reading for an excerpt from the next book.
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Brushstrokes and Blessings by Danielle Thorne 
Blessed by the Fake Boyfriend by Lacy Andersen 

Bless His Heart by Jessica L. Elliott 

Abundantly Blessed by Rachael Eliker 

Twice Blessed by J. J. DiBenedetto  

Backward Blessings by Rachel A. Andersen 
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Excerpt from Book Three in the Blessings of Love Series
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Bless His Heart
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Greyson parked his car in front of the old Victorian home which had been his grandmother’s home since her birth. The weathered boards and gingerbread trim could use a fresh paint job and some repairs. Nothing major, but still, the expenses would add up. A cracked window in the upper level of the house drew a frown from him. How long had that been cracked? Gram hadn’t mentioned any broken windows during his weekly phone calls. Granted, it may have occurred during the three weeks she was in the hospital following her stroke. His heart twisted at how close he’d come to losing her, but he pushed those feelings aside. Now was not the time to be sentimental. For now, he needed to do some quick calculations. His gaze roved down the house and to the lawn. Weeds choked the normally well-kept gardens and his grandmother’s beloved rose bushes looked scraggly. They needed pruned, desperately, and probably a good dose of fertilizer wouldn’t be remiss. He turned to his grandmother, the formidable Georgianna “Georgie” Montgomery Able. “When was the last time you had the yard mowed?” he asked, taking note of the tall grass and profusion of weeds. 
“Oh, it’s been some time, I suppose. I’m not exactly a spring chicken, you know. Besides, I haven’t even been home to look after the yard because someone wouldn’t spring me from that prison.” She shot him a dirty look.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Greyson said, “It was a hospital, Gram, not a prison. And are you telling me you’ve been mowing the lawn yourself?”

“Well what else am I supposed to do? The yard needs care.”

“You’re nearly eighty,” Greyson replied wearily as he got out of the car. They’d had this argument before. More times than he cared to admit to or remember. The elderly woman sitting in his passenger’s seat was more stubborn than a monkey with its hand caught in a trap. He walked and opened his grandmother’s door. “What happened to hiring one of the local boys to do it for you?”

“Oh, Thomas graduated six years ago. He’s married now,” she added with a significant look at her grandson.

“That’s great for him,” he said, tucking her hand in the crook of his arm, “but that was six years ago. Blessings isn’t that small. Surely you could have found someone else.” They took the walk up the sidewalk slowly. His grandmother had regained much of her lost mobility following her stroke, but her left side continued to be stiff.

“No one mows lawns like Thomas did. He was always so careful about the gardens.”

Greyson sighed, the beginnings of a headache twinging behind his eyes. “So, you’re saying that in six years,” he emphasized the words so she’d realize how ridiculous her argument was, “you couldn’t find a single, young person who could tend your yard.”

“No.”

“And Blessings doesn’t have a lawn care company you could hire?”

Georgie scowled at him. “I don’t have time to conduct interviews. You know how busy I am with the town historical society.”

Greyson bit back the retort teasing his tongue. He was relatively sure his age of twenty-eight years wouldn’t stop his grandmother from washing his mouth out with soap. “Well, I guess once I get you settled in, I’ll get that lawn taken care of for you. And then I’m going to make some calls and get someone out here on a regular basis. You live in a historic home, Gram, it should look like it.”

“I’d rather say it does,” she retorted with a mischievous, lopsided grin, her blue eyes twinkling. “All I need is to find a ghost to come live in it.”

Greyson returned her grin. “Please, Gram, you are trouble enough by yourself. I don’t need to be worried about what kind of trouble you’d get into with an undead companion.”

Georgie laughed as Greyson unlocked the door and led her inside. “Spoilsport,” she said. 

Instead of replying, Greyson looked around. The interior of the home wasn’t in quite as bad of shape as the exterior, but he could see it needed work too. Funny it should all seem so glaringly obvious now. It hadn’t been an issue the last several times he’d visited. Then again, the last visits hadn’t involved him trying to decide how to convince his aging grandmother that is was time to move into a home for the elderly. Or even come to Kansas City and live in his townhouse. He cringed, knowing how much his grandmother would hate either idea, especially when she’d balked at the suggestion while still in the hospital. 

“Are you cold, dear?” Georgie asked.

“Hmmm? No, just thinking. Have a seat, Gram, and I’ll get you some water.”

She scoffed. “I’m perfectly capable of getting my own water.”

“Yes, you are,” Greyson admitted. “But you also taught your grandsons to be gentlemen. Do you really expect me to forget those lessons now?”

Georgie beamed with pride. “Well, I suppose I could allow you to do it. But not because I can’t do it myself.”

“Of course not.” Greyson walked into the kitchen and looked around. It hadn’t changed much since he was a boy. Same faded blue wallpaper, dark wood cabinets, antique appliances. He sighed. The numbers in his head just kept going up. He shook his head as he filled two glasses with water. As he was walking to the parlor, he heard a knock on the door. Handing his grandmother the glasses, he said, “I’ll get it.” 

“But you’re the guest here, not me,” Georgie said, her lower lip protruding slightly.

“And I’m already up,” Greyson replied, before leaving the parlor as another knock sounded. The comforting aroma of chicken and noodles wafted through the door as he opened it. A young woman wearing faded jeans and a plaid jacket stood on the porch holding a large soup pot. A loose bun held her honey blonde hair away from her face. Warm brown eyes crinkled in confusion when she saw him as her bright smile dipped somewhat. “Can I help you?” he asked lamely.

“Oh, I’d just heard that Mrs. Able was returning home today and thought she might enjoy a home-cooked meal tonight.”

“Yes, Gram and I just arrived. And you are?”

“About to burn my hands,” the young woman replied candidly. “I’m sorry, would you mind letting me in?”

“Sure,” Greyson said, moving so she could walk past. Whoever this was, she knew her way around Gram’s house. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that as she scurried to the kitchen to set the pot down. She then walked straight to the parlor where Georgie welcomed her with a hug and kisses on her cheeks. 

“Greyson, dear,” Georgie called, “come meet Hope.”

As he stood in the doorway, Greyson decided Hope was the perfect name for the woman standing next to his grandmother. Her smile lit the room as she said, “Sorry not to have introduced myself. Those potholders are about worn to nothing, but I always seem to forget that when I’m taking food to someone.”

“Understandable,” Greyson said, though he wasn’t sure that was the right response. Why keep something that didn’t do its job? “Greyson Able.”

“Hope Fields,” she replied, reaching to shake his hand. It was a firm handshake, and the calluses on her hands surprised him. No dainty miss here, though he couldn’t help but admire the contrast between her creamy complexion and his own deep umber. “I’ve still got a few things at the house to bring over.”

“Greyson will help you,” Georgie said eagerly.

He closed his eyes, so his grandmother wouldn’t see them roll, before turning to Hope with a smile. “Sure, what can I help you with?”

“Oh, I don’t want to take any time away from you two. I’ll only be a minute.”

“Don’t be stubborn, Hope,” Georgie said, waving a hand. “I’ve seen nothing but doctors and Greyson for three weeks, bless his heart. A few minutes of peace would do me good.”

Greyson scowled. Gram was the last person on earth who should be chiding people about being stubborn. And he hadn’t been at the hospital near as often as he would have liked. It was part of why he wanted to move her closer to him.

“If you’re sure,” Hope said.

“I’m positive,” Georgie replied, practically shooing them from the room.

Greyson shot his grandmother one last scowl before following Hope out of the house. “I’m sorry about that,” Greyson said as he followed her to the cheerful yellow house next door.

“About what?” Hope asked.

Taking a deep breath, he hesitated. While he didn’t want to make things more awkward, he also wanted to make sure Hope knew not to expect anything. “My grandmother is an incurable matchmaker.”

To his surprise, Hope laughed. “Don’t I know it.”

“Wait, what?”

Hope flashed him a bright smile. “Mrs. Able has been sneakily, and by sneakily I mean blatantly, trying to set me up with any number of young men she comes into contact with. She seems convinced that I’m quite miserable and lonely on my own.”

While Hope opened the door to her house, Greyson said, “So, you’re used to this?”

“Dreadfully so, yes. I appreciate the help,” she added, “don’t get me wrong. But I’m not going to pine for you tonight or start counting down until I see you again. No offense.”

Why did that feel like an insult? Greyson wondered vaguely as he said, “None taken.” 

––––––––
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