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      Working full-time, going back to school, and raising a high school senior, Brooke Portman’s schedule in Holiday Beach is a whirlwind of obligations. As she turns the page into October, the few blank spots left on her calendar are filled with the lawman who’s determined that she should have a life with him in the picture.

      Sheriff Aaron Gillespie thinks he and Brooke can go the distance. They just have to get past all the obstacles that the Halloween season throws in their path. Spooky sightings and mysterious disappearances keep interrupting the few moments he can steal away with Brooke.

      All the false alarms and mischievous pranks have stretched the sheriff to the limit. A case of arson pushes him over the edge. Especially when it looks like Brooke is hiding something about his prime suspect. He'll need to either pull out his handcuffs, or set aside his badge and trust her. Either way, their relationship could be over before he can say, “Trick or treat.”
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      Brooke Portman belted out the last few bars of “Miss Independent” with a lot of energy and not a little amount of talent. She rarely attended karaoke night at the Escape Room, but tonight was a special occasion. It was the Monday evening of September’s Labor Day weekend, and she was seeing it off with a bang. The tourists who had taken over her Minnesota resort town for the last three months had packed up and returned to their lives. Now the summer rush was over, and regular life was returning for the full-time residents of Holiday Beach. For Brooke, that meant her daughter would be home and starting her first day of her senior year of high school, and she would be restarting adult classes at the local community college.

      If this was her last homework-free Monday for the four months, she was going to make it memorable. Which is why she was at a bar on Margarita Monday, grooving to Kelly Clarkson and earning an ear-splitting round of applause.

      “Why haven’t you been here before?” Lucy Callahan demanded. Her palms were red from clapping so hard. “I’ve been coming here all spring and summer, and you haven’t shown your face, let alone approached the microphone.”

      “My online lectures were on Monday nights. I couldn’t afford to miss one.”

      “Okay, fine, that’s a good reason,” her friend relented. As she should, considering it had been Lucy who’d encouraged her to enroll for the online program in the first place. “All your hard work obviously paid off, Miss 4.0. Congratulations on your first college credit.”

      “One down, seven to go.” It was hard going back almost twenty years after high school, but it had been necessary. Brooke had almost lost her job as head housekeeper at the Dew Drop Inn when it changed owners the previous spring. Her unstable future had stared her right in the face, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. She decided then and there to work towards a better future for her and her daughter.

      Roy Wagner, the bartender and bar owner, appeared beside them and wrapped his arm around Lucy’s waist. “How are my two favorite customers?” he asked.

      “I’m waiting for Brooke to do her encore,” Lucy said as she leaned into him.

      Brooke would have liked to stay longer, but she reached for her purse. “I can’t tonight. I have to get home. Jordan is coming back tomorrow, and school starts the day after.”

      “How long has she been away?” Roy asked.

      “Forever,” was Brooke’s quick answer. “Two months, since school ended. She spent the summer with her dad visiting his family in New Orleans.” She’d missed her seventeen-year-old daughter like crazy. The two of them were as close as a mom and teenager could be. Letting Jordan spend the summer with her grandparents had been the right thing to do, but it hadn’t been an easy decision.

      “Then you should get one more song in before she gets back. I know Aaron is looking for a duet partner,” Roy said. He lifted his hand and waved at a person behind them.

      Lucy hopped off her bar stool. “I need another margarita. I’ll be back.”

      “Don’t you dare leave me!” It came out louder than the whisper she’d intended, but the music covered her slip. Aaron had been finding reasons to spend time with her for the last few months. He’d asked Brooke if she’d help organize the community’s spring baseball schedule, and if she’d planned to chaperone any of the school dances. For the last couple months, every time Brooke turned around, he was there, smiling at her.

      Lucy knew this. Still, all her friend did was raise her eyebrows and grin. “Later,” she said, running off before Brooke could stop her. Aaron was suddenly in front of her and Roy.

      “The Karaoke Queen and the Karaoke King together at last. When can we expect a duet?” Roy asked with an infuriating smile.

      “I didn’t know you did karaoke, Aaron.”

      “I’m nowhere as good as you. It is a good way to blow off some steam though.” The handsome, sandy-haired man turned his back to her for a second and wagged a finger in Roy’s face. “Forget it. Don’t ask me to sing ‘I Fought the Law’ again.”

      “But Brooke would harmonize so well with you,” the bar owner protested. “Brooke, talk him into it. I have to make my girlfriend’s drink.”

      Aaron slipped into Lucy’s empty seat. “It wasn’t funny the first time he asked.”

      Considering that Aaron Gillespie was the sheriff for Holiday Beach and the surrounding area, Brooke had to disagree. “It was a little funny.”

      Aaron gave her a wry grin, his hazel eyes laughing. “It’s better than when he asks me to sing the Cops theme song.”

      She snorted into her margarita glass. “How’s Trevor?” Aaron’s son was the same age and in the same grade as her daughter, but they weren’t really in the same social circles.

      “Driving me nuts. It’s like he gets paid a bonus every time he gets my blood pressure into the red zone.”

      “What’s he doing now?”

      “Nothing. That’s what’s so suspicious. He’s been a model son for the last month. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “Maybe he’s turned a corner,” she suggested, although she didn’t believe it herself. Jordan was a good kid too, but Brooke knew from experience that anything more than five days in a row of good behavior meant something was coming, be it bad news or a request for expensive concert tickets in Minneapolis. They were teenagers, after all.

      “We’ll see. He’s promised to get himself organized for school on Wednesday, so I can guarantee I’m taking a quick late-night trip to the store tomorrow to buy all the things he’s forgotten.”

      “Count yourself lucky. I had to promise to hold off till Jordan got home so she could approve all her new stuff, down to the pens. We’re going to be shopping for hours.” She’d booked the day off as a vacation day for precisely that reason. Brooke was grateful Lucy had volunteered to cover her hours, even though Lucy wasn’t technically a housekeeper. She was more of a Jill-of-all-trades for the hotel, and thankfully some of her skills included cleaning up after guests.

      As the current singer wound down a rough version of “Living on a Prayer,” Aaron applauded politely. “Roy was right about one thing. I am looking for a duet partner. Want to give it a go with me?”

      Brooke froze. His interest was so confounding she could barely keep up her half of a conversation. In the spring, he’d started saying hello when he ran into her at the store or popping into the hotel and asking her how things were going when she was working. Aaron was always polite and funny and interested. But he never once took it a step beyond that, no matter how friendly she was in return. Now he was asking her to do a duet? She had no idea what he was up to. But her curiosity, and her desire to give him one last opportunity to make a move, overrode her common sense. “What were you thinking of singing?”

      “Don’t Stop Believin’.”

      His suggestion made her little musical-loving heart swooned. “Sure.”

      They were halfway through the first chorus when Brooke realized what she’d done. There was no way that performing with him was anything other than a signal to continue his half-hearted flirting. She gave herself a mental shake. Half-hearted attention was more than she’d received in months, even if she did wish that it was the real thing. As a single parent with a teenager, her dating life hadn’t been anything to write home about since her divorce. Besides, Aaron never seemed to take it too seriously anyway, to her disappointment. She hadn’t even received an invitation for a cup of coffee from him in all these months of conversation.

      The revelation that she’d have to put up with her frustration for a while longer caused her to stumble over her next line, but she quickly glanced at the little bouncing ball on the screen and finished her verse. Another chorus, and they were done.

      “We’re not going to top that performance tonight, folks,” Roy announced. “I declare Aaron and Brooke the champions to beat in October. We’ll see you on the first Monday of October for the Escape Room’s next karaoke night.”

      Aaron’s smile was grateful when he looked at her. “Thanks for the duet. It was a lot of fun.”

      Despite her earlier misgivings, she had to agree. “It was.”

      “Maybe we can do it again sometime.” But instead of waiting for an answer, he simply waved goodbye to Roy and left.

      Lucy returned into her now empty seat. “Well?” she demanded. “How did it go? He’s cute, and he’s single. Any sparks? Because it looked like there was sparks. Did he finally ask you out?”

      Brooke opened her mouth to speak then snapped it shut. “Cute” didn’t describe Aaron Gillespie. He was tall and lanky and fit. He wasn’t shaped like a bodybuilder, but he was too active to have a dad bod. He had great eyes and a slightly crooked smile. She tried again and still couldn’t find the words for the mass of contradictions that was her duet partner. Finally, she spit out a single syllable. “Men!” she exclaimed.

      “I’ll take that as a no, then,” Lucy said with a sigh.

      “What is wrong with him? Is he being friendly? Because that wasn’t a song for just friends to sing. Does he want to ask me out? I don’t think I’m his type because he chases down bad guys for a living, and I’m not nearly that exciting. Is he messing with me? If so, it’s working. But I have a job, a teenager, and night school. If he wants my attention, he’s going to have to do a lot better than he has been.” Brooke wasn’t against the idea of dating, but the lucky fellow she decided on would have to make it worth her while. So far, Aaron wasn’t measuring up.

      Her outburst must have been louder than she’d realized. Lucy stared at her with wide blue eyes. Behind the bar, Roy’s brown ones were equally big. “We’ll let him know.”

      “No, don’t!” She didn’t need them interfering in her non-existent love life.

      “That’s what friends are for,” Lucy insisted with a grin.
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      Aaron pulled into the driveway of his four-bedroom bungalow, feeling good and relaxed for the first time in as long as he could remember. Tonight, he hadn’t been on duty or on call, and it had been weeks since that had happened. An evening with good friends, good food, and good music was just what he needed. His duet with Brooke Portman was simply the cherry on top.

      His grin turned to a grimace when he saw all the lights still on. It was after eleven. Trevor was supposed to have been in bed half an hour ago in anticipation of having some kind of normal sleep schedule when school started. For a brief second, he thought he’d get lucky and find his seventeen-year-old son asleep on the sofa. Then he walked from the garage, through the mudroom, and into the kitchen, and bellowed.

      “Trevor!”

      A black hole had formed in his kitchen. It didn’t pull all the food in the fridge and cupboards into his son’s stomach like it usually did. Instead, it had pulled every plate, casserole dish, box of cereal, and pan from every drawer, cupboard, and pantry shelf, and spread them across all the flat surfaces: table, counter, island, and floor. “What is going on here?” Aaron asked his son.

      “It’s okay, Dad. I have it all under control.” His son’s spiky chestnut hair, its color so similar to his mother’s, was slicked back and dotted with dust.

      “That doesn’t answer my question, Trev. What are you doing?” This went beyond leaving a mess after making a sandwich before bed. The room was destroyed.

      “It’s our fall housecleaning.” The teenager stuffed the last bite of a sandwich into his mouth and dropped the plate in the sink. “It started off with me making a snack, but the honey Dijon mustard had a clump of mold in it. I checked the bottle’s best-before date, and it was in March. Then I found a jar of relish and two small, half-used bottles of expired mayonnaise in the back of the fridge from that Fourth of July barbecue we had two years ago. I pulled out the garbage can and went to town. See?”

      Aaron was so shocked by the proud look on Trevor’s face that it took him a moment to look past the open fridge door. The glass shelves gleamed under the bright white light; the fact he could see them at all was amazing. Jars were grouped by ingredients, meaning he could reach for pickles and not come out with spaghetti sauce. There was half a shelf of hot sauces and mustards, but they were together. Trevor pulled on a crisper drawer to reveal small containers separating apples from grapes and potatoes from onions.

      Then Aaron noticed the overflowing garbage can on the counter, with a brown head of lettuce peeking out of the top. Jar-shaped bulges strained the plastic at the bottom.

      “I don’t think our fridge has looked that organized since we brought it into the house empty,” he praised. “But what about the rest of—” He waved his hands, indicating the rest of the mess.

      “Well, then I looked in the pantry because I wanted some ravioli too. Since I was checking dates, I started looking at the cans and stuff. Dad, we had six-year-old pancake mix! Gross. And four cans of coconut milk.” He raised a can of cola and took a swig. “That box,” he said, pointing, “has stuff we won’t eat that’ll be expiring in the next four months. I figure we can donate it.” He tossed his empty can into a recycling bin. “The other box is expired stuff that can probably still be used.”

      Aaron took the initiative and opened the door to their seldom-used walk-in pantry. Again, the shelves were spotless, organized, and half empty now that all the nearly empty cracker boxes and tortilla bags with three chips left were gone. “Very nice.”

      When he took a second look at the mess around the kitchen, he realized it was less a mess and more organized chaos, with bags and boxes and piles. “And the cupboards?”

      Trevor shrugged. “At that point, I figured I might as well finish doing the kitchen, so I pulled out all the dishes. Then I ran out of energy and needed a snack.”

      Aaron rolled his shoulders. The last thing he wanted to do at eleven at night was reorganize the kitchen. His son may have inherited his mother’s looks, but he got his father’s procrastination habit. If they didn’t finish tonight, they’d live like this for another month. But Aaron wasn’t about to discourage future cleaning sprees. “Let’s get this finished so we can enjoy fall with an amazing kitchen,” he said. He rolled up the sleeves on his shirt. “We’ll do the plates and glasses first. Then we’ll tackle the rest.”

      Trevor didn’t move quickly, but he did move. Soon their cupboards and drawers were filled with nested mixing bowls and properly stacked casserole dishes and lids. Aaron got into the swing of things and tossed out two frying pans with peeling Teflon that should have been thrown away years ago. They were left with a few odd pieces, some cracked mugs and chipped glasses, and enough yogurt and sour cream containers to stock a small dairy.

      It was also close to midnight. “We’ll deal with the recycling in the morning. Good job tonight, Trev. Really good,” Aaron said.

      After all the lights were out, Aaron listened to the silence. The two of them rattled around in the sprawling ranch house. Trevor basically had his own bathroom, since the other two bedrooms were staged as a never-used office and an often-used guest room. His own primary suite and equally huge, attached bathroom allowed him space to decompress after he took off his uniform.

      Home, in general, wasn’t always the most relaxing place to be. But every now and then, his son surprised him in a good way. The first few years of teenagerhood had been rough, with Trevor rebelling any way he could. Aaron and Tara divorcing at the same time hadn’t helped. Lately, though, his son had been having more good days than bad. It was starting to feel like they were over the hump.

      Aaron didn’t think Trevor was doing well enough to bring a new variable into play though, which was why his interactions with Brooke Portman hadn’t gone beyond flirting, despite his interest.

      But he still looked forward to more karaoke nights with the pretty blonde.
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      Brooke jumped at the early morning knock on her apartment door. She was already awake; her mornings usually began at the crack of dawn as she cleaned the rooms of departing guests and prepared for new ones. But she felt guilty getting caught sitting on the sofa with a cup of coffee at seven in the morning on her day off.

      Lucy’s shining face greeted her. “Good morning. Here,” her friend said, shoving a paper bag at her. “It’s a welcome home present for Jordan. You said she’s coming back today, right?”

      Finding Lucy at her door was nothing new. When they’d first met, Lucy was doing property maintenance at the hotel where Brooke worked, but Lucy had since left to take a new job managing Brooke’s apartment block complex. She’d whipped both properties into shape in no time. Seeing her this morning was a nice surprise. “Yes, today. She and Denny flew into Minneapolis late last night. They should be on the road now. This afternoon, we’re buying everything on her back-to-school list.”

      “Do you have a second for a question right now?”

      Brooke stepped aside to let her in. Lucy had already seen her place at its worst when a plumbing emergency turned her bathroom into a pond. A basket of laundry on the loveseat was nothing compared to that. It only took her a second to toss it into one of the apartment’s two tiny bedrooms. “What’s up?”

      “It’s more what isn’t up. What do you know about the tenants in suite one-oh-four in Building B?” Lucy asked.

      Brooke and Jordan had lived in their current complex for four years. With Holiday Beach as small as it was, there hadn’t been much turnover in the renters in the three buildings. “That’s the Quentins, isn’t it?”

      “It should be, according to the lease.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I haven’t seen either Mr. or Mrs. Quentin all summer.”

      Brooke knew all the tenants, at least by sight if she didn’t speak to them regularly. When she stopped to think about it, she hadn’t seen them lately either. “Neither have I, but I’ve seen their son Caleb around. Is something wrong?”

      “No. I’ve been getting money orders in the manager’s drop box to cover the rent. Their lease is up for renewal next month, and I’m trying to get a hold of them to sign the contract. It’s not urgent. We still have time.” Before Lucy could say anything else, an alarm on her phone sounded. “That was my last warning to get on the road to cover for a certain friend at the Dew Drop Inn.”

      “And your friend appreciates it. Although you can’t tell me that you aren’t going to sneak off for lunch with Roy since he’ll be right next door.”

      “I will not sneak over to the bar,” Lucy protested. Then she grinned. “He’s bringing lunch to the hotel.”

      “Be gone with you, then, and let me enjoy my coffee.” As she shooed her friend out of her apartment, she added, “I’m sure Jordan will come say hi tonight once she’s home and settled.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll get out of your hair for now, but if she wants to put on a back-to-school fashion show, I’m free.”

      Lucy’s parting comments sent her scurrying into the small galley kitchen where her grocery list hung on the wall. She quickly added “Conditioner/oil/hair stuff” to the bottom of the sheet, then added a bunch of question marks. She hoped Denny’s family had taken Jordan shopping in New Orleans; beauty products for Black hair were hard to come by in rural Minnesota. In case they hadn’t, she’d make a stop at the drug store to grab some from their limited selection.

      “If she needs anything else, I’ll have to find more paper,” she said to herself.

      Knowing she’d go crazy pacing in the apartment for the next three hours, Brooke made a deal with herself. If she did a five-mile run, she could come home and pretend to read ahead in her accounting textbook while snacking on cookies until Jordan got home. The idea appealed so much, she’d changed into her running gear and was out the door in five minutes.

      She was stretching behind the building when she saw Caleb Quentin sneaking out the side door. The teenager, a short kid with shaggy hair, was dressed nicely in slacks instead of jeans, and a simple, white collared golf shirt. “Good morning, Caleb.”

      He jumped at the greeting. “Oh, hi, Ms. Portman. How’s it going?”

      “Fine. You’re looking good.”

      Caleb tugged at his collar. “Thanks. I’ve got an interview at By the Cup. Now that all the summer students are back in school, they need full-time staff.”

      Brooke sympathized. Finding full-time work in a small town was a job in itself. She’d been fortunate, but she’d learned in the spring she was only one decision from being in Caleb’s position, which was why she was going to back to school. “Good luck!”

      “Thanks.”

      Brooke stretched, then started a slow pace toward the lake. She hit Lakeside Drive a block before Castor Marina on the edge of town, jogged past the mostly empty slips, and turned onto Shakespeare Drive, a long and winding street that ran around Star Lake to the Bonfire Bay Campground. It was a scenic route, with cottages lining both sides of the road.

      She stopped at a park that was at the halfway mark and pulled out her water bottle. When she heard a car pull into the parking lot behind her, she didn’t even have to turn around to know who it was, but she did anyway. She pushed her sweaty bangs off her forehead. “Hi, Aaron.”

      He rolled down the cruiser’s window, and Brooke spotted his hat on the passenger seat. “Aren’t you supposed to be out shopping with Jordan?” he asked.

      “This afternoon. What are you doing out this way? There can’t be any problems here. Yours is the first vehicle I’ve seen.” It wasn’t surprising. Most of the cabins had been shuttered for the year when the owners left on Labor Day. Some families would come out a few more times before closing their cottages down for the winter, but Brooke only knew of a handful that were used year-round.

      “I was just checking to make sure that Bonfire Bay didn’t have any trouble with Labor Day campers.”

      “Did they?”

      “No. One family ended up staying a day longer than they intended due to car trouble, but they got on their way this morning.”

      “It’s always good when Holiday Beach survives yet another summer tourist season.”

      “It is. The campground did a booming business according to Bernie and Rose. I hear the Dew Drop Inn did too, despite all its changes.”

      “That was a near thing,” Brooke could admit now. In the spring, the hotel had nearly closed its doors before a last-minute change of ownership had breathed new life into the old business. Things were still shifting on a regular basis, but it was all for the better. More importantly, the hotel’s occupancy was up, which meant job security for her.

      “Then it looks like we’re headed into a very good autumn.”

      He looked so hopeful she couldn’t help but agree. “I hope so.”

      Before the silence between them stretched from awkward to uncomfortable, Aaron’s radio squawked. She didn’t understand the speaker but apparently, he did. “I’ve got to go. See you around.”

      She waved as he pulled away, but once he was out of sight, she shook her head. Flirting without follow-through. Talking about seeing her without asking her out. He left her head spinning, and not in a good way. “That man needs to step up or step off.”
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      Aaron slipped into the gymnasium and headed directly to the refreshment table against the back wall. He was dead tired, and if it weren’t for the love he had for his son, he’d be home, sprawled on his sofa falling asleep to the dulcet sounds of sportscasters recapping the plays of the week.

      Instead, he was at the first Parents of Seniors meeting of the school year, and he had to stay awake for the next two hours. He almost wished for a call to come through to get him out of it, but then he witnessed an interesting sight. His son, who’d been slowly circling the room, made his way over to Brooke and Jordan Portman. He chatted with them for a bit before he and Jordan moved off to talk privately in a different corner of the room.

      In seconds, he was standing where his son had been. “That was interesting,” he said to Brooke. “Are they, you know…”

      “Dating? Not unless they’ve been doing it online for the last two months. She wasn’t seeing Trevor before she left.”

      “They’ve only been back in school for two days.” Aaron had watched his previously apathetic teenager turn into a student who made himself breakfast and was out the door long before he had to be. Aaron didn’t know if the change in attitude was self-directed maturity or orders from the football coach, but he’d take it either way. “Could they have gotten serious so soon?”

      “In teenage speak, that’s a year, but no, I don’t think so.” He watched Brooke watch their children, then firmly shake her head and look away. “Are you ready to volunteer for all manner of events tonight? Fundraiser? Trip chaperone?” she asked.

      “Snack provider? Chauffeur?” he continued, offering a teasing grin. “Yes, I’m prepared. But Trevor made me promise not to volunteer as a chaperone for any parties or dances. Apparently, having an officer on the scene is a real killjoy.”

      “You would deprive your son of the chance to watch you perform karaoke in front of his friends?”

      Aaron laughed. “He’d never forgive me. How about you? Has Jordan made any requests?”

      “No, she’s cool with whatever I can do. She knows my options are limited since I’ll have night classes.”

      Roy had mentioned that in passing. Aaron was impressed. It took a lot of nerve and commitment to go back to school so late in the game. “Accounting, right?”

      “Bookkeeping. But this fall’s course is Accounting 201.”

      “How are you enjoying it?”

      “A lot, surprisingly. It all makes sense to my brain, so I’m not having any trouble picking up the concepts.”

      The crush around them began to move toward the plastic chairs arranged in front of the auditorium stage. Aaron ushered Brooke into a row and sat beside her, nodding hello to the other parents.

      Principal Kelly introduced the senior student council, representing the hundred or so graduates, and their teacher and parent advisors. The adults in the room wasted no time in getting down to business. The fundraisers for the senior class trip had been decided the previous year, and they were jumping in with both feet.

      When they asked for volunteers, Brooke’s arm shot into the air. Aaron had been concentrating on his coffee, but he followed her lead and raised his hand as well. “What did we volunteer for?” he asked after they were both recognized.

      “Weren’t you paying attention?”

      “It’s been a long week, and I trust you.”

      “We’re in charge of Corn Maze Night.”

      His eyebrows shot up in surprise. That was a plum assignment, and a lot more fun than decorating the homecoming court parade float. Jackson Farm was a second-generation farm on the outskirts of Holiday Beach. Unlike some of the others in the area that grew organic produce for local sale, Glenna Jackson and her family targeted a different market. They had a massive strawberry field and U-pick business in the early summer, switched to their apple orchard business later in the season, then pivoted again to a pumpkin patch and corn maze in the fall. All their various specialties were family-friendly draws and appealed to the tourists who flocked to Holiday Beach during vacation season.

      The profits from the corn maze that they voluntarily gave to the graduating class for one night a year was one of the biggest fundraisers they had. It was so popular that they had to sell tickets in advance of Seniors’ Night, and the five hundred available spaces always sold out.

      Aaron pulled out his phone “What night is it? I’ll make sure I book that night off.”

      “Night? Singular?” she asked.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “We’re running the event,” she said with emphasis. “If you want to help, I’ll need you on board for more than one night.”

      He had to work with Brooke Portman on a long-term basis and spend lots of time and evenings with her. That sounded pretty good to him. “My deputies will be happy to cover any time I need off.” And if they weren’t, he’d encourage them.

      Her face brightened at his quick response. “Great! Because I have some ideas on how we can improve on what’s been done in past years.”

      While her enthusiasm was infectious, the parents surrounding her didn’t appreciate it. The amount of shushing Brooke endured would have quelled a lesser human, but she persevered until she nailed him down with a time and place for their first committee meeting.

      He was still painstakingly typing it into his calendar when he heard his name being called. From the irritation, it didn’t sound like it had been the first time. “What was that?” Aaron asked.

      “We’re a little light on volunteers when it comes to the Homecoming Court Float committee. Can we count on you, Aaron?” Principal Kelly repeated.

      Brooke shook her head in small movements. When he looked at her, she opened her eyes widely and mouthed, “Don’t do it.”

      “I’ll already be on traffic duty that day, Principal Kelly. I’m sure I’ll be able to help again later in the year.”

      “Good move,” Brooke whispered while the principal made his disappointment known.

      “Why did I say no to that job?” he whispered back.

      “Go ahead. Try to be in charge of four teenaged girls all vying for Homecoming Queen and arguing about who gets the most visible position on the float.”

      He had his hands full with one teenaged boy. Four girls in the most prestigious, contested social event of their lives was too much for him. “I’m definitely buying the first round of coffee as thanks for that save.”

      “Let’s make it By the Cup tomorrow,” she suggested as the meeting broke up. “I’ll text you the time.”

      Aaron raised the phone that was still in his hand. “Can I take a photo for my contact list?” he asked. When she nodded, he quickly snapped a shot of her. He hoped to get a nicer one later, but this one, with her hair back in a simple ponytail, captured her in a casual moment with him that he wanted to remember.

      Before he could offer to pose for her, Jordan appeared by her side. “Ready to go, Mom?”

      “I’ll see you later, Aaron.”

      “Looking forward to our date.”

      He smiled when he heard Jordan exclaim as they walked away, “You have a date?”
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