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      Dancy McCall

      I'm only in town for six months, so when my hot neighbor proposed a friends-with-benefits arrangement on the down low, it suited me just fine. My super-secret something-on-the-side was all fun and games until I peed on a plastic stick and got two pink lines.

      Now I have to tell my bootie call he's about to be a baby daddy. Except, in addition to being smexy as hell and the least complicated man on the planet, Ryland Reese has a noble streak ten miles wide.

      I already know he'll want to do the right thing, but it's totally for the wrong reasons. Besides, I'm a complete outsider with no chance of fitting into Ryland's close-knit community.

      So what's a girl to do?

      Ryland Reese

      One look at Dancy McCall, I was a goner. She's totally out of my league and wary of commitment, so I proposed the least threatening arrangement--FWB--and she agreed. I thought a fling would get the craving for this woman out of my system, but I'm falling harder and deeper every day.

      She's out of here in just a few weeks, so the pressure is on to convince her my--our--feelings are a forever, for real thing. It's a huge gamble and the stakes have never been higher, but I think the odds are in my favor.

      I proposed this secret relationship for the right reasons, but when an even bigger secret turns into a huge scandal, everything goes wrong.

      So what's a guy to do?

      This is the perfect seasonal treat for fans of:

      ✓ Secret baby

      ✓ Friends with benefits

      ✓ One night stand

      ✓ Blue collar

      ✓ Fish out of water

      ✓ Pumpkin spice

    

  


  
    
      To all the pumpkin spice girls. This is our time!
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      My family grew up in a blue-collar suburb outside Detroit. When I was in my early twenties, my parents moved to Allentown, Pennsylvania, and then to Bangor, Pennsylvania. By that time, I had kids of my own, so we frequently traveled from Michigan (where I still lived in our family home) to my parents’ red brick Victorian on Market Street in Bangor for holidays.

      

      Bangor is a very small town, population 5,132 (2022). My parents’ home was a few blocks from downtown, and one memorable Thanksgiving, my siblings and I spent several hours at the one bar in town, walking back up the hill when the place closed up, followed politely by a police cruiser.

      

      I chose to set this story in Bangor because I have such fond memories of our family gatherings and celebrations there. All of the names and places in Pumpkin on the Side are fictionalized but were inspired by those precious experiences.

      

      If you enjoy this story, check out Cats, Bats, and Frank N. Stine, another instalove romance with autumn vibes set in Bangor.
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        Ryland

      

      

      It had been a busy day in my woodworking shop, so when my phone started ringing it took me a few seconds to locate it on the table saw.

      Caller ID announced it was my sister-in-law, Kasey. I couldn’t help rolling my eyes and debating whether to answer the call or not.

      Since announcing she and my brother Phil would be hosting Thanksgiving this year–their first–I’d gotten almost daily calls from Kasey. It was a simple turkey dinner for the Reese family: Mom and Dad, Gramma Jane, Kasey and Phil and their nine-month-old Sunny, my sister Rose and her boyfriend Dino, and me.

      Kasey was turning this into a major production. Knowing the calls and texts would continue until I picked up, I gave in.

      “Hey, Kase. What’s up?” Giving the shop one more look to ensure everything was in place, the equipment secured and tools put away, I flipped the lights and strode into my office.

      “I need your help, Ry. Phil is giving me a hard time about starting Thanksgiving Day at seven. He says it’s too early.”

      “Mom was always up by five.” I snorted. My brother was as ambitious as a housecat. As long as he had food, a comfy couch, and a few toys, he was content. His wife, on the other hand, aspired to the perfection portrayed on Instagram and TikTok. “If you do some of the meal prep the day before, I think you can sleep in until nine.”

      “Oh, you Reese boys are all the same.” She sounded miffed. “I want everyone at the house by seven. We’ll start with a pumpkin-themed breakfast and then head out to cut down a tree at Emerson’s. You and your dad can trim it while Phil gets the stand set up in the front room. The rest of us will work on homemade decorations so we can trim the tree together. The next two hours are slated for a board game marathon while I get things ready in the kitchen to make cookie wreaths. Rose and I will put the finishing touches on the tablescape so we can get a family photo before serving the food. I figured fifteen minutes to go around the table and share our gratitude statements, and then we eat. After dinner, we’ll go for a nature walk and then have dessert around a bonfire in the backyard. I still need to order a tripod for the video camera to record everyone’s family stories, but there’s plenty of time for that to come in from Amazon. I’m thinking we wrap up the day with a Hallmark Channel movie marathon.”

      I was thinking Kasey had holiday overdoititis.

      “That’s very…ambitious, Kase, but you’ve seen what Thanksgiving is like. Mom spends all day slaving in the kitchen for a meal we devour in fifteen minutes. The guys drink beer and chow down on appetizers while watching football until dinner is announced. Before the table’s been cleared, Dad and Phil are zonked out on the couch, while Mom puts away the leftovers and Rose and I do the dishes. If we feel the need for a little action, Dad will announce a tag-football game in the backyard.”

      “I respect your family traditions, Ryland”–Kasey sniffed audibly–“but I’m doing Thanksgiving this year and I want to create truly memorable moments that Sunny can pass down to her children. I don’t like to judge, but the concept of your mother laboring for hours while the menfolk lounge around all day, expecting to be waited on hand and foot, is misogynistic and outdated.”

      Oh, boy. Phil better wrangle his wife or she was going to be enjoying her turkey and stuffing alone.

      “Kasey.” I searched for a tactful way to tell her to slow her roll. “We’re still two months out from Thanksgiving. I know you want the first celebration you host to be memorable, and I’m sure the family is open to new traditions, but maybe you’re losing sight about what’s really important. Everyone being together, sharing a great meal, and giving thanks for our blessings. Maybe it is time to get Mom out of the kitchen. Everyone can pitch in to make the day special because we want you to enjoy it, too.”

      “Okay, maybe the board games and movie marathon are a bit much.” She still sounded defensive. “I want the holiday to mean something. I don’t want everyone to just sit around, stuff their faces, and then leave.”

      Is that what she thought a Reese family gathering was? That’s not how I remembered them. Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, Fourth of July, Gramma Jane’s birthday…any time we came together as a family, there was laughter and connection. We had traditions, but I could appreciate now that she and Phil had their own family she wanted to create their own customs.

      A guilty pang plucked at my heart. My family was tight. We’d been through a lot–Dad losing his job at the slate mine, Mom’s breast cancer, Rose’s encounter with a stalker that went all the way to a jury trial. It was on all of us to make Kasey feel like a part of things. Maybe we hadn’t been trying hard enough.

      Or, like I thought earlier, my sister-in-law simply had a raging case of holiday overdoititis.

      “Can I make a suggestion?” I asked.

      “Go ’head.”

      “Relax. We have the entire weekend to celebrate together. We could do the tree on Saturday and help finish up any leftovers. You’re not going to convince the guys to participate in a Hallmark Channel marathon, no matter how many flavors of popcorn you bribe us with, so schedule an evening with my mom and sister for that. Same for the cookie wreath. Rose and Mom would love that.

      “Have some board games on hand, and
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