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“Hebrews 10:24 tells us that a church family should stir each other to good works. I am so thankful for a church family that does exactly that. Discovery Church family, thank you for praying for me, encouraging me, reading my books, and for being patient with a not-so-normal pastor’s wife. Discovery Church in Yukon, Oklahoma is the most wonderful church family, and I dedicate this book to all of you.” 
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[image: ]


[image: image]

Hannah Orwell snuck a look at him. She couldn’t believe it. The boy, then teenager, now man who had annoyed and irritated her for the first eighteen years of her life was here. How was it possible that Maureen, the pastor’s wife, had “volun-told” both her and Cameron Miller to help with the kids Christmas play? The irony. 

As Maureen clapped her hands to get the kids’ attention, Cameron’s eyes met Hannah’s. Shoot, busted. She shifted her focus to the clapping pastor’s wife as fast as she could. But in the millisecond their eyes connected, it seemed those familiar ornery blue eyes of his twinkled in amusement at her. 

“Oh my stars! Boys and girls, it is November fourteenth. Do you know what that means?” Maureen asked the children divided into two sections, the girls on the left and the boys on the right. “That means we only have four practices left until the performance! Remember, we aren’t practicing the Wednesday before Thanksgiving. I need you all to get serious. We desperately need to learn two songs, “Who Doesn’t Love Presents?” and “Just Receive” tonight, and I need everyone to be working on your lines at home.” Maureen fanned herself with a script of the original play, The Gift of Christmas and then touched the pearl necklace around her neck, as if she were telling herself to calm down. 

Then, she put on her best pastor’s wife smile and held an arm out to Hannah and Cameron, and all forty-three heads turned to look at the two new adults. 

A twinge of panic spiked in Hannah’s chest. She could face a camera and read the news to an audience of thousands, but she had never stood in front of a room full of elementary school aged children, and it was terrifying. 

“We have a couple of new helpers tonight. This is Hannah Orwell and Coach Cameron Miller. They were both in Family Chapel’s annual Christmas play every year when they were kids. I remember them when they were your age, and they’ve both so graciously agreed to help us.” 

An older boy with shaggy white-blonde hair yelled from his place on the risers, “What happened to those other helpers you had? Did we run them off?” 

All of the kids laughed. Maureen also laughed, and then she whispered through a plastic smile to Hannah and Cameron, “That’s exactly what happened. He’s the one I told you about.” 

A low chuckle came from Cameron. 

The deep tone of the laugh caught Hannah off guard. The tenor of the voice she grew up with had been much higher. 

Then, Maureen turned back to the kids and projected in a voice loud enough for everyone in the children’s chapel to hear, “Oh, you lovely boys and girls didn’t run anyone off. Especially not you, Rustin Royer. Mr. and Mrs. Clark had something come up . . . something that will keep them busy every Sunday and Wednesday night for the next month.” 

Hannah suppressed a smile. Would the pastor’s wife’s explanation be counted as an actual lie or not? Surely God wouldn’t hold the untruth against Maureen. She herself hadn’t planned on organizing this year’s Christmas play. Maureen had to step in to direct the play after Maggie Henderson had tripped over her son’s Matchbox cars and broken her ankle. For years, the people of Family Chapel thought of Maggie Henderson as their resident artist. She had painted the murals in the kids’ chapel and the nursery, taken stunning photos at all of the church activities, had written this children’s musical and directed it for the past several weeks. Who would have thought a misplaced toy car would have put her in traction and upended the entire production? 

“Boys and girls, this is Hannah Orwell. Isn’t she pretty?” Maureen asked the kids and a few nodded, sweetly. “Hannah grew up in Cool Springs and came to church here every Sunday. Her parents, James and Heidi Orwell, still attend Family Chapel, and some of you probably know them. Well, Miss Hannah moved away after she graduated, and she has lived very far away. Do any of you know where Oregon is?” 

A boy with a face full of freckles raised his hand, and Maureen called on him. 

“It’s at the top of the map, on the top left side.” He pointed to an imaginary map as he explained. 

“That’s right, Luke. All the way at the top. She lived hours and hours away, but she just got a brand new job here, and moved back to Cool Springs. We are so glad to have Miss Hannah home.”

“It’s good to be back in my hometown!” Hannah meant it. After years of being away from home, it truly was good to be back. “Do any of you watch the local morning news?” 

For the first time that evening the kids were totally silent. Apparently elementary aged children don’t watch the news. 

“Okay, well, tell your parents to tune in to channel four at six o’clock in the morning, and I’ll give a special shout-out to them!” Surely, she could work a little shout-out into the dialogue in the morning.

A handful of kids nodded or smiled, but most of them acted totally bored. Perhaps being an anchorwoman wasn’t so cool anymore. They would probably be more impressed if she told them she had her own Youtube channel. 

“Many of you probably know Coach Cameron. He helps out a lot around Family Chapel. He’s also the Cool Springs Middle School football coach, so he’s going to be a big help, especially with you boys. Coach Cameron,” Maureen addressed him in her singsong voice, “will you please sit next to Rustin and his brother, Reese?” 

Cameron nodded and did as Maureen asked without any fanfare, but the kids looked at him as if he were a movie star. 

Hannah couldn’t believe it was really Cameron Miller, after all these years. She had only been back in Cool Springs for a couple of weeks. Who would’ve thought that Cameron would still be here and they would be helping Maureen together? 

“Miss Hannah, would you please sit next to Rustin and Reese’s sister, Roxy? She seems to be having a bit of trouble.” 

“Of course!” Hannah tried to sound enthusiastic, but her stomach sunk when she saw the little girl Maureen gestured to—the one who had been quietly crying about nothing in particular since the beginning of practice, ten minutes ago. 

“Are you Roxy? I’m Hannah. Do you mind if I sit by you?” 

The tearful little girl with shaggy blonde hair like her two older brothers didn’t respond. Hannah thought she might be five or maybe six years old. She hadn’t been around kids much, so it was only a guess. 

“What’s wrong, Roxy?” 

The little girl’s lower lip quivered and more tears threatened to fall. 

“I . . . my sock,” she sobbed and pointed to the tiny white ankle sock that barely showed between the leg of her pink sweatpants and her white shoe. “It’s . . . it’s itchy.” 

“You’re crying because your sock is itchy?” Hannah arched a dark eyebrow above her green eyes. This child had been crying, no sobbing, for over ten minutes about an itchy sock? 

The girl’s cheeks were flushed, and the tears showed no signs of stopping. 

An idea came to Hannah. 

“Hey, Roxy, I have a package of Wild Berry Skittles in my purse. Do you like Skittles?” 

Roxy’s deep brown eyes widened and she nodded. Of course she liked Skittles. 

“If you don’t cry for the rest of the practice, I’ll give you my Skittles. Do you think you can do that?” 

Suddenly, at the mention of candy, the fountain of tears dried up, and the little girl smiled and began singing the fun song about opening presents along with the rest of the group. 

Perhaps bribing kids with candy wasn’t the most socially acceptable or healthy way to motivate them, but Hannah didn’t care as long as it worked. However, watching Roxy, who had been a heap of sorrow only seconds ago, sing along happily with the rest of the kids, made Hannah suspect she’d been manipulated.  

Hannah focused her attention upon Maureen who was singing along with the kid voices and music playing through the speakers in the kids’ chapel. Maureen, the perennially sixty-something pastor’s wife with her signature pearls and sweater set, waved her hands above her head and then shot them down, shook them, and shouted, “Jazz hands, everybody!” 

Hannah laughed inwardly. Maureen. She was exactly the same as she remembered. She had tried to say no when Maureen approached her at church that morning and asked for her help, but Hannah sympathized for Maureen and the predicament she found herself in. Not only that, but Maureen was simply someone you couldn’t say no to. 

The song ended, and Maureen called for the kids with speaking parts to come forward and say their lines. As kids made their way down the risers, a tumult broke out on the boys’ side. Hannah and everyone else in the room turned to see the older Royer boy push his brother off of the edge of the risers. The younger Royer jumped up, threw his arms around his brother’s neck, and pulled him to the ground. The two boys rolled around like wrestlers on a mat until Cameron pulled them apart. 

“Enough!” 

Cameron didn’t shout, but he spoke with such authority a reverent hush fell over the room. 

Hannah had never heard him speak like that, a reminder that this was the adult version of the boy she’d known. 

“Pastor Maureen, these boys and I are going outside for a talk. We’ll be back in a minute.” Cameron pointed to the door, and the boys hung their heads and exited. Hannah marveled that he didn’t need to raise his voice or lay a hand on them to get them to obey. 

Maureen tried to re-gain the kids’ attention, and Hannah tried to help, shushing, pointing, whispering, “Hey guys, pay attention,” but it was no use. The kids couldn’t perform their speaking parts, sing, or do choreography. They were all trying to get a glimpse of what was happening in the hallway through the narrow slit between the double doors at the back of the children’s chapel. Even Hannah found herself trying to see what was happening between “Coach Cameron” and the boys. 

Cameron Miller. Of all people. The boy who pulled her braids and made her cry in kindergarten. The boy who competed with her over who could answer the most Bible Quiz questions in Sunday School every Sunday. The boy who intentionally started a club with the same initials as the club she had started in middle school, just to get under her skin. And how could she forget the horrible words he said in seventh grade. She could never forgive him. Cameron Stinking Miller. 

And yet, when he came back into the colorfully decorated room with the guilty-looking Royer boys, Hannah couldn’t help but notice the wide shoulders, reddish hair, and blue eyes that had been so annoying years ago, were now strikingly attractive. When she had known him, he had a smooth face, but now he had a goatee that matched his coppery crew cut, and Hannah was surprised at how attractive it was. She had never thought of Cameron Miller as attractive. 

Get it together, Orwell.

It was probably just because she had been single for so long. She hadn’t had a boyfriend in over three years and wasn’t thinking clearly. Her persistent singlehood had to be the explanation for any sort of attraction to Cameron Miller. 

Remember what a jerk he always was. 

Cameron Miller had always been a jerk with a capital J. 

“Okay everybody, let’s try to sing that last song again, and this time, let’s do all of the choreography and then go right into the speaking parts and then Luke’s solo with no pauses. We can do it! I know we can. Right?” Maureen sounded like she was trying to convince herself. 

“Yeah, we can do it!” Hannah pumped a fist in the air like a cheerleader. “Right, girls?” 

A few of the girls shrugged and responded unenthusiastically. 

Hannah had an idea. “Hey girls,” she spoke conspiratorially to the twenty-two girls on the risers next to her. “I think we can do a better job on this song than the boys. What do you think?” 

Naturally, all of the girls cheered, “Yeah!” 

Not to be outdone, on the other side of the risers, Coach Cameron issued the same challenge to the boys. “We can out-sing, out-dance, and out-act those girls any day. Can’t we men?” 

The boys whooped that they were up for the challenge. 

Maureen smiled. “Well, this feels familiar.” 

Forty minutes later, practice was over. The entire practice was only an hour long, but it felt like four hours to Hannah, who now held a renewed respect for elementary school teachers. She dug the Wild Berry Skittles out of her purse and gave them to Roxy, wishing she could keep them and gobble them down like Stress tabs. 

As parents claimed their children like diners claiming their coats from a restaurant cloakroom after dinner, Maureen motioned to Hannah to join her near the double doors where she stood guard making sure each child was picked up by the correct family member. Hannah stood at Maureen’s elbow and waited for a pause. 

“Sweetie, thank you so much for helping tonight. You were fantastic.” Maureen wrapped her arms around Hannah and squeezed. 

A memory of being a fifth grader in Maureen’s Sunday School class and getting enveloped in a “Maureen Hug” every week flashed through Hannah’s mind. 

“You’re welcome. I am ready for bed now, though.” Hannah laughed, but she was totally serious. Her comfortable bed in her new house was calling her name. 

“You and me both, dear. I’m getting too old for this. Listen, sweetie, I completely forgot I have to take Doris to the vet tonight. She’s having a procedure in the morning. Could you get a ride home with Cameron?” 

Maureen’s wide eyes and honeyed voice didn’t fool Hannah one bit. She knew exactly what this was. This was a Maureen Set Up. 

Hannah almost said no when Maureen offered to drive her to practice. She should have known better. All of her life she had heard people tell stories about Maureen’s matchmaking. She should have been on the lookout for it.

But, when Maureen called at 5:30, she had said, “Hey Hannah, could I come and pick you up? I would love for us to spend some extra time together. You’ve been gone for twelve years. I would love to hear all about your new job.” 

How could she say no? Maureen had picked her up, and on the way to the church she had asked Hannah about her new job at Rise and Shine OKC, how she liked being back in Cool Springs after all these years, and how thrilled her parents must be. Not even once had she mentioned not being able to take her home. And now, as she batted her innocent eyes and suggested Hannah ride home with Cameron, it was all clear. 

As Hannah looked around the near-empty kids’ chapel, she realized she was stuck. She would have to ride with Cameron. Sure, she could call an Uber or a Lyft, but that would be rude. Not just rude. Cameron would know she held a grudge against him. It should be ancient history, and she knew she should be more mature than this, but she couldn’t help it. That moment from seventh grade had been branded in her mind. She would never forget what he had said.

The kids’ chapel had bright and cheerful murals of Noah’s ark, David, the shepherd boy, Daniel in a den with friendly-looking lions, and Jesus multiplying fish and loaves painted on the walls, and Maureen asked the remaining six or seven kids to help clean the room. Only, she used competition to motivate the kids to help, telling them it was a contest to see who could pick up the most trash. She held the trash can and counted how much trash each child picked up and dropped in. Hannah was amazed as she watched Maureen successfully clean the room and entertain the children at the same time. 

“Remember playing that game?” The voice of her childhood nemesis asked from behind her back. 

She turned and came face to face with Cameron Miller. It was the closest they had stood all night. He smelled fresh and clean, like he had showered before the practice and wore a light scent that reminded her of a mixture of jasmine and leather. 

“Honestly, I don’t. Did we play that game?” 

“You don’t remember? I do. I remember running as fast as I could to pick up more trash than a little girl with dark braids who always seemed to win at everything.” 

Hannah snickered. “Oh, I won? Maybe I do recall this game.” 

Cameron laughed with her and crossed his arms. She couldn’t help but notice his arms and chest, clearly the physique of an athlete.

Hannah told herself to stop. First his facial hair, then his cologne, now his arms and chest - sheesh, it’s obvious I haven’t been in a relationship, or even on a date in a long time. I am like a boy-crazy teenager. She mentally scolded herself as she attempted to tighten the reins on her out-of-control thoughts.   

“I guess I’m taking you home tonight? Maureen had to take her dog to the vet. I hope that’s okay.” 

“Of course,” Hannah acted as if she wasn’t bothered a bit by the change of plans. “Thank you for the ride.” 

“No big deal. Are you staying with your parents? They still live in the Summer Valley addition?” 

“They do, but I don’t live with them. I actually bought a house before I even moved here. Bought it online and had my stuff shipped there. Easiest move ever.” 

“Cool.” Cameron glanced across the room where Maureen was playing Simon Says with the three Royer kids. “Looks like most everyone is gone except the Royers.” Cameron looked at the screen of his smart watch. “We should probably give their parents a call.” 

Cameron and Hannah crossed the room to join Maureen and the brothers and sister that Hannah had already begun to think of as the Rowdy Royers. 

“Simon Says, jump up and down! Stop jumping! You’re out! Simon didn’t say to stop jumping!” 

“I’m not out! I didn’t stop! I was still jumping!” 

“You did stop! You’re out, and Roxy is Simon!” 

“No, she’s not!”

“Yes, she is!” 

“I don’t even want to be Simon!” 

Cameron caught Rustin Royer mid-air as he prepared to pounce on his brother. “Easy fellas, easy.”

“He started it!” 

“Did not!” 

“Say, Maureen, do you happen to have their mom and dad’s phone number? Maybe we should give them a call?” 

“That’s an excellent idea, Cameron.” Maureen looked and sounded exhausted. A strand of her always-perfect wavy brown hair stuck out from the back of her head, making her look like a weary duck. She pulled a pink cell phone out of her pink purse and made the call. 

While Maureen spoke with a parent, Hannah racked her brain thinking of how she could help to entertain the three kids, but she couldn’t think of anything she could do with them. 

Cameron, on the other hand, was a total pro. He struck up a conversation with them about some cartoon or superhero or something. He was definitely better at this than she was. And it was kind of sweet watching him interact with them . . . endearing even.

Maureen ended the call. “So, your mom is very sorry, but she was delayed at work, and is just now leaving. Cameron, could you possibly take the kids home on your way taking Hannah home? I would take them, but Doris is going to be late to the vet as it is.” 

Cameron said of course he could take them home, and Hannah hoped his vehicle had enough seats for all of them. She knew her own car wouldn’t have been able to transport five safely. 

Maureen thanked Cameron and wiggled her fingers in goodbye as she rushed out to get Doris and head to the vet, and it occurred to Hannah that Maureen got away with things other people could never get away with. 
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Chapter Two
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“Is THAT your truck?” Reese Royer asked with bulging eyes as he pointed to the blue and white 1990 Ford F150 that was handed down to Cameron from his grandpa. 

“It sure is.” Cameron didn’t know if the little boy was impressed or appalled. 

“Woah, it’s so retro!” 

Apparently, he was impressed. Cameron felt a touch of pride that the kid appreciated a classic truck when he saw one. 

“Are there enough seatbelts for all of us?” Hannah asked with what sounded like fear in her voice. 

Leave it to Hannah Orwell to bring him down a few notches. 

“Yes, ma’am. Bertha’s got three seatbelts in the back, and two in the front. We’ll all be safe.” 

“Bertha?” Rustin and Reese asked together. 

“Yeah, that’s my truck’s name. What? Don’t your parents name their cars?” 

“Our dad doesn’t live here, so we don’t even know if he has a car. Our mom just calls her little red car a piece of junk.” Rustin informed them. 

It was a job getting all three kids into the tall truck and buckled in. Cameron took care of the boys, and Hannah helped the little girl, who seemed to have grown attached to her. As he got in and started Bertha, he snuck a peek at the beautiful woman getting into the passenger seat. Hannah Orwell. Of all the people. Was this some sort of alternate dimension or Twilight Zone-type thing? How was it possible that the girl who had bugged him to death for years was not only back in town, but here in his truck, and she looked so drop-dead gorgeous? 

He was about to put the truck in gear when he realized he didn’t open the door of the truck for her. He should have. That would’ve been the gentlemanly thing to do. Shoot. He thought about apologizing but realized it would sound like he had a crush on her or something. Why was he thinking like this? He never over-analyzed. 

He put the truck in gear. Maureen had texted him the kids’ address, and his phone was giving directions. The female British voice from his phone instructed him to turn left on Main Street. 

Cameron loved Main Street in Cool Springs. Both sides of the street were lined with unique buildings built over one hundred years ago. No two buildings on Main Street were alike. There was the diner on the corner with ornate upper floor cornices and window hoods, the bookstore and coffee shop with an original rolling library ladder, a building that still operated as a pharmacy with the original soda fountain and bar stools at the counter, the beauty salon that boasted intricate tile work at its entrance, and the boutique that had gorgeous ornamental leaded glass windows.

As they drove past the businesses on Main - Flip’s Pancake Diner, Joe and Pages Coffee Shop and Bookstore, Cool Springs Pharmacy, Tiffany’s Clip and Curl, and The Pink Poppy Boutique - Cameron wondered what it must be like for Hannah to be back in Cool Springs after being gone so long.

“So, you got a new job? That’s why you moved back?” He wanted to hit himself. He sounded like an idiot. 

She nodded, not seeming to notice his idiocy. “Yes, I am the new host of Rise and Shine OKC. It’s on channel four. Have you seen it?” 

“No, I’m not usually near a TV in the mornings. That’s exciting, though. Congrats.” He really meant it. She had been a pain when they were younger, but that was years ago. Back when they were kids, her little know-it-all attitude drove him crazy, so he pestered her, and then she always tattled on him. Also, they were extremely competitive over every little thing, but surely, now that they were adults they could be civil to each other. 

“Hey Coach Cameron!” A voice from the backseat yelled, “Why do you gotta coach football for? Don’t you know soccer’s better?” 

“What are you talking about, Reese? Football is way better!” 

“Uh-uh, soccer is better. People all over the world play soccer.” 

“Well, people in Oklahoma play football, and that’s where we live. Also, football makes you tough. I can kick your - “ 

“Hey, hey, hey, that’s enough now, boys.” 

Rustin and Reese settled down, and Cameron was thankful no punches were thrown. Man, these were some feisty boys. 

Cameron looked over at Hannah who was looking out at the businesses on Main Street. Her shiny, black hair that hung straight to her shoulders summoned a memory of his own soccer games being interrupted by a girl with two black braids on a playground. He laughed to himself as he reminisced. 

“What’s so funny, Coach Cameron?” 

“Oh, I was just remembering when I used to play soccer.” He couldn’t help the hint of laughter in his voice. He hoped Hannah wouldn’t be offended that, after all these years, he still laughed at the story of the Cool Springs Elementary School Soccer Controversy. 

A pair of eyes like emeralds slid in his direction and sliced through him. 

She remembered. 

“Do you mean when you and your hooligan friends used to run over other people’s hopscotch games in pursuit of a silly ball? Was that what you were referring to?” 

There she was. That was the Hannah Orwell he knew so well. He loved the way her face turned pink when she was irritated. It was possible he might have pestered her so much because she was so cute.

Cameron opened his mouth to respond, but she turned and addressed the kids before he had a chance. 

“You see guys, when Coach Cameron and I were in the fourth grade, he was part of a group of boys who thought they owned the entire playground and could just play soccer anywhere they wanted, even through other people’s hopscotch games. Does that sound very nice to you?” 

Roxy Royer shook her head, but her brothers looked like they weren’t sure. 

“We play soccer at recess, but they only let us use the grassy area past the swings. We can’t play on the blacktop or where the slides are.” Rustin spoke as someone who had been informed of the policy many times.

“Yep, and would you like to know what fourth grade girl was responsible for the creation of that rule?” Cameron nodded his head toward Hannah.

“Miss Hannah?” Rustin asked in awe. “But, wasn’t that a really, really long time ago?” 

Cameron started to chastise Rustin, but Hannah interrupted.

“Yes, you are right, Rustin. It was a really, really long time ago that Coach Cameron and I were in the fourth grade, and if they made that rule about where to play soccer way back then and they’re still enforcing it, don’t you think it’s a good rule?” 

Rustin looked back and forth from Hannah to Cameron and back. The poor kid didn’t seem to know how to answer. 

Roxy spoke up. “Our mommy went to fourth grade at our school a long time ago, too. Do you know her?” 

Cameron looked into the rearview mirror to see the youngest Royer. The cute but scruffy little girl buckled in between her brothers had blue lips, probably from candy. Was it possible that one of his and Hannah’s former classmates was the Royers’ mom? 

“What is your mommy’s name?” Hannah asked. 

“Um . . . ” Roxy sounded confused. She probably only knew her mother as “mommy.” 

“Her name is Mandy,” one of the boys answered. “Mandy Royer, but before she married our dad her name was Mandy Irvin.” 

Hannah whirled around in her seat to face the trio. “Mandy Irvin? She’s your mom? Mandy and I were friends! We were in all of the school musicals together. I haven’t heard from her in years. I have looked for her on Facebook and Instagram, but never found her. I was wondering what happened to her. Please tell her that Hannah Orwell is back in town, and I would love to catch up. Oh wow, Mandy Irvin is your mom!” 

One side of Cameron’s mouth turned up in a half-smile at Hannah’s chatter. She seemed excited to re-connect with her childhood friend. He remembered Hannah and Mandy in school. They were in the artsy kids’ group, and he was in the athlete group, and there was always definite tension between the groups. 

Then, a memory stabbed him in the gut. That image of Mandy Irvin, Hannah Orwell, their friend Esperanza, and Cameron arguing in the lunchroom in seventh grade. The terrible phrase he had uttered all of those years ago bubbled to the surface of his brain. He swallowed, tried to push the memory back down, and tasted stomach acid. 

He obeyed the British voice on his phone and turned onto
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