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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Growing up in a Papua New Guinea mission, Joss Palmateer is a gentle soul with a unique view of life. Still adjusting to a new home in the U.S and the sudden loss of her mother, love is the last thing on her mind.

      

      Sexy physical therapist, Ben Montgomery, meets his sister’s friend and the sparks fly. He takes it as a challenge when she ignores his advances, but it’s her extraordinary inner beauty that captures his heart.

      

      With the help of a stray homing pigeon and an old origami legend, Ben sets an unwavering course of romance to win her love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Life-inspired Romance

          

        

      

    

    
      I dedicate this to Ian and Joy, the lovely couple who inspired this heart-warming romance. Thank you for sharing your story and allowing me to create such memorable characters. Also, a big thanks to Jessica for the introduction to her family and making this book come alive.

      

      
        
        
        “A dreamer is one who can only find his way by moonlight, and his punishment is that he sees the dawn before the rest of the world.”

        Oscar Wilde

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Legend of the Crane

          

        

      

    

    
      In Asian cultures, the crane was a messenger for the ancient immortals, associated with nobility and beauty. By its monogamous nature, loyalty and honor were added to the bird’s virtues. Today, the crane also represents peace, long love, long life, and eternal happiness.

      

      According to Japanese tradition, the person with enough patience and commitment to create a thousand origami cranes will be granted his most coveted wish.

      Ben had such a wish.
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        We must let go of the life we have planned, so as to accept the one that is waiting for us.

        Joseph Campbell

      

        

      

      

      
        
        April

      

      

      Joss closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and asked the Lord to send her just one more ounce of patience. Please. They were less than a mile from her house. One ounce would get her to the front door.

      “I’m not asking you to fall in love, just get out and mingle,” Becky harped for the third time since leaving the grocery store. “My brother moved back into town and is staying at my grandma’s old house. He’s hosting a monthly singles’ party to get reacquainted. There are university students and church members, so you might know a few people. It’s the perfect way to get your feet wet.”

      “I prefer my feet dry, if you don’t mind,” Joss answered, trying to hide the smirk. “I’m a firm believer in galoshes.”

      “You are an odd duck. Who in the world uses the word galoshes anymore?” An awkward silence followed. “I’m sorry, that was thoughtless of me. It was one of your mom’s words, huh?”

      “It’s okay. She’s been gone almost a year.” Joss squeezed her friend’s arm. Becky Montgomery had been her first friend when her family moved back to the U.S. and she meant well.

      “I’m just saying, the biological clock is ticking away at twenty-five. We’re not getting any younger.”

      “Well, I dated Greg and you know how that worked out. It’s not my fault there aren’t any eligible single men. Eligible being the key word.”

      “How would you know? You work, spend the weekends with your dad, and go to church with your family on Sundays. They aren’t all like Greg, you know. Most men have morals.”

      “Trust me, I’m content for now. After Mom, dating just isn’t a priority for me at this point. I think my dad is having a tough time. Laura and I are focusing on him now.”

      “You were a rock for your sister. Laura’s really pulled it together. I would have fallen apart too if I’d lost my mom in a car accident. You’d been here nine months, barely used to a new country…” Her friend gave a loud sigh. “I wish I had that kind of strength. Do you still miss your old life? You don’t talk about it much.”

      Like a bird longs for its nest. “When we left Papua New Guinea, we made a pact to go back each summer and continue our work until Laura graduated. When Mom died last spring, we cancelled our plans. Now that summer is looming again, I think Dad feels guilty. I don’t think he can face the trip without her.”

      She glanced out the window as they turned onto Evergreen Lane. Joss had attended the University of Goroka and received her teaching degree. Her sister, on the other hand, wanted to go into the medical field. The family had returned two years ago after Laura received a full scholarship to the prestigious Olivet Nazarene University. Missionaries weren’t high on the salary scale, so a full ride to a highly regarded college, noted for its nursing department, had prompted several family conferences.

      In the end, the Palmateers had decided the opportunity was valuable enough to move “back home” to the states—temporarily. The girls always laughed when their parents spoke of “back home,” since Papua New Guinea was the only home they could remember. To them, a Chicago suburb was much more foreign than a tropical rain forest.

      Then last April, their lives had gone topsy-turvy. The unexpected ice storm, the phone call, the highway pile-up. Their faith had brought them through the darkest days. Yet, Dan Palmateer couldn’t seem to imagine the future they had planned without his soul mate. He presented a brave front, but both girls knew that June hung over him like a menacing storm cloud.

      “What about you and Laura? Will you both go back?”

      Joss smiled at the thought of her sister. “She’ll be a one-woman Red Cross Station when she graduates. Nothing will keep her from returning. The modern Clara Barton.” Lowering her pitch, she said, “Bringing better medical care to the rural villages is my calling.”

      “I have to admit, my matchmaking efforts are bit selfish. If you find someone here, you might stay.” Becky chewed on her lip. “He’ll sweep you off your feet, and you’ll never leave his side.”

      Joss pushed the worrisome thoughts from her mind. “Ha! And with my luck, he would be heading for Alaska. I hate the cold. Beck, I’m confident the good Lord will send me my forever partner when he sees fit. In the meantime,”—she wagged a finger at Becky—“he has not hired you to do his work for him.”

      Her friend let out a belly laugh. “That’s funny. I love your sense of humor. I just wish you’d let me fix you up.”

      They pulled into the driveway beside her neat, white bungalow. The curtains in the upstairs window swayed gently. Laura must be home from class already. She stepped out of the car, gathering groceries and her purse. Becky rolled down the passenger window and gave a final yell. “Just think about it. You still need to get out of the house. It’ll be fun.”

      “I’m not a hermit,” she called back, waving her shopping bags.

      A final honk and Becky was on her way. She pushed open the front door and garlic assailed her senses. Dad was making spaghetti, and the strong scent mixed with tomatoes, basil, and oregano made her mouth water.

      “Hello? Is that you, Joss?” her father called from the kitchen.

      “Hi, Dad. I have the groceries and some Ben and Jerry’s Half-Baked ice cream.” She set the bags on the counter and looked around the bright yellow kitchen. “Did you finish writing your article?”

      “Just typed the last period. And what’s the occasion for B&J?” He stood up from the table and closed his laptop. “Big plans for tonight?”

      “No, not really. Becky is harassing me to go to her brother’s singles’ party again.”

      “You need to go and mingle. It’s Friday night, and you are a beautiful, intelligent twenty-five year old, who should be out making friends. Your mother would be horrified to know you sit home with me every weekend.” He put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. “Do it for me, huh?”

      “And for me. I’d love to meet a handsome man,” Laura added, as she plopped down on a stool and picked at the grapes in the fruit bowl. “We’ll go together. I heard Ben is a hottie.”

      Joss sighed, looking at the two pair of hazel eyes staring her down. The last thing she needed was a “hottie.” But she had been itching to have a conversation with people her own age. First and second graders were limited in their level of humor and vocabulary. Still, the thought of a group of strangers was daunting.

      With a sigh only a martyr could appreciate, she gave in. “All right. We’ll both go to the party. And if we find they have ‘older’ people there, Dad is coming next time.”

      “Woohoo,” Laura cheered, jumping up from the stool, her long, blonde curls bouncing. “Call Becky and let her know or I will.”

      “Well, let’s get supper on so my girls can hit the town!” Dan Palmateer lifted the lid on his famous homemade sauce. “I’ll be comatose after a second plate of pasta anyway.”

      As she walked upstairs to her room, she heard them whispering. “Dad, I’m worried about her. She needs a social life, some way to network and find friends. I’m at the university and meet people everyday.”

      “Be patient. Her role for the last year was keeping this family together. She needs time to adjust to the fact that we don’t…”

      Joss didn’t need to hear the rest as she closed her bedroom door and threw herself on the bed. Were they right? Had she been using her family to avoid starting a new life?

      Those first social events she’d attended had been a nightmare. A crowded roomful of people and she’d never felt so isolated. They looked at her like an oddity, a foreigner. But wasn’t she?

      The sadness—no pity—in Laura’s eyes had shown today. Her outgoing little sister had adjusted with ease. That’s it. She slammed the pillow over her face. I swear I will go and have a good time tonight. Then she prayed for divine intervention.
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        Happiness is not something you postpone for the future; it is something you design for the present.

        Jim Rohn

      

        

      

      

      With a deep breath, Joss raised her fist then put it down.

      “Oh for Pete’s sake,” her sister said in agitation, as she knocked at the door herself. “What are you waiting for?”

      The bass from an unfamiliar song thudded inside the brick ranch home. It looked like quite a splash from what they could see through the picture window of Ben Montgomery’s house. Cars were lined up and down the street, and voices rivaled to be heard over the music.

      Laura tapped her foot to the beat. “I am sooo glad we came. This is a party!”

      The door opened, and Joss looked up into deep emerald eyes. The man smiled at her, pushed a lock of sandy brown hair off his forehead, and made her stomach flip. “Hello, there,” came a deep timbre that sent a shiver down her arms.

      She unsuccessfully tried to wipe the stupid grin off her face as he stood back and invited them in, his arm swinging wide. “Ladies, you must be the guests Becky has looked for every fifteen minutes. Which one is Joss?”

      Closing her eyes, she made a mental note to smack her friend, then opened them and held out her hand. “That would be me. And you must be Ben.”

      “Guilty. And you are little sister Laura?” His eyes twinkled as he looked from one sibling to the other. “Must be some mighty fine genes in the Palmateer family.”

      Laura grinned and shimmied out of her coat. “Becky wasn’t exaggerating when she said you were charming,” she said in a loud side whisper as Ben’s sister pushed through the crowd waving frantically.

      He took their jackets and escorted them to the kitchen, where beverages and snacks overflowed the countertops. “Hey, everyone. Listen up. We have a couple of new guests here.” The music magically tuned down to background level. “This is Joss and Laura Palmateer.” The crowd responded with “hellos” and “how are yous” as Becky’s voice boomed from behind.

      “You came! I can’t believe it,” her friend screamed and gathered her in a big hug. Then she turned to Laura. “Give me some love, girl. I have someone who is dying to meet you. His major is physical therapy, and he’s at Northwestern and his name is…”

      The words faded as Becky whisked her sister to the living room. And they’re off.

      “Looks like you’ve been deserted,” Ben said over her head.

      “Oh, she’ll be back. You don’t have a closet I can hide in, do you?” Joss swallowed, her mouth now dry. She leaned against the doorway into the kitchen and crossed her arms tightly.

      “Nervous?” he asked in a whisper.

      “I’m out of my element.” His closeness threw her off kilter. “Give me a coconut to crack or a turtle to chase and I’m as cozy as a monkey in a tree. But this is not my comfort zone.”

      “So let me be your guide into unknown territory tonight.” His smile disarmed her, and she liked him immediately. “So what does the general population do for fun in New Guinea?”

      “You know, all the usual stuff: swim, scuba dive, weave baskets, climb banana trees.”

      “I haven’t thought about climbing a tree in years.” Ben rubbed his jaw. “I used to be pretty darn good.”

      “I always thought if you were small, you could shimmy up a tree trunk more easily. I was able to scoot across a smaller limb where someone heavier would break it or make it bow.” She shrugged, warm under his steady green gaze “But then a boy much taller raced me to the top of a coconut tree and won.”

      “Not enough skill. The lighter opponent should always win that race. How old were you?” he asked.

      “Five.”

      “I bet you would have beat him by eight. My sister Jessica is tiny. She used to hide in the oak in our backyard when she was mad. We would call for her, and she’d duck in between the branches and freeze like a statue. Dad called her his little gecko.” He looked over his shoulder at the crowded kitchen. “What’s your pleasure?”

      “Lemonade, if you have any. Or any kind of juice.”

      “Coming right up.” He walked over and pulled open the refrigerator. As he peered inside, a blonde leaned over the open door and whispered something. He smiled up at her and winked. Her giggle floated across the room.

      Joss shook her head as she accepted the Orange Crush.

      The blonde squeezed between them, making sure her chest brushed across Ben before she disappeared into the living room. He did have the good grace to blush; she gave him that.

      “I know this isn’t exactly juice, but it does have an orange on the can,” he said with a crooked grin. “Madame, refreshments are served.”

      Her lips formed a smile at the sight of his. He’s contagious. “Your sister is right, you throw quite a party.”

      People at the kitchen table were playing a board game, another group gathered around the couch with bands on their heads, shouting phrases and words at each other. Music played throughout the house, and the enclosed back porch seemed to be the designated dance floor.

      “So, you work with Becky at the school?” His head tipped, as if studying her closely. But it didn’t make her uncomfortable as it often did. He seemed to be trying to figure something out.

      “Yes, fortunately her building keeps me pretty busy. I’m there almost every day. The little ones are so much better to deal with than the junior high kids.” Joss laughed. “I don’t have the patience for all those raging hormones.”

      Ben chuckled. “I understand. When I go home for Sunday dinners, my younger siblings can drive me nuts. But they’ll outgrow it. If I recall, I may have been kind of a pain at twelve also.”

      “May have?” Becky interrupted as she rejoined them. “That’s an understatement. The stories I could tell you.”

      “But you won’t, right?” His arm went around his sister’s neck and squeezed ever so slightly.

      “N-o-o-o,” she choked dramatically, as she pushed herself into the crook of his elbow. “N-ev-er.”

      “Ben, where are the rest of your CD’s?” someone called from the porch.

      “Excuse me ladies, but the host is in demand.” Ben exited with another melting smile and a wink.

      Joss’ breath caught. Good grief, what is wrong with me. But her eyes remained on those broad shoulders and strong back as he maneuvered around his guests.

      “You like, eh?” Becky grinned.

      “Oh, get that smug look off your face. I just need to get out more.”

      “You just need to...” She raised her eyes to the ceiling and shook her head. “C’mon. Let’s have some fun.”

      The evening was wonderful. With Becky by her side, she moved around the party and realized how much she had missed having a social life. The awkwardness from a year ago vanished. Granted, Joss was a good listener, and people who enjoyed talking seemed to gravitate to her. But the heaviness had lifted. A heaviness she hadn’t realized still clung to her heart.

      At one point, she found herself at the end of the couch, observing
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