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  Chapter 1

Angie


I turn to Madison and Elle. “Thanks for helping me pack. It’s been so long since I’ve traveled, I worry about forgetting something major. Like my purse.” 
“Sully said you’ve never left town for more than a few days since you came home from college.”
“An all-week alumni event? I deserve this vacation. But if you listen to Dad, he thinks I take enough days off.”
Elle shakes her head. “Maybe a Friday when the holidays get busy and you need to shop. Sometimes your father makes no sense.”
We both look at Madison since she works with him. “The man lives in his own world, where most people are always wrong. I don’t know where I find the words to correct him when he’s mistaken—ones that don’t make him angry.”
My only conclusion? The woman has magical skills. “The family business is lucky to have you and Elle.”
“And the company’s success has little to do with your father. It’s Uncle Davis who has amazing business skills.”
Elle works for my uncle, but she doesn’t need to tell me he’s the opposite of my father. “I’m excited for a week without Dad! Nobody will glare at me if I share my opinion.”

      [image: ]Since I’m not taking major highways, the traffic keeps moving. My brother Sully warned me to bypass the cross-country interstates traveled by semis. At a rest area, I relax at a park table, enjoying the cold drink and sandwich from my cooler. It’s a typical warm mid-September day. A family walks their dog to the area marked for pets. Once I finish my lunch, it’s time to hit the road. The hotel is a block from school, and I take my suitcase upstairs.  After freshening up, I sling my purse over my shoulder and head toward the campus. 
Despite the renovation of some buildings, college life continues. There are students everywhere. Couples holding hands, a few of them stealing kisses. Others heading for the library. I also notice the range of alumni, from last year’s grads to those who graduated years ago. The school invited all graduates for the first time.
“Angie?” It’s a woman from my economics class who’s also checking out the campus alone. She graduated a year after me.
“It’s nice to see a face I recognize!” I hope she introduces herself because I can’t remember her name.
She laughs. “I’m Janie. There are enough students with free time Friday afternoon. It could get crowded as more grads arrive.”
She’s right. I may retreat to the peace of my hotel room after dinner. Then I notice someone walking towards us. It can’t be him! I wave.
He squints at me. “Angie Hawthorne?”
Janie leans over and says, “He’s hot. Don’t worry about me. I’m heading into the student union for a bowl of their special ice cream.”
“See you later!” I walk toward him. “Brandon Delaney?”
He nods, and we are face to face.
Standing so close, I struggle find my voice. “It’s been a long time.”
I notice him eyeing my bare left hand. “Are you here alone?”
I sigh. “There aren’t many men in Laughing Falls who aren’t related to me.”
He chuckles, and the sound of his laughter makes me wish for more. And he’s more handsome than I remember.
“I haven’t met the right woman yet. Since we are both here alone, would you like to join me for dinner? I’m not in the mood for food service meals.”
“How could I forget that less-than-appetizing food? Thanks for the invitation.”
Once we order, he pulls the reunion agenda from his pocket. “It looks like they found a lot for us to do. But we can skip the events meant for parents and grandparents.”
“I planned to attend the football game tomorrow afternoon.”
“Mind if I pick up two tickets? Would you like to go together?”
To make sure I heard him correctly, I look up at Brandon to meet his eyes. It seems he’s waiting for my reply. The attraction between us surprises me. We didn’t have a chance to date in college, but I knew he’d be an interesting guy. “Is there a dance after the game?”
“There’s one event on campus for students. On Saturday evening, the college will host a dinner and dance for the alumni.”
“I would love to join you at the game. I also saw that there is a campus tour on the list. There must be new things to see.” 
“It says the tour is Sunday afternoon. Are you staying at the off-campus hotel? I saw they offer breakfast.”
“I left my car there and walked to the campus. But I skimmed the restaurant information when I dropped off my bag.”
“Changing the subject, did you review the classes they’re offering? Class details  are on the phone app.”
That’s what I forgot to do! “I had to finish some projects at work before I could leave town. I haven’t been able to review it yet.”
Our dinner arrives, and the food is delicious.
Brandon glances at me. “When you were dating my loser roommate, we got acquainted, and I wished I’d met you before he did. How could I ask you out after it ended?  That would have been awkward for both of us.”
“I wanted to get to know you better, but that would involve seeing your roommate after he dumped me. And both of you were graduating in two months. Bad timing.”
“This is better.” He studies me for a moment. “You are so beautiful, I can’t take my eyes off you.”
I rub my chin. “I’m a fool for guys with short, scruffy beards.”
“Has anyone in Laughing Falls caught your attention with the same style?”
“No one I know wears it as well as you do.” I’ve never felt this kind of attraction so fast, and I feel myself blushing when he looks at me.
After dessert he says, “Let’s walk to the hotel. There are comfortable chairs in the lobby where we can continue to talk.”
We choose seats facing each other, but close enough that we could speak privately.
Brandon leans forward. “Tell me about your job.”
“The Hawthorne families each have separate businesses. My grandfather thought our family had unique genes. They could identify which businesses will be profitable acquisitions. I’m the first woman in my family with a job at the company. According to my father, the family’s genetic gift passes only to the male members.”
His blinks at the end of my explanation. “Why?”
“Other family members helped me plot my move out of the file room to join them  upstairs, but my father’s not happy about it. Lucky for me, after my grandfather died, Uncle Davis—my father’s older brother—took over the family business. My father’s opinions belong to him alone.”
Brandon nods. ‘Sounds like your uncle approves of your current job. My dad underestimates my sister, but she’s more capable than he thinks.”
It helps to learn I’m not the only female with family issues. “Our business keeps growing. They hired two super smart women who are now my sisters-in-law and close friends.
“It’s interesting that we both work with our families, and it’s not always as wonderful as it sounds! My family owns a residential construction and remodeling company. My two older brothers graduated from college before me, giving them a head start. Earlier this year, my younger brother made room for himself in the company. He pitched a video showing our past renovation projects could grow that part of our business. And he invited me to join his team. We work well together.”
I’m happy for him. “It sounds like you all have a place in your company!”
The twinkle in his eyes reveals his excitement. “But the older brothers will take over the business when Dad retires.”
“Things can change. At least that will not be for years.”
He says, “You are too kind. How about your position? What is your typical day at work like?”
“There are new projects daily. There are several Hawthorne businesses in town, and they are regular customers. We’re now serving businesses outside of our family, and our workload is growing.”
“It sounds like you keep busy, but I hear some hesitation when you talk about it.” 
“As I mentioned before, my father loves to interfere. This is my first vacation in years, and it’s a relief to spend a week away from him.”
“Does he make life hard for everyone?”
“Everyone else in the Hawthorne Financial upstairs office is cool. But Dad lives to make other people miserable. My sisters-in-law continue to offer super advice. I got my current position when my older brother spoke to our uncle as he began his new role.”
He meets my gaze. “I’m pleased someone is on your side. We laughed about it earlier, but are you involved anyone back home?”
It’s embarrassing to admit. “I haven’t dated since college. If I got involved with a townie, I’d be his Sugar Mama.”
He smiles at my comment.
“I met someone, and before we could see if it might work, she took a job in a city halfway across the country.”
“Books and movies make it sound so easy. In real life, who stumbles into meeting the right person?”
As we walk to the elevator, he stops. “Want to meet around 8:30 tomorrow morning and grab breakfast?”
I tempted to pinch myself to believe I’m not dreaming. “That sounds fine.”
“What is your phone number? I will call you right now, so you have mine. This way, if I’m not there, you can call me.”
“And if I’m running a few minutes late, I will text you.”
When the elevator stops, I notice he gets off one floor before mine.






  
  Chapter 2

Brandon


I’ve never felt an instant connection with a woman until last night talking with Angie. What a bold move, asking her to join me at the football game right away. After getting to know her a little better, I made the right choice. 
Onward and move forward is my motto. I will have the most attractive date at the game! When I go downstairs the next morning, she steps off another elevator. Angie’s face lights up when she sees me. I could look at 
“Before the game, I should stop in the campus store to find a new shirt. Since this one’s so cozy, I often wear this one at home, and it’s showing its age.”
“All the men in my family went to Harmony. We have plenty of shirts and caps.”that smile all the time.
“What about your sister?”
“She had a soccer scholarship to Southwestern College.”
Angie’s face registers her surprise. “I don’t know many women who received sports scholarships. You must be proud of her!”
This is the Angie I remember—being happy when others do well. “What’s your secret to celebrating other people’s successes?” I follow her to the breakfast buffet in the hotel dining area.
“One brother claims I always get what I want. It may take months, and I don’t give up. Knowing how hard it can be, I appreciate other people’s achievements.” She helps herself to pancakes and bacon. And balances a coffee cup on her tray.
I spoon scrambled eggs with ham onto a plate and add a blueberry muffin. I also grab a coffee cup before joining her. “Am I correct in concluding that your positive mindset helped you move to the upstairs office?”
“I wanted it for a long time. Then, my oldest brother married the smartest person I’ve ever met. The strategy originated with her.”
Angie smiles when she talks about her sister-in-law. Living with her father and brothers, I bet she loved having another woman join the family.
As we finish breakfast, she suggests, “Let’s see if the store is open. There may be a rush on team sweatshirts before the game.”
“If we buy anything, it’s a short walk back to the hotel. It will be easier than carrying bags around all day.”
“That’s a great idea.”
After we get ready back at the hotel, we head over to the stadium.
We’re both looking forward to the hot dog and Coke snack we remember from our college days. When we get to the stadium, we head toward our gate. Students and alumni crowd into the entry area. Angie grabs my arm, sending a tingle down to my fingertips.
She leans closer. “Don’t want to lose you because the tickets are in your pocket!”
Our seats are in the second tier, a few rows left of center field. Students fill the seats above us. Season ticket holders enjoy the first-tier seats.
“We have a decent view of the field here. Being in the nosebleed section didn’t bother me in the old days since I was always with a group of friends. We talked throughout the entire game.”
I laugh. “Freshman year, my friends were checking out the women.”
She hides her smile behind her hand. 
Many of us gave up dating in college once we experienced a few failures. I didn’t meet  Angie until my senior year, and she was a year younger. Why didn’t I notice her until she had been seeing my roommate for a few weeks?
The food vendor is approaching. I stand to take my wallet out of my pocket. “Two hotdogs and two Cokes.”
I hand her the wrapped buns and then grab the drinks. I set a Coke in the drink holder attached to her seat. She hands me a hot dog.
“They tucked mustard and ketchup packets into the wrapper.”
We both add ketchup to our hot dogs. I wonder how many other ways we are compatible. Perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself. I always had a feeling that Angie and I would have connected if we met sooner.
The teams appear evenly matched for most of the game. Then a Harmony player intercepts a pass. Everyone is on their feet as the player heads for the end zone.
Angie and I stand to watch our player score. We face each other, cheering with the crowd. I mean to raise my hand for a high-five. But my arms have their own plan, and they slip around her waist in a hug. She returns the favor. When we take our seats, she offers a half-smile.
Perhaps we’re both confused. I didn’t plan to press my body against hers—it just kind of happened. Totally unexpected.
She leans close and whispers, “I’m sorry. The excitement of the moment overwhelmed me.”
I reach for her hand. “No apology needed. I hugged you first for the same reason.”
She withdraws her hand, folding both of them in her lap. Am I moving too fast for her? It has been ages since I’ve enjoyed spending time with a woman and it feels so right. She agreed to join me for dinner. I’ll be on my best behavior at the dance.
Angie stays close to me as we return to our hotel. “I’m impressed the Harmony Tigers held on and won!”
“That should make our evening more festive. If I remember correctly, guys cared little if the team won or lost if they had a hot date that night.”
She laughs. “I imagine my brothers were like that in college. I’m going upstairs to change into something more appropriate. Should we meet in the lobby in half an hour?”
“You looked great in the new sweatshirt today,” I tease her. “I’ll meet you down here.”
I packed a blazer, a button-down shirt, and slacks for the special dinner. Some men may wear suits, but this is my vacation. First, a shower to make my windblown hair behave. I reach the lobby with five minutes to spare.
Angie gets off the elevator, and a few heads turn as she approaches me. She knows how to make an entrance. The dress looks amazing on her with quarter-length sleeves appropriate for the season. And the uneven hemline tells me it’s a wrap dress—my sister Hannah has one in her closet. But I can’t imagine my sister drawing attention to herself in cobalt blue. The color looks stunning with Angie’s dark hair.
“I’ve never seen you dressed up, Angie. You look lovely.” 
She blushes and accepts my elbow and links her arm through mine. “You don’t look too bad yourself. We have a couple of designers in our family that our cousins have married. One designed this dress, and the other one created it!”
“They are talented.” As the door opens, I notice candles on the tables in the dining room.
“I didn’t expect something so fancy,” she says.
“Does it seem like they expect something from us? Perhaps they will encourage older couples to consider Harmony for their children or donate money to the college.”
I choose a table near the window and pull out a chair. Once she’s seated, I sit beside her. “I enjoy the view of the campus at night.”
She gazes out the window. “It brings back so many memories.”
They serve our section first. It looks like the usual banquet chicken and roasted potatoes meal, but tastes much better. 
Angie takes a bite and smiles. “Spicy, yet flavorful. I like it!”
Angie and I concentrate on our meals. Cheering at the game, we must have burned off all the calories from our hot dog lunch.
The servers arrive with dessert trays. I choose a slice of apple pie.
Angie studies the choices. “I am a sucker for sweets. The chocolate mousse for me, please.”
I notice the sparkle in her eyes.
After the server leaves, Angie says, “This is one dessert I cannot make.” 
“Do you bake a lot in your spare time?”
She doesn’t answer right away. Once the desserts arrive, Angie closes her eyes to savor her first bite. Then she turns to me. “Cooking and baking are my hobbies. I’ve learned most things from online videos. My roommates have loved the bonus of a few interesting meals each week.”
“Do you have a roomie now?”
She shakes her head. “I have an extra bedroom. The women who married my brothers each stayed with me when they first came to Laughing Falls.”
Her boundless kindness astounds me. 
My birthday occurred during the time she was dating Oliver, my old roommate. I was feeling a little down because a gift my parents sent didn’t arrive on time. She insisted on stopping by our dorm room. Angie brought me a cupcake with a candle on top. It seems she hasn’t changed.
And now she sighs over the last spoonful of her dessert. I’ve never met anyone who enjoys life quite like Angie.
A band warms up in the ballroom. I reach for Angie’s hand. “Would you like to dance?”
She smiles. “Sounds fun.”
We find a spot on the dance floor. I remember standing on the sidelines, watching her with Oliver. Angie moved with the music, her hips swaying from side to side.
The band plays a familiar song, and I realize Angie hasn’t changed. But watching from the sidelines is nothing like dancing close to her, where we sometimes brush against each other.
We shared dinner last night and spent all day together. I’ve enjoyed every minute and don’t want it to end. Could I be falling for Angie? That question can wait until I’m back home and not under her spell. I am just going to enjoy tonight.
The band plays a ballad before their break.
I’m about to ask if she wants to move closer, but she steps toward me and rests her hands on my shoulders. I place my hands on her back. We move together to the music. How does she fit so perfectly in my arms? I want to see her expression, but there’s little space between us. If I gaze into her eyes, I might get lost in them.
At the end of the evening, I walk her to her room.
“I had a wonderful time today. Thank you,” she says.
My hand itches to brush hair away from face, but I restrain myself. “Why are you thanking me? I had a wonderful time sharing the day with you.”
“My friends and I haven’t kept in touch. Without you, I would have spent the day alone, or with strangers.”
“Why did you come to the reunion if there was no one you expected to see?”
She ducks her head. “It’s a vacation from work and my father. Am I keeping you from friends you’d like to visit?”
“Like you, I had no plan. Perhaps I hoped to recognize a few people. But you are a welcome surprise.”
Angie’s cheeks blush a pale pink tone. It makes this moment feel more personal.
“Should we meet for breakfast in the morning? If it’s asking too much, I can grab a muffin and eat in my room.”
My hand rests on the door frame to avoid touching her arm or shoulder. “A muffin isn’t breakfast. Let’s meet at 8:30 and review the daily events.”
She ducks under my arm and unlocks her door. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”
I relax on my bed and turn on the TV to a sports station, but I am too distracted by the events today. No woman has ever fascinated me this way. Perhaps everyone feels nostalgic at school reunions. Although we met in college, we never spent time alone
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