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          Micah

        

      

    

    
      It was a sunny, warm, beautiful day in Wintervale, which didn’t make a lot of sense to anyone in the town since it was February. Random warm fronts in the winter weren’t just rare; Wintervale’s oldest citizens couldn’t remember a single time it had happened in their lifetime. The lingering snow of January had already melted and instead of February’s standard steel gray sky, no matter which direction you looked, you saw nothing but comforting cheery blue. Everyone was walking around with spring smiles on their faces…

      Everyone, that was, except Pastor Micah Wheeler.

      Micah was in the office of Wintervale Fellowship Church, being chased from room-to-room by Matilda Granger, who had been trying to set him up with her daughter for months.

      “But Pastor Micah, Cordelia is ready to start dating again and you two have known each other since you were kids!” Matilda said as she followed Micah into his office.

      That’s the problem, he thought as he pretended to sort through the mail.

      “Cordie is a lovely girl, Matilda, but I’m really not looking for a relationship right now. I’m so busy with everything here, I wouldn’t even know how to begin to make the time for a date. But I appreciate the suggestion, as always.”

      His church secretary, Dina Berry, came charging into the office with a stack of papers, a box, and something from the bank piled in her arms.

      “Don’t listen to him, Matilda. He could make time for a girl if he wanted. He has plenty of it,” Dina said as the stack started to wobble. Micah couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Oh, really? I have plenty of time?” he asked with a grin. “What’s all that nothing you’ve brought me, Dina?”

      She dropped the whole pile on his desk with an exhausted huff.

      “Well, I need you to approve the flyers for the spaghetti dinner at the end of the week, you have a list of home visits to make this week, the retirement village wants to confirm that you’re coming over on Sunday, the deposit needs to be made at the bank, and Kit Farmer called to invite you over for dinner on Saturday night. And I don’t know what the box is. But it was addressed to you, not the church,” Dina said as she turned on her heel and walked out of his office.

      “Tell me again how I have plenty of time to date!” Micah called after her. He shoved everything in front of him to the side and smiled as gently as he could at Matilda Granger. “I really am sorry Matilda, but I’m sure you can find someone with more time to devote to Cordelia. I’ll still see you on Sunday right?”

      Matilda looked disappointed but she reached her hand out and squeezed Micah’s.

      “I haven’t missed a service since 1979 when I had the flu. And even then, poor old Lester had to force me to stay home. You take care of yourself, Pastor Micah,” she said before she left, closing the office door behind her. He’d never say it out loud but he was grateful for the moment of reflect silence the closed door provided him. The only problem was that, thanks to the unseasonable warmth, it took all of two minutes for his office to get stuffy. Micah spun his chair around and opened the windows behind him, then jumped a foot in the air when he saw a church volunteer washing the windows.

      “Hey, Pastor Micah!” Dan, the volunteer said joyously. “Can you believe this weather? You’d think it was the middle of April!”

      Micah smiled politely and held his hand out the window to shake Dan’s hand. “It’s certainly a lovely day. Thank you for all your hard work, Dan. We couldn’t keep Wintervale Fellowship looking so lovely without your help.”

      “Think nothing of it, Pastor! But while I have you…”

      Micah’s shoulders slumped; he knew what was coming.

      “My sister is thinking about moving back to Wintervale,” Dan said with a giant grin, “I think you two would get on like gangbusters! She’s really funny and I bet she’d be excited to…”

      Micah took his cell phone out of his pocket and pretended it was ringing.

      “Oh, shoot! I need to take this, Dan. I’m just going to go ahead and close the windows so I can give the parishioner some privacy,” he said, already pushing the windows shut again before Dan could argue. Once he was safely within the privacy of his office again, he held the phone to his ear for a few moments before setting it down and dropping his head on the desk. He was so exhausted, and it wasn’t by his work. There was nothing in the world that Micah loved more than ministering to the people of Wintervale. He felt like he got to take care of the whole town and it was better than anything they’d prepared him for in divinity school.

      The only thing they hadn’t prepared him for at his university was the constant onslaught of mothers and fathers who wanted their daughters to marry the town pastor. It wasn’t that Micah didn’t want to get married; far from it. The idea of being a husband and a father made his heart skip a beat. But Micah grew up in Wintervale, and since Wintervale Fellowship was the town’s only church, he had decades of history with every woman in Wintervale. Worse than that, as their pastor, he knew so much about them, from their happiest moments to their worst, that he couldn’t imagine dating any of them. It felt like a betrayal of his role as their pastor.

      It also didn’t help that Micah felt like he had more important things he needed to focus on than his personal life. As soon as he came back to his hometown to take the position at Wintervale Fellowship, he was forced to dive in head first. The former pastor didn’t seem to take his role all that seriously, since almost everyone went to Hadleigh, the neighboring town, for their spiritual needs. When Micah came back, his goal was to bring the citizens of Wintervale home and it didn’t take him long to achieve his goal.

      But with all of his hard work came the realization that his entire life was going to revolve around the church. As he reminded himself that was exactly what he signed up for, his cell started ringing for real this time. He didn’t have the luxury of ignoring his phone, but when Micah saw it was his friend Jack Winters, he actually wanted to answer. Jack was a meteorologist for The National Weather Network and they’d become friends working for a kid’s charity in Burlington. He and his wife Hannah ran a bed and breakfast in the mountains called The Cranberry Cottage. Micah knew Hannah in high school but she was younger so they didn’t spend a lot of time together.

      “Hey, Jack! What’s up?”

      “You sound awfully upbeat this afternoon. Did someone invite you over for tea and cookies with their daughter again?” Jack asked with a snicker. Jack hadn’t lived in Wintervale long enough to really get a feel for small town life, so he could still joke about it. In a few years though…

      He’d see.

      “Yes, actually. But that’s not why I’m happy. It’s just good to hear your voice. I don’t think I’ve had a break since the New Year. What are you up to?”

      “Not much,” Jack said, mildly distracted, “but we wanted to invite you to The Cottage for dinner tonight. We haven’t seen you since the Christmas Eve Festival and I think Channing misses you.”

      Channing was Hannah’s dog and Micah suddenly missed her too. “Are you sure Hannah doesn’t just feel guilty about the way I usually eat dinner? Because I really don’t mind eating frozen lasagna again.”

      Micah absolutely minded eating frozen lasagna again but he didn’t want to make Jack feel guilty.

      “Actually, I’m the one who felt sorry for you,” Jack joked, “but Hannah agreed to go along with it. So, will you come over tonight? Around six?”

      Micah didn’t even look at his schedule before he answered.

      “That sounds great! And I will bring a few treats for Channing to smooth things over.”

      Just as Micah hung up, he thought he heard Jack say something back, but since he didn’t call or text, he figured it must not be that important. Micah pushed the mail off his office phone and hit the intercom out to Dina.

      “Dina, clear my schedule from 6pm tonight on through the rest of the night.”

      Dina buzzed right back.

      “You’re not going on a date are you?” she practically shrieked back.

      “No, Dina. Just going to see Jack and Hannah Winter.”

      Maybe one day people will remember I’m more than a contestant on Wintervale’s version of The Dating Game, he thought as he jumped into the stack of work that had accumulated on his desk. One day.
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      Frannie Foster gripped the armrests on her seat when the plane hit a patch of turbulence. The flight from New York to Burlington, Vermont was a short one, but Frannie hated flying, so even the slightest bump sent her heart rate spiking. The only thing she could do to distract herself was work, and even that wasn’t proving too helpful. Frannie was the pop culture producer for Your Day with Bob and Ashley, the highest rating morning show in America. Frannie worked with Natasha Lowe, the pop culture reporter, and she loved her job. She even had her own assistant, though when she glanced over at Jezzie, who was playing a game on her handheld game system and not doing a single one of the tasks Frannie assigned her, she wondered if there was any point in having an assistant at all.

      Frannie hadn’t actually hired Jezzie Hall at all; she was the niece of one of the network head’s poker buddies. So, not only could she not fire Jezzie, she couldn’t do much to chastise her terrible work ethic either. It wasn’t a big deal when they were in New York, because Frannie was used to doing all of her own work. But when they had to travel and do pre-story research for Natasha, it would have been really nice to have a little help with even a quarter of the tasks Frannie needed to get done. She could already feel that this Wintervale thing was going to be squarely on her shoulders.

      Natasha sent Frannie to a small town in Vermont where Claudia Monroe lived when she wasn’t working. Claudia’s show that she wrote and produced, En Pointe, had just won a ton of awards and Natasha was desperate to get an interview with her. Frannie’s job was to meet Claudia and do a sort of pre-interview to figure out a plan for Natasha when it was time for the real segment. Frannie was just getting a basic outline together when she noticed an email from Natasha.

      
        
        From: Natasha (natlowe@yourday.com)

        To: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        Subject: WHOOPS

      

        

      
        Sorry, Frannie, but I haven’t had time to watch En Pointe and don’t think I will before the interview. Can you watch it and give me a full series summary by the time you get back? And preferably before you do the pre-interview? I don’t want it to look like we didn’t do our research.

        Thanks!

        XOXO,

        Nat

      

      

      Frannie dropped her head in her hands in frustration. If she had known she needed to watch the show before they left New York, she could have gotten screeners from the network. Frannie took off her headphones and turned to Jezzie.

      “Jez, can you email the network and get a private screening link for Claudia’s series? I need it ASAP.”

      But Jezzie didn’t even seem to hear her. Her earbuds were in and she was unnervingly focused on the characters in her game. It was like she was hypnotized and Frannie knew better than to startle the girl when she was lost in a video game. Instead, Frannie just sent the email herself. She also confirmed their rental car and their stay at a bed and breakfast in Wintervale. They were both things Jezzie should have done but it only took Frannie a minute to confirm her assistant hadn’t done either.

      Frannie had barely hit “send” on her email before she received a response from the bed and breakfast.

      
        
        From: Reservations (hannah@thecranberrycottage.com)

        To: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        Subject: Confirmed!

      

      

      
        
        Hi, Ms. Foster!

        We can’t wait to meet you and your assistant when you arrive at The Cranberry Cottage! Your assistant is staying in the Vale’s Edge Room and we’ve reserved The Pine Lake Room for you. I’m sure you’ll be exhausted when you get here so we have dinner planned for your arrival! 

        If you need anything else or are unable to find us once you get on those mountain roads, my cell phone number is below. Have a safe trip and welcome (almost) to Vermont!

        Best,

        Hannah Winters

      

      

      Frannie was a little shocked. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever received a personal email from hotel owner, but she’d also never stayed at a bed and breakfast. Growing up, it was just her mom and her, and they didn’t have the money to go on a lot of vacations. When it came to the show, Your Day usually put the producers up in basic hotels. The only reason she and Jezzie were staying at The Cranberry Cottage was because Claudia insisted and Frannie didn’t put up a fight. She was hoping this trip to Wintervale might feel like more of a vacation than her job usually did. Apparently, it was warmer in Vermont than it was in New York and Frannie was ready for spring.

      As she closed her laptop for the first time during the flight, Frannie checked to see how far they were from Vermont. They probably only had another twenty minutes before they got to the airport, but that was just enough time to close her eyes until they landed. She had been up all night in the editing bay finishing their last segment on Lindsey Marvel’s latest marriage, then had to be there for the show at 6am. Frannie felt like the walking dead.

      She just felt herself start to drift off when out of nowhere, Jezzie laughed a resounding, ear-piercing laugh that scared Frannie so badly, she thought alarms were going off. When she sat up, everyone on the plane was staring at them with either terrified or seething expressions, and she couldn’t blame them. Meanwhile, Jezzie kept playing her game, oblivious to anything happening around her, which was par for the course.

      Since there was obviously going to be no cat nap in her future, Frannie opened her computer again and got back to work. If there was one thing she could always count on, it was work. She couldn’t help but hope it would be enough to distract her during the landing... 

      The only thing that scared Frannie more than take-offs were landings.
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          Micah

        

      

    

    
      New guests were apparently arriving just in time for dinner, so the bed and breakfast was lit up like a fairy cottage. Micah loved visiting The Cranberry Cottage because it was so bright and sunny. Normally on a February night like this, the massive wood-burning fireplace would be crackling in the living room. But tonight, the windows were all open, letting the warm woodland air fill the whole cottage. The only thing that smelled better than the pine trees that surrounded The Cottage was the chicken parmesan bubbling away in the oven.

      Jack invited Micah into the kitchen for a glass of wine before the new guests arrived, but he had a feeling his friend was just trying to get him alone to bug him about his love life. He’d gotten really good at spotting a set-up. Once they were alone, Jack gave Micah a gently nudge on the shoulder.

      “I overheard that you’re going out on a date with Cordelia Granger,” Jack said with a wink. Micah was glad that he hadn’t sipped any of the wine yet because he would have spit it all over his friend.

      “I’m not going anywhere with anyone! Who did you overhear saying that?” Micah asked, horrified. Jack shrugged and snatched a piece of bread out of the basket on the counter.

      “I think it was her mother? I don’t know. So, it’s not true? You’re not dating anyone?”

      “I swear,” Micah said after he took a long sip of wine, “I would rather talk about the spaghetti dinner or how I spent an hour and a half listening to an elderly woman talk about her gout. Anything but dating.”

      Jack laughed softly and lifted up his glass to cheers Micah.

      “I get it man. After Laney, my fiancé, passed away. All anyone wanted to do was set me up with someone new to ‘help me move on.’ I tried to go on a few dates, but they were awful, mostly because of me. Then, just about the time I was ready to give up on ever loving anyone again, a snow storm trapped me in this bed and breakfast, and that goofy blonde over there stole my heart.”

      Hannah stuck her head into the kitchen. “Are you talking about me?”

      “She always knows. It’s her sixth sense,” Jack said with a chuckle as he handed Hannah a glass of wine. Anyway, I’ll leave you alone but if you think for a second that I won’t be keeping an eye out for the future Mrs. Pastor Micah Wheeler, you’d be crazy.”

      Micah was about to chastise Jack again when they heard Hannah’s voice echo in from the hallway.

      “Jack, Micah, the new guests are here! Can you help get them settled?”

      They left their wine behind without complaint and joined Hannah in the foyer, where they found two women standing next to her, loaded down with bags. Micah and Jack hurried over to help them set everything down, and Micah couldn’t help but notice how different the women were. He first locked eyes with the girl in glasses. She had her hair in a messy ponytail and a bluetooth around her ear. She was wearing jeans and a bright blue button down, which made her dark eyes pop. There was something clever and kind about her, but just as he reached out to shake her hand, the complete opposite shoved in front of her.

      “Hi, I’m Jezzie,” the younger girl said as she shoved out her perfectly manicured hand. “And what’s your name?” she asked seductively. Jezzie was wearing bright red lipstick that matched her hair. She was wearing a tiny tank top under a leather jacket and a pair of bright pink pants that hung low on her hips and made her look like an 80s rock star. She was gorgeous and as much as he hated to admit it, he was really distracted by her.

      “Hey, Jezzie,” he mumbled. “I like your… hair.”

      Everyone stood there quietly for a moment, as if no one knew what to say next. Finally, the woman in the glasses pushed them further up her nose and cleared her throat.

      “Alrighty, then. I’m Frannie Foster, segment producer for Your Day. This is my, well… assistant I guess, Jezzie Hall. Thank you for the warm welcome. The executive producer booked us into a place called The Wintervale Peak but Claudia insisted…”

      Before Frannie could finish, Micah, Jack, and Hannah all started laughing. When Frannie and Jezzie both raised their eyebrows in confusion, Micah figured he should put them out of their misery.

      “The Wintervale Peak is… unusual. The owner, Hank Peterson, is a bit of an odd duck. And the TVs only get one channel that airs nothing but an old game show called The Golden Monkey. No one outside of Wintervale has ever heard of it, so there are rumors about curses.”

      Jack gave Micah a gentle kick in the foot. “You’re a pastor. What are you doing talking about curses?”

      Jezzie’s eyes lit up.

      “A pastor? Really? You look too cute to be a pastor,” she said, batting her eyes. Everyone but Micah looked a little aghast.

      “We come in all shapes and sizes,” he answered awkwardly. “You know what, Jack? I just remembered that I have a meeting back at Fellowship. I don’t know how I forgot. Can I take a rain check on dinner?”

      Micah saw a combination of shock and annoyance in Jack’s eyes, so he knew he was going to hear about this later.

      “Don’t leave on our account,” Frannie said, adjusting her glasses again. “I promise, we may be from New York but we don’t bite.”

      “I’m from Los Angeles and I never said I didn’t bite,” Jezzie interjected. Micah felt a full-body blush start in his feet and spread straight up to his forehead. If he didn’t get out of The Cranberry Cottage immediately, he might pass out right there in the foyer.

      “Right then, I’ll call you later Jack. Frannie, Jezzie, pleasure to meet you,” he said as he ran out the front door with both Jezzie and Hannah’s dog on his heels.

      “Wait!” Jezzie called out to him. “I was only kidding!”

      All Micah could manage was an awkward wave as he got in the car and drove back down the mountain. As embarrassed as he was, he couldn’t help but wonder if Jack had set the whole thing up. But what was his plan, if that were true? Jezzie was nothing like any girl Micah had met before, especially when he was in divinity school. Could Jack really have meant Micah to meet someone tonight?

      He wasn’t sure, but he made a mental note to ask Jack about it as soon as he got home. Maybe by then, he would figure out if he was mad at his friend…

      Or kind of excited at the prospect of meeting someone so different.
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      Frannie yawned into the sleeve of her flannel pajamas, fighting off the exhaustion of the day. The bed in her room at The Cranberry Cottage was the softest and most comfortable she’d ever felt in her life and she couldn’t wait to curl up under the covers and pass out. The only problem was, she still had hours of work to do and Jezzie was sitting on the end of the bed, talking to someone on the phone about everything but her job. She’d been at it for about an hour and Frannie was starting to lose her patience.

      “Jez, you know you have your own room right? It’s just next door. If you’re not going to help me, you might as well go to bed,” Frannie said, trying to be gentle though she knew she sounded terse. But it was like Jezzie didn’t even hear her. She’d done the same thing at dinner, even when Jack and Hannah tried to make conversation. Jez spent the whole meal texting with someone and then just got up and left the table without so much as a “thank you.” When Frannie tried to apologize, their hosts wouldn’t hear it. She was starting to see the appeal of staying at bed and breakfasts because they rarely got the same treatment as the on-air talent, but Jack and Hannah were treating them like they were family.

      And like a little sister who followed you around everywhere poking you in the back just to wind you up, Jezzie was already getting on Frannie’s last nerve. If her assistant wasn’t going to help, or leave, she was just going to get the last of her calls made for the night before she cleaned up the mess Jezzie made from rooting through the mini-bar and snacks. She wanted to confirm their time tomorrow with Claudia, check in with the executive producer from Your Day, and call her mom because she made a promise to check in once a week when she left for college and never broke her promises. But before she could pick up her phone, Jezzie kicked her in the leg.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      She didn’t look up from her phone, but she kept kicking Frannie in the leg until she grabbed a pillow and held Jezzie’s legs down with it.

      “Hey, hey, I think we should find that pastor guy tomorrow and ask him some questions about Clarabelle.”

      Frannie scrunched up her face in confusion.

      “Clara… You mean Claudia? Claudia Monroe? The prolific ballet dancer, writer, and producer of the award nominated drama En Pointe?” Frannie asked, incredulous. Jezzie just shrugged.

      “Yeah, whatever. The motel people said that they all knew each other in school, so maybe he’d have some good stories about…” she paused as she searched her short term memory for Claudia’s name again. “The ballet dancer,” she finished after grasping.

      Frannie wasn’t an idiot. She knew exactly why Jezzie wanted to see Pastor Micah again and the last thing she felt like doing was playing matchmaker. She could understand why Jezzie was enamored with the pastor; he was handsome, shy, and funny in an accidental way. But they were in Wintervale to work, not date. 

      “Jez, we really don’t have time to waste on interviews with people who are only loosely connected to Claudia. We’re just doing a pre-interview for Natasha so she can be prepared when she gets here later in the week. What would be the point of interviewing the pastor?”

      For the first time in at least a month, Jezzie looked up from her phone and then right in Frannie’s eyes. It was so sudden and unexpected, it gave Frannie a shiver.

      “Natasha is always on us about having more personal footage. Wouldn’t that be a good start? A local pastor guy who knew her when she was a kid?” Jezzie asked, twirling a strand of her bright red hair around her finger. As much as it hurt Frannie to admit it, her assistant was right.

      She rubbed her temples and sighed. “Yeah, okay, we can talk to Pastor Micah. Can you get some information for me so I can…”

      Frannie didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Jezzie jumped up from the bed, all of her trash falling on the floor, and she ran for the door.

      “Byeeeeee,” she called over her shoulder, slamming the door behind her. Frannie crawled out from under the covers and cleaned up all the bags and bottles on the floor. Then she was finally able to change the channel to some repeats of her favorite cop show, jotted down a note to research that game show that only aired in Wintervale, and grabbed her laptop from the other side of the bed.

      Her plan was to watch as many episodes of En Pointe as she could before their first interview tomorrow, then she could squeeze in a couple of hours of sleep before she had to wake Jezzie up. But she was so exhausted, and the bed was so much more comfortable than her couch bed in New York, that she kept dozing off. Frannie knew there was no way she was going to stay awake much longer, so she got up to brush her teeth. As she did, she found her thoughts drifting to Pastor Micah. There was something unexpectedly charming about him that Frannie couldn’t stop thinking about. Not that it mattered, because there was no chance she would ever say anything to him in a million years. She had absolutely no love life because while she could interview actors, sports stars, and musicians, when it came to guys she had a crush on…

      Frannie would freeze up before she even had a chance to introduce herself most of the time. 

      She reminded herself again that it wasn’t as if they had time for anything silly like romance, anyway. If she wasn’t going to be able to stay awake and watch the show, she was at least going to have a good night’s sleep in an amazing bed. Frannie crawled back under the down comforter and turned off the light, then snuggled down into the heavenly pillow. 

      Frannie was just about to drift off to sleep when music started blasting through the wall from Jezzie’s room. It was so loud, the wall between them was shaking and for a minute, Frannie thought the picture over the bed was going to fall off the wall. With a frustrated groan, she grabbed another pillow and smushed it over her head as she tried to drown out the blasting EDM.

      Well, at least the bed is comfortable, Frannie thought as the wooden headboard vibrated annoyingly against her head.
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      “Pastor Micah! Look at my painting! Look at my…”

      It was his morning to visit the Sunday School kids after their service, so Micah was sitting on the floor in the kid’s room with a bunch of preschool children. A little girl named Andrea walked up to show Micah her finger painting, which was still very wet, when she tripped over her own feet and fell into his arms. When she stood up, her painting remained stuck to the front of Micah’s shirt.

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!” Andrea said nervously. Micah slowly peeled the wet paper away from his pale-blue button down, which now featured a bright, gooey rainbow. He looked up at Andrea, who had tears in her eyes, and smiled warmly.

      “Are you kidding? You just made this shirt look so much better! I knew it was missing something when I put in on this morning and you’ve figured it out. It needed a rainbow. I love it Andrea,” Micah said with a grin. The little girl sighed gratefully and ran off to show what was left of the picture to her mom, who mouthed apologies from across the room. He was just about to get up so he could run home and change when suddenly, Frannie and Jezzie from that morning show were standing in the doorway.

      Right away, Micah could feel Jezzie smiling at him, and it made him blush. It only got worse when he remembered the painted rainbow scene he was wearing on his shirt. He thought they were both going to come over to him, but Frannie had stopped his secretary Dina and he could hear them talking about the church building itself. Instead, Jezzie spun her way through the kids and sat down on the floor next to him.

      “Hi,’ she said flirtatiously as she twirled her phone in her hand. Micah couldn’t figure out who was making it awkward, Jezzie or him.

      “Yeah, hi! What um… what brings you two here today?” he asked, stumbling over his words. He expected Jezzie to pick up the conversation from there, especially based on the way she was batting her eyes at him. But instead, she hunched her shoulders forward and laughed oddly.

      “Actually,” she answered, dragging the word out just a few seconds too long, “I don’t really remember why we came here. But Frannie will know. Let me… get her,” Jezzie said as she jumped up to her feet and ran over to her boss. Micah watched as they argued for a minute, both of them whispering so they couldn’t be heard, until finally Jezzie disappeared out through the back and Frannie smiled in his direction. When she walked up to him, she pointed at his shirt.

      “That’s an interesting look. Not a lot of people could pull that off.”

      Micah stood up and tried to straighten the shirt but the more he messed with it, the more the paint seemed to spread everywhere.

      “Well, what can I say? Part of my job is encouraging the dreams of future fashion designers and painters. Apparently, Andrea is going to be both. Did you and Jezzie come here for the service? Because if so, you’re a little late.”

      Frannie seemed confused by the question. “The service? Of… what?”

      Micah couldn’t help but laugh.

      “At Wintervale Fellowship, the church service. I couldn’t think of any other reason for you to be here,” he said with a smile. Frannie laughed gently as she took her reading glasses down from her head and took out a notebook.

      “Oh! Of course,” she said as she tried to recover. “The church service. Right. But no, that’s not why I, we, came here. Hannah and Jack said you and Claudia and Reid grew up together, so we thought you might be willing to do an interview for the show. It wouldn’t be anything major, just a few words about what Claudia was like as a kid, or if you ever saw her dance before she left Wintervale. Natasha likes to have some personal bits to include in her pieces.”

      Micah gulped.

      “Natasha Lowe is going to interview me?” he asked nervously. He wasn’t sure he wanted any more publicity than he already got from being photographed with Jack serving Thanksgiving dinner at a homeless shelter. It was good for the shelter, but horrible for Dina, who was suddenly fielding emails asking whether or not the “hot pastor” was single. Micah wasn’t sure he wanted to open the church up to that kind of nonsense a second time. “I’m not sure…”

      “Actually, I’ll be interviewing you before she even gets here and then we’ll just splice things together when we’re back in New York. I don’t know if meeting Natasha was your concern, but if that puts you at ease at all…” Frannie said, looking up over the top of her glasses like grade school teacher. It did actually make him feel a little better. But he still wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do.

      “Let me check in with Claudia and see what is and isn’t off limits. Would that be alright?”

      Frannie raised her eyebrow at him.

      “So, you’re implying there are things from high school that are off limits?”

      Micah laughed and then gestured for her to keep it down.

      “Alright, alright. We were all different people in high school. I just want to be sure she’s okay with it. And in exchange for the interview, could I mention the charity that Jack Winters and I volunteer at together?” He hoped he wasn’t pushing his luck, but Frannie jotted something down in her notebook and mumbled to herself. “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said when she looked up. “I have a tendency to talk under my breath like everyone can hear me. It’s a bad habit. Since you’re working with Jack Winters, I’m sure the executive producer won’t mind. We’ll just have to find a way to work it in organically.”

      Micah reached into his pocket and returned with his business card, that was covered in pink and purple paint.

      “Call me and we can set something up,” he said, trying to be brave. “You know, either of you. Can call, I mean. I’m free tomorrow afternoon if that works for you.”

      Frannie carefully wrapped the business card in a handkerchief she had in her giant bag, then tucked it into a plastic bag. “One of us will call you tomorrow morning… to confirm you got permission that is. I should get to the car. I don’t think Jez knows how to work anything in the car so she’s probably sitting in there with the windows up right now.”

      Micah laughed as he followed her outside. Sure enough, Jezzie had her sunglasses on, her feet up on the dashboard, and all of the windows closed even though it was a sunny, warm morning.

      “See?” Frannie asked with a laugh. Jezzie turned for a second and saw Micah and Frannie looking at her, then spun her head in the other direction like they couldn’t see her if she couldn’t see them. For someone so beautiful and interesting, she seemed to be shy. It only intrigued Micah further, though he hated it admit it. He was just about to ask Frannie what they were doing for dinner tonight when a child slammed into the back of Micah’s legs, knocking them both to the ground.

      “I guess I should get back to it,” Michael said as he crawled to his feet, the paint now caked with grass. “And change.”

      Frannie slipped on a pair of sunglasses and was already walking away when she waved and called out, “talk later!” 

      He couldn’t help but watch as they drove away, Jezzie’s feet still on the dashboard and her bright red hair blowing out the window. Micah wasn’t much for trouble, but he felt like he was headed in the right direction for some with these new strangers in town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          Micah

        

      

    

    
      The strangely warm air blew threw the car windows and made Frannie forget for a moment that it was actually February in Vermont. She had her thick curls piled high on her head so she could open the windows and enjoy the relief that the sudden warm front brought from what had been a freezing winter. But as they drove from The Cottage to an ice skating rink called The Skate Escape, Jezzie did nothing but complain about the wind messing up her own hair, which made Frannie feel like she was on a road trip with a snotty teenager. 

      They were meeting Claudia to go over some of the interview questions and get a tour of some of her favorite places in Wintervale, so Frannie was trying to stay calm and professional. Claudia’s fiancé owned the skating rink and she really needed information on him before they got there. The problem was, her assistant was just about on her last nerve today. It was one of those days when she felt more like Jezzie’s mom than her boss and the only thing keeping her calm were some deep breathing exercises she learned in yoga.

      “Jez,” Frannie said as she turned down the blasting pop music, “did you get me that bio I asked for on Reid Burnett?”

      Jezzie was staring at her phone. “Huh? Who?”

      If they weren’t on a twisty mountain road, Frannie would have slammed her forehead against the steering wheel in frustration.

      “You’re killing me, Jezzebelle. Claudia’s husband. Can you just read me his Wiki page while we drive, please? All I know is that he used to play hockey and now he lives here.”

      Jezzie let out a long, dramatic sigh, as if Frannie had been on her case all day, actually making her work when the opposite was true. Out of the corner of her eye, Frannie could see that Jez wasn’t looking up anything on her phone. She was still playing a game.

      “Actually, I was wondering… what do you think of Micah?”

      Now Frannie was the one who sighed like an actress in a silent film. The only thing missing was her inability to put her hand to her forehead in exhaustion because she had to keep her hands on the wheel.

      “Jez, we don’t have time for this,” she said as she turned off the mountain road and onto the main street that lead into downtown Wintervale. “Can you please just look up Reid for me?”

      It was like Jezzie didn’t even hear her.

      “He’s such a weird guy, right? He’s nothing like the guys I meet in New York.”

      Frannie accidentally snort laughed. “Just because you hang out at a bar called The Cathedral in SoHo doesn’t mean you’re going to meet a lot of pastors there. I’m not surprised you have trouble bumping into nice guys.”

      “Right, but…” Jezzie continued, missing Fran’s point, as usual, “he’s so handsome and smart and he seems to be pulled together. I don’t have trouble talking to guys usually, but I get around him, and I freeze up. I don’t even know what to say.”

      Why am I not surprised? Frannie thought, grateful she didn’t accidentally say it out loud, which was something she did a lot. When it came down to it, Jezzie was a sweet girl but when she actually had to do anything that required effort, she seemed to fog out and move on to the next thing. She didn’t want to assume that Jez was simply infatuated with the pastor, but she had a feeling this wasn’t going to last. If she stayed focused on Micah for the length of their time in Wintervale, Frannie would have been shocked.

      “Well, if you’re that worried about having to talk to him, I can do the interview with him alone,” Frannie said, hoping her assistant would take her up on the offer. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable or anything.”

      Jezzie turned around in her seat and stared at Frannie with a sincerity that she barely recognized.

      “Can you email him for me?” she asked. Frannie was so confused, she pulled over into a scenic overlook so she could focus.

      “I don’t understand. What precisely do you want me to email him about?”

      Jezzie rolled her eyes like she was talking to a barista who messed up her drink… or her parents.

      “Can you email him and ask him if he’ll have coffee with me? Whatever I try to say will just be silly and you’re so much more eloquent than I am. You have access to my work email, so it will be super easy! Please? Please? Please? Please?” she begged as she grabbed Frannie’s arm and shook her back and forth. Frannie shook her off with an unexpected laugh and scooted away from her.

      “You’re kidding right? Just email him the words, ‘will you have coffee with me?’ How hard is that?”

      “Frannie,” Jez whined. “I’ll just mess it up somehow! If you do this for me, I’ll do that hockey player thing!”

      Frannie laughed again, but this time she was a little more incredulous. “That’s your job, Jezzie. And you should have done it before we even got here. It’s too late for you to be particularly helpful on that front.”

      She was about to tell Jezzie no when her assistant took Frannie’s hand and squeezed it like they were best friends sharing a really important secret.

      “Please, Frannie?” she asked earnestly. “I know it seems crazy but I just have this feeling that he’s supposed to be a part of my life. I know it seems like I’m not paying attention to anything ever…”

      “Jez, I’m your boss and you called me Frodo for three months because you couldn’t remember my name. And you didn’t even know who Frodo was.”

      Jezzie starting bouncing in her seat like a toddler about to have a tantrum. “Please, Frannie? Please? I promise I’ll never ask you for anything again!”

      She went on and on for so long, Fran started to worry that they’d miss their appointment with Claudia. 

      “Alright! Alright. I’ll email him when we get back to The Cottage later. Now will you please read me Reid Burnett’s bio before we get to the skating rink?”

      Jezzie’s eyes opened up wide in surprise. “Reid Burnett? Oh, I know him! I dated a guy who used to play hockey with him! He’s a nice guy.”

      Frannie rubbed her temples in an attempt to get rid of the sudden Jezzie-induced headache she had once again. As she pulled back onto the road and drove in the direction of The Skate Escape, Jez talked a mile a minute about Reid. Sometimes, her assistant was useful. Frannie just needed to find a way to make it about Jezzie.

      It worked every time.
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      Micah yawned as he rested his head in his hands and closed his eyes for a moment. He had no idea what time it was, but the light in his office was beginning to dim, so he guessed it was late afternoon. He’d been working on his words for the pronouncement at a wedding he was presiding over at the Mountain Wolf Lodge in a few days, but he couldn’t seem to focus. He’d spent the morning at Wintervale Glen and the hour he promised the retirement community turned into five. By the time he finally got back to the church, he barely had time to make a sandwich before he had a meeting with the youth group leader. As he let out another long yawn, he allowed himself the luxury of imagining a night in front of the TV with a cup of tea and a few hours of relaxation.

      He was just about to let Dina know that she could head home for the day when his computer dinged to let him know he had an email. Micah sighed as he turned back to his computer, steeling himself for the possibility the a parishioner was going to need something from him tonight. Instead, it was a message from an email address he didn’t recognize with the subject, “Coffee?”

      Now he was intrigued.

      
        
        From: JJ Hall (jjhall@yourday.com)

        To: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        Subject: Coffee?

      

        

      
        Hi, Micah!

        I’m sure you’re surprised to hear from me, but this is Jezzie, Frannie’s assistant on Your Day. I’m so sorry I acted so strangely earlier. I guess I’m just not used to all of this clean mountain air lol. This might seem kind of out of the blue but I was wondering if you’d like to meet me at Bean There, Done That for coffee tonight? Frannie is going hiking with Hannah, so I have a few hours off. 

        No pressure, of course! I just thought it might be fun to get to know each other while I’m in Wintervale. 

        I hope to hear from you soon.

        XO,

        Jezzie

      

      

      Micah sat back in his chair in shock. Did that really just happen? Did Jezzie seriously just ask him out… wait, was she asking him out on a date? Maybe she needed spiritual advice and he was reading into it. It had been so long since he’d gone on a date that wasn’t another set-up, he had no idea how to act when it came to romance anymore. He was forced to do the thing he could think of in that moment…

      “Dina,” he called out into the front office. “Can you come help me with something?”

      He heard her frustrated sigh all the way from her desk so Micah knew it was close to five and she was itching to get home. When she poked her head into his office, her smile was wide, fake, and a little unnerving.

      “What do you need, Pastor? I was just about to head home and get a lasagna in the oven for Al.”

      “I won’t keep you long, I promise. Can you read this email and tell me what you think?” Micah asked as he turned the computer screen around. She scanned the note quickly with her eyebrows raised in surprise, then let out an amused “huh” when she finished.

      “What are you asking me, Pastor? If you should meet this girl for coffee?”

      Micah turned the computer back around and shrugged. “I guess? Does it sound to you like she’s asking me out? What do you think of Jezzie?”

      Dina looked at her watch impatiently before she answered.

      “It’s just coffee. It certainly can’t hurt. As far the lady, I never met her. I only met Frannie, the producer, and she was a producer. Why don’t you go out with the producer for coffee?”

      “The producer didn’t ask me out for coffee,” Micah said with a laugh. “So, it looks like I’m meeting the assistant. I’m sorry for holding you up, Dina. Say hi to Al for me.”

      She barely even waited for him to finish his sentence before she ran out the door and got into her car, which Micah could see from his window. Dina drove out of the parking lot so fast, he was grateful the church’s daycare wasn’t playing outside tonight. Now that he was alone again, he answered the email… nervously.

      
        
        From: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        To: JJ Hall (jjhall@yourday.com)

        Subject: Coffee!

      

        

      
        Hello, Jezzie!

        I’d love to meet you for coffee. Is 7pm too late?

        ~Micah

      

      

      As soon as he hit send, Micah started to panic. He hadn’t been on a date in so long, he had no idea what to do, or wear, or say. With a shaky hand, he grabbed his cell phone and called Reid, who had been off the market for a while but would at least remember what it was like to date before he moved back to Wintervale and got engaged to Claudia.

      “Micah!” Reid answered joyfully, as always. “What are you up to, buddy? When are you going to come by the rink for some one-on-one! You promised me a rematch last time.”

      Reid was a former professional hockey player but when it came to one-on-one, Micah could still kick his friend’s behind.

      “Maybe next week,” Micah said as he looked at his reflection in the computer. He really needed a haircut. “I’m actually calling because… I think I have a date tonight.”

      There was a long pause and Micah started to worry that he’d killed his friend from surprise. 

      “Sorry, man. I had to pull over. I got a little dizzy for a second. Are you seriously telling me that you are going out on a date? With who? Not Cordelia Granger, because her fiancé only died a few months ago and I think she’s still struggling.”

      That explained why people kept bringing up Cordelia Granger and Micah made a mental note to go check on her.

      “No, it’s not Cordelia. Have you met the producer who is interviewing Claudia?”

      “Heck yeah, Frannie is great!” Reid answered happily. “Are you going out with Frannie?”

      “No, her assistant, Jezzie.” There was another long pause. “Reid?”

      “The redhead? The one that is always looking at her phone? She asked you out?”

      Micah sighed. “It defies all explanation. I’m aware. But could you please come over and help me get ready for this. I have no idea what to wear or say. I need help!”

      “Yeah, of course,” Reid answered, barely concealing a chuckle. “I’ll be over in fifteen minutes.”

      Micah knew that Reid was going to give him trouble about this but it was worth it if he could give Micah some insight into dating, especially a girl like Jezzie.

      He also planned to ask why everyone was so shocked that Jezzie was interested in him. Was it really that hard to believe?
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      Frannie sat on her bed in The Cranberry Cottage, surrounded by the notes she’d taken from her first interview with Claudia. She was one of the sweetest people Frannie ever had the opportunity to meet during her tenure at Your Day: Claudia was funny, generous, and honest, things that a lot of people took for granted in their line of work. She knew she should have been in a great mood right now, given all of the material she’d acquired for Natasha, but at the moment, Frannie was mostly just annoyed.

      As if she knew her boss’s mood, the door to Frannie’s room flew open once again, and Jezzie came sliding in, carrying a stack of increasingly short dresses in her arms.

      “Okay, there has to be something in this stack that works for a coffee date?” she said as she dropped them all on the bed, on top of Frannie’s notes.

      “Cripes, Jez. We’re going to be here for a week, tops. Is this why you had so many bags?”

      Jezzie shrugged and pulled a bright red dress covered in sequins out of the pile. “Too much?”

      Frannie did her best to control herself, but she ended up rolling her eyes anyway.

      “Yes, Jezzie, I think that club dress might be a little bit much for a coffee shop in Wintervale, Vermont. Did you happen to notice my computer open and all of these notes everywhere, indicating that I’m working? You know you’re supposed to help me with that periodically, right? Otherwise, we’re paying you to play video games and use me as your personal fashion consultant.”

      Jezzie laughed like she wasn’t actually listening, then pulled a longer silver dress from the stack that looked like it was meant for an awards show. It hadn’t taken long, but Frannie was already regretting getting in the middle of this thing with her and the pastor. She agreed to write the email, hoping it would be enough to pacify her assistant; instead, it only seemed to egg her on.

      “Is this one too modest?” she asked, holding the silver dress in front of herself as she looked in the mirror. Frannie took off her glasses and rubbed her temples.

      “It’s coffee, Jezzebelle! Not dinner with a prince. Don’t you have jeans and a t-shirt? You’re going to look insane if you waltz into a place called Bean There, Done That wearing a ballgown.”

      Jezzie snapped her fingers and ran out of the room without taking any of the dresses with her. Frannie was so frustrated, she crawled off the bed, picked up the pile of designer clothes, and dumped them on the sofa under the window. This girl was going to drive her to madness…

      Well, madder than usual she supposed.

      Frannie was just about to get back to the email she was writing when the door flew open again, this time with so much force, it almost knocked a picture off the wall. Pretty soon, Hannah and Jack were going to show up to see what all the commotion was. This time, Jezzie wasn’t in a dress; she was wearing cut-off jean shorts and a band t-shirt from a group Frannie had never heard of. It wasn’t horrifying but she was still going to stand out. Frannie figured that was the point and frankly, was exhausted of having the conversation.

      “Perfect, Jez. You look great.” She thought that would be the end of the conversation. Instead, Jezzie stood in the doorway, staring at her. “Do you need something else?”

      “The keys,” she answered flatly. 

      Frannie shook her head, confused.

      “The keys to what?”

      “The rental car,” Jezzie said with a sigh, like she was arguing with her mother. “I need to get to town somehow don’t I?”

      The studio was very explicit that Jezzie not be on the rental car agreement after an incident in Arizona the year before, but if it would get her assistant out of her hair for a few hours, she was willing to take the risk. Frannie dug through her purse and found the car keys, then threw them to Jezzie, as she tried not to think about the risk she was taking. Once Jezzie was gone, and everything was quiet, Frannie flopped back onto the pillows and let out a long, tired sigh. She knew she needed to get back to work, but she suddenly found herself thinking about where Jezzie was going…

      And who she was meeting.

      Frannie didn’t know what compelled her, but when she sat up, she went to the Wintervale Fellowship website to see if there was any information on Micah. It was buried deep in the “about us” page, like he didn’t want anyone to find it, but eventually she found his bio. He’d grown up in Wintervale, which she knew, and gone to an Ivy League divinity school, which she didn’t. He spent a few years after he got his master’s degree traveling with a medical missionary group before he settled back down in his hometown. Even as she looked at his sweet smile in a photo of him standing with a group of people in South America, she could not by any stretch of her imagination understand why Jezzie was interested in him.

      Frannie had no idea how long she’d been clicking through the church’s website when there was a surprising knock on her door.

      “Yes?” she called out as she quickly closed out the browser window.

      “It’s just Hannah,” she called through the door. “I wanted to see if you needed some chamomile tea or something. It sounded a little chaotic up here earlier.”

      Frannie laughed quietly so Hannah couldn’t hear her. She had a feeling the noise from earlier had made it to the other side of the house.

      “No, thank you, Hannah. I’m all set. See you for breakfast in the morning,” she called back. She couldn’t stop herself from yawning and was starting to think all this fresh mountain air was making her sleepy. Most nights, Frannie was at the office until well after midnight even though she had to be back at 5am for the first hour of Your Day. Now, it was barely 9pm and she was ready to pass out. So, she closed her computer, cleaned up all her notes, and crawled under the covers. As she drifted off into a dreamless sleep, she found her mind wandering to Jezzie and Micah, and how their date was going…

      And more importantly, why she cared so much one way or the other?
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      Micah sat at a table in the back of Bean There, Done That in the outfit Reid picked out for him, feeling more than a little out of place. He was dressed in the pale blue button down shirt he saved for weddings, a pair of jeans he only wore when he was going to be around kids, and the nice gray jacket Dina gave him for Christmas. Reid had even put product in Micah’s hair, which resulted in an awkward slap fight at first, but Micah eventually gave in. Reid swore he looked perfect for a date with a girl like Jezzie. Now the only thing missing was…

      The girl.

      He looked at his watch for the tenth time in as many minutes and now she was officially an hour late. If this were a normal February, he’d be worried that Jezzie had gotten stuck in the snow or had an accident. But it was still unseasonably warm, so the drive down the mountain would have been relatively safe. Micah realized earlier that he didn’t have her phone number, so he thought about emailing her, but that wouldn’t be safe if she was still on the road.

      “Ugh, what am I doing?” he groaned out loud, running his hands through his hair, making them shiny from the gel Reid gave him. When he looked up, Molly Lewis, the owner of Bean There, was standing over him with a cup of tea and an orange and cherry scone.

      “I figured with a face like that, you needed some comfort foods. The tea is ginger so it won’t keep you up all night. Do you mind?” Molly asked as she set the food down and gestured at the chair across from him. Micah shook his head dejectedly. “You look like you’ve lost your best friend, Micah Wheeler. Why have you been sitting at my table alone for over an hour?”

      Micah looked at his watch again. “Over an hour? I thought it was just an hour.”

      “Were you meeting a lady here? When was the last time you went on a date with anyone who wasn’t a Green Mountain Granny treating you to dinner?”

      Micah couldn’t help but laugh. “You have an even bleaker view of my love life than I do. How did you even hear about the Granny dinners?”

      Molly slid her chair over to the counter, grabbed a brownie, then came back.

      “For a man who hears a lot of secrets, you should know full well that secrets don’t stay that way for long in Wintervale. Anyway, Tate said he’s seen you at The Middle Road Inn with Gladys McGowan and Dina Berry once or twice,” she said with a wink.

      “Well, Dina is the church’s secretary. And how could I say no to Gladys? That is one charming lady.”

      Molly gave him a playful shove.

      “I take it that Gladys wasn’t your date tonight, then?” 

      Micah involuntarily looked at his watch again and sighed. “I wouldn’t be here alone if she was. Did you hear about the two women in town from Your Day?” He knew that she did; her husband worked for the city and part of his job involved public relations. Molly probably knew about Frannie and Jezzie before Claudia even got the interview request. As expected, Molly nodded.

      “Tate mentioned it. He said the woman he spoke to, Frannie, was a real sweetheart. Nothing like the type of people he usually deals with in this industry. That wasn’t who you were supposed to meet was it?”

      Micah laughed lightly and shook his head.

      “No, her assistant, Jezzie.” He went on to describe Jez to Molly and the more he talked, the more he felt like he wasn’t really doing her justice. Finally, he took out his phone and let Molly read the email Jezzie had sent earlier. It was short but it was kind and self-deprecating and seemed to unfurrow Molly’s brow a bit.

      “If you like her, I’m sure there is good reason. But… where is she?” Molly asked as she looked around the empty shop. It was almost closing time and Micah was starting to feel guilty for holding Molly up. 

      “I’m not sure. But it doesn’t look like she’s going to show up. I’m sorry for wasting your time Molly… and holding up your table. I’m sure you want to get off your feet.”

      She looked down and patted her belly, which was just starting to show her and Tate’s first baby. “Are you kidding? This little one must be an insomniac because she keeps me up all night. I had to borrow Gladys from The Flour Girl to open my shop in the morning, since it’s the only time I get to sleep.”

      Micah reached across the table and squeezed Molly’s hand. “Thank you for sitting with me but I should head back to the house. Can I wrap up this scone for breakfast?”

      Molly winked at him and walked behind the pastry case, then came back with a box of scones, setting the one on the plate on top of six others.

      “Don’t ever let it be said that I don’t take care of my friends,” she said as she handed him the box. “And don’t give them away to Dina Berry! She already gets a free scone with every coffee because her husband painted our house. These are special for you. I only wish you were able to have your dream date here tonight, too.”

      Micah stood up so he could give Molly a hug. “I may not have gotten my dream date but chatting with you was even better. I’ll let you finish up here. Say hello to Tate for me.”

      “Always!” she called out to him as Micah walked out onto the quiet Wintervale sidewalk. In the big city, the streets would still be bustling at 9pm. But in Wintervale, almost everyone was already snuggled up at home, spending time with their families or getting ready for the next day. There was plenty for him to be doing at the church, but Micah just couldn’t bring himself to go home. Instead, he walked over to the park and wandered around in between the street lamps and shadows.

      The warmth of the night was soothing and for a moment, Micah’s mind drifted off of Jezzie and onto everything else he had to keep him busy at the church. He couldn’t pretend he wasn’t a little devastated at being stood up for the first time in his life, but he also knew that he had more important things to set his mind to right now. With a calm, deep breath and the trace of a smile, Micah sat on a bench and looked up at the blanket of twinkling stars. 

      If he and Jezzie were meant to be, he trusted that there would be sign. But tonight, Micah was content for it to just be him, the town he loved, and the great big beautiful world God created. 

      And it was more than enough.
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      Frannie had passed out as soon as her head hit the pillow. The room was dark, except for the old black and white movie humming quietly on the television, and Frannie was buried under a pile of blankets even though the room was warm. So, when her personal cell phone started ringing on the night table, it startled her from a dead sleep. She sat up so fast she got dizzy and when she grabbed for her phone, Frannie knocked a bottle of water over and almost sent the lamp with it.

      “Hello?” she said, half-asleep, when she finally managed to answer the phone. 

      “Are you okay?” a familiar voice asked, though she couldn’t quite figure out who it was. 

      “Am I okay? Why wouldn’t I be okay?” Frannie responded through a yawn. There was a long pause as whoever was on the other end seemed to wait for her to catch on. She pulled the phone away and saw it was a Wintervale number but it wasn’t saved on her phone.

      “I’m sorry. Is it weird that I’m calling you? You said it was okay in the email.”

      As her sleeping brain slowly came back to life, Frannie had an idea what was going on. And she didn’t like it. She coughed quietly and then whispered, “Can you just hold on for one second? I’m not quite awake and you surprised me a little.”

      Before he could answer, she dropped her phone on the bed and ran out the door to Jezzie’s room, where she knocked furiously.

      “Jezzie! Jezzie, open this door right now! Wake up!”

      She waited for a minute but there was none of the usual racket inside and no light coming from under the door. With an exasperated sigh, she hurried back to her room and picked up her own cell phone.

      “I’m sorry, can you just give me one more second?”

      Again, she dropped the phone before he could answer, grabbed her work phone and ran into the hallway, calling her missing assistant as her hands shook with rage. When Jezzie finally answered, Frannie heard bar sounds in the background; the music was so loud she could barely make out what her assistant was saying.

      “Jezzie! Where the heck are you? Why aren’t you with Micah? Or in your room?” she asked like a mother scolding a petulant child.

      “Oh! I was on my way and then a friend from college who lives in Burlington called and invited me to go out with her. I’ll be back before the morning!” she screamed. Frannie rolled her eyes so hard, she thought they were going to pop out of her head.

      “Okay… then why did Micah call my phone, thinking it’s yours?”

      “He emailed me to see if I was okay and I gave him your number and told him to call.”

      Frannie’s patience ran out. “WHY?” she shouted loud enough to draw a grumble from Channing, who was sleeping in the living room downstairs. 

      “I couldn’t very well give him my number, now could I? He would have known where I was. Besides, you’re better at this stuff than I am.”

      “What stuff?” Frannie growled.

      “Talking! Just tell him I had to work and lost track of time. Thanks, Frannie, you’re the best love you bye!”

      Then Jezzie hung up before Frannie could argue. She looked at the grandfather clock in the hallway and saw it was barely 10pm. For a minute, she considered ending this whole insane charade right now. But Jezzie also left Micah sitting at that coffee shop, waiting for her, maybe for hours. She couldn’t break his heart twice in one night. It just wasn’t in her nature. With her shoulders slumped, she blew a stray piece of hair out of her eye and trundled back into her room, where she picked up her cell. Micah had been waiting for her to come back for ten minutes.

      “Heyyyyyy,” Frannie said, doing her best to imitate Jezzie’s inflection and failing badly. “I’m sorry about that. Are you still there?”

      “I’m here. Is everything okay?” he asked, so genuinely concerned that it gave Frannie a knot in her stomach.

      “Yeah, I’m so sorry I didn’t make it. I had to… work,” Frannie answered, which she realized made herself the bad guy but at this point, she wasn’t feeling terribly creative at the moment. “You know how it is, right?”

      Micah laughed, a warm gentle laugh that Frannie felt all the way down to her toes.

      “I do, actually. I’ve been woken up in the middle of the night more than once. Are you sure you don’t mind that I called?”

      Oh, I mind alright, Frannie thought with a combination of sadness and frustration.

      “I don’t mind. I had just fallen asleep. Apparently while watching,” she put on her glasses to see the TV properly, “His Girl Friday. Luckily, I’ve seen it about a hundred times before.”

      “You like old movies, too? I try to keep up with everything new so I can actually talk to the teenagers at the church, but if it was made before 1990, I’m probably not going to be excited about it.”

      Frannie yawned and lay back down on her pillow. “You’re preaching to the choir, Pastor. My mother named me after the lead in her favorite 80s movie.”

      Micah paused a moment as he considered what she’d just said.

      “What 80s movie had a main character named ‘Jezzie’? I pride myself on my 80s film knowledge and I’m drawing a blank.”

      SHOOT! Frannie thought, scolding herself. Jezzie. You’re Jezzie.

      “It was kind of an obscure French film,” she tried to cover. “Not many people have seen it. I wouldn’t imagine a man with your job would have a lot of free time to go to the movies,” Frannie said, attempting to change the subject. Micah laughed softly again.

      “Things get quiet in the house at night once I’m technically off duty. My one vice is renting movies. Sometimes Reid and Claudia will take pity on me and invite me over for a marathon. In the grand scheme of things, I figure it’s a pretty benign way for me to kill the time. I would imagine in your line of work, you get to see a lot of movies early?”

      Frannie took a beat and tried to figure out how Jezzie would answer, but she was already exhausted from trying to get inside her assistant’s head. It was a well-meaning but mostly empty place and on their best days, Frannie had no idea what was rattling around in there. Instead of pretending to answer like Jez, she just told him the truth.

      “I see a lot of movies but I don’t usually get to sit down and watch them, if that makes sense? I only have them on to get info for Natasha, and then I’m just pulling the most interesting bits and pieces. I can’t even remember the last time I went to the movie theater. I miss it a lot, because my mom and I practically lived there on weekends when I was a kid.”

      Suddenly, Micah and Frannie started talking about their favorite old movies, and books, and music. They talked about their siblings, which neither of them had, and their parents, of which they both only had one. Frannie mentioned that she’d briefly lived on a commune in upstate New York while her mother worked some lingering hippy out of her system, and Micah told her about his dad, who was currently living in Arizona because he liked the “dry heat.” It was only when Frannie yawned again and rolled over to look at the clock that she realized it was almost 5am.

      “Oh, wow. We’ve been talking for seven hours, Micah. I have to be up to meet… I mean, to help Frannie get ready for a meeting with Claudia. And I’m sure you need some sleep too.”

      “I don’t know,” he said slyly. “I don’t have anywhere to be tomorrow morning. I could talk to you all night, Jezzie.”

      When Micah said Jezzie’s name, Frannie felt all of the joy she was experiencing a moment before slowly leak out of her like a deflating balloon.

      “I could too, but I really do need some sleep. I’ll catch up with you again soon, Micah, okay?”

      “Wait! Can I see you again? Properly this time?” he asked with a touch of panic in his voice. Frannie pulled the phone away from her ear, covered her head with a pillow, and screamed into it, before picking up the phone again.

      “Let’s see if we run into each other tomorrow, okay? We can go from there.”

      They reluctantly said goodnight and when Frannie put her phone back on the charger, she was suddenly overwhelmed with the urge to cry. It had been years since she met a man she could talk to as easily as Micah but because she’d been a fool and agreed to this crazy plan, he didn’t even know he was talking to her. He thought she was her gorgeous, stylish, and mysterious assistant. Frannie had been called a lot of things in her life but “stylish and mysterious” weren’t two of them. And no matter how much she liked him, Frannie realized she was digging herself deeper and deeper into a hole with Micah and pretty soon…

      There was going to be no getting out without a seriously broken heart.
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      Micah wasn’t sure if it was the warm weather or his phone call with Jezzie the night before, but as he walked down Pine Street to The Skate Escape, but there was definitely an extra skip in his step. It was late in the morning and he had some time open in his schedule, so he decided to head down to the rink to talk to Reid and tell him about last night. It was a school day, so there wouldn’t be any lessons scheduled, which meant he might actually be able to sit down with his friend and chat uninterrupted for a few minutes.

      When he opened the door to the ice rink, Micah shivered from the sudden change in temperature. Normally, at this time of year, it was warmer inside of The Skate Escape than it was outside. But today, it felt like walking into the freezer at a grocery store. For a second, he thought he could see his breath. Micah waved to Sid Fulton, a Wintervale lifer who worked at the skate shop, and who was currently bundled up in a giant coat, drinking cocoa.

      Micah scanned the rink for his friend and finally spotted him in the corner by the locker rooms.

      “Reid!” he called out, waving. When Reid turned around, Micah saw he wasn’t alone. He was with his wife, Claudia, Frannie the producer… and Jezzie. He felt his whole body freeze and it wasn’t from the cold in the skating rink. He couldn’t quite explain his sudden rush of panic, but some internal instinct told him to run, even though everyone was looking at him. He was just about to turn around and head for the door when Reid called him over.

      “Hey, man! I was going to call you later. Come on over!”

      Reid shook his head vehemently.

      “You’re all working! I can talk to you later,” he called back. But Reid laughed at him like he was crazy. 

      “Stay! Grab some skates from Sid and I’ll meet you on the ice.”

      It was obvious he wasn’t going to be able to get out of The Skate Escape without a fight, a bit of irony that wasn’t lost on the pastor. Sid already had the skates waiting for him when he got to the skate shop counter, so Micah laced up and joined Reid, who was already waiting on the ice.

      “What’s up, buddy? You look a little stressed,” Reid said as the circled the rink. “Well, more stressed than usual I guess.”

      “The ladies aren’t joining us, right?” Micah asked, keeping his voice low. Reid raised an eyebrow and glanced toward Claudia, Frannie, and Jezzie.

      “No way. Claudia convinced me to let them come to the rink just to see if there was anything that Natasha person would want to film here. She’s showing them pictures of the two of us as kids and my junior league hockey trophies for some reason. Why? What’s going on?”

      In a hushed whisper, Micah told Reid about everything that had happened the night before: Jezzie standing him up, the phone call that started out kind of weird, then turned into seven hours of the best conversation he’d ever had with a woman in his life, and the fact he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Reid listened carefully but shook his head in surprise.

      “Jezzie, huh? I swear, sometimes it sounds like you’re talking about two different people. When she’s with Claudia, she’s just kind of…”

      “What?” Micah asked, thoroughly confused.

      “Absent. She’s never really listening and when she is, it’s like she’s on another planet. But hey, if she’s different with you, that’s great. I’m impressed you have so much in common. Claudia mentioned earlier that one of her inspirations for the dance scenes in the show was Cyd Charisse’s performance in Singin’ in the Rain and Jezzie said, ‘Who’s he?’”

      Micah laughed, but he couldn’t help but glance over at Jezzie. She waved at him and smiled excitedly, and he waved back, but something felt weird about all of this. Reid must have seen the conflict on his friend’s face; he gave him a friendly punch in the arm that was still strong enough to spin him in a circle. Micah only just righted himself before he lost his balance and fell on the ice.

      “Sorry,” Reid quickly apologized as he grabbed Micah’s arm. “Why don’t you go talk to her? After a conversation like that, it can’t hurt to give her one more chance after standing you up. Maybe she really did have to work. It can’t hurt to ask right?”

      Micah looked over at Jezzie again and she was still watching him with a grin. Suddenly, Frannie leaned over and whispered something to her in rapid-fire succession, each sentence coming out faster than the one before it, until Jezzie’s smile disappeared and her eyes opened wide. She wasn’t even looking at Micah anymore so much as looking through him.

      “They’re busy,” Micah said to Reid. “I’m not sure I should…”

      Reid grabbed Micah by his belt and pulled him over to the rink wall, where the ladies were standing. At the same time, Frannie shoved Jezzie away toward Reid and Micah, like she was trying to force her assistant to talk to him. Micah cleared his throat nervously and tried to smile.

      “Hi, Jezzie,” he said like a twelve-year-old at a school dance trying to talk to his crush. “It was great talking to you last night.”

      She flipped a piece of hair out of her eye and smiled. “Yeah, super great!”

      They both stood there awkwardly for a minute until Reid kicked Micah in the butt with his skate.

      “Listen, I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me tonight?” he finally choked out.

      “Dinner? With you? Tonight?” 

      “Huh…” Micah exclaimed. “Your voice sounds different today. I can’t quite explain what’s different.”

      Jezzie laughed way too loudly and brushed her hand against his chest like he was being silly. “It’s just this fresh mountain air I guess. I’m actually not sure if Frannie will let me take any time off tonight. We have so much work to do, right, Fran?”

      Frannie didn’t look up from her notebook. She just mumbled something that sounded like, “whatever, it’s fine, sure, have fun.” Jezzie seemed a little surprised but turned back to Micah with her smile in tact.

      “Of course, I’d love to have dinner with you,” Jezzie said in a voice so chipper, it took Micah by surprise.

      “Great! 7pm at The Middle Road Inn? And you promise not to stand me up again?”

      Jezzie laughed a strange, high pitched laugh and touched his chest again. “I won’t stand you up. I promise.”

      Micah skated off to join Reid in some one-on-one and maybe show off a little before he had to head back to the church. He was surprised at how hopeful he felt now that Jezzie gave him her promise that she would be there for dinner tonight. After their conversation last night, a promise was good enough for him.

      And suddenly, he couldn’t wait for the chance to talk to Jezzie again.
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      “Are you kidding, Jezzie? You can’t stand him up a second time! Why do you keep making dates with him if you’re just not going to go?”

      Frannie was standing in the doorway of Jezzie’s room at The Cranberry Cottage and watched as her assistant flipped lazily through the channels before stopping on some reality show where everyone was screaming at each other and throwing wine.

      “Jezzie,” Frannie pushed. “I thought you liked him. Why aren’t you going?”

      Jezzie let out a long sigh and shrugged. “I don’t feel like putting on pants. And I do like him, for real. But remember all the questions you wanted me to put together before the interview with Reid? I promised you that I would have cards ready tonight, right?”

      “Oh, sure. Now you suddenly want to work.” Jezzie scoffed and Frannie realized that was one of those things she shouldn’t have said out loud. “Listen, just call him, at least? Can you call him and tell him you’re not coming this time?”

      Jezzie started flipping through channels again.

      “Actually, I’m starving.”

      Frannie covered her face in frustration. “Of course, you’re starving. You napped through two meals. I’m sure there is food in the kitchen.”

      Jezzie flipped over on the bed and grinned at Frannie like the Cheshire cat.

      “Why don’t you go to that Inn place and pick up dinner for us both? And while you’re there, you can just let Micah know that I’m not coming,” she cooed. Frannie wasn’t entirely hearing everything Jezzie said because the shouting on the TV was so loud.

      “I’m not hungry, I was actually awake for dinner… wait? What did you just ask me to do?”

      Jezzie smiled again. “You’re going to be there anyway. You can just let him know while you’re there! It will only take a minute. Then you can bring my food back, get in your PJs, and fall asleep listening to the news or whatever people your age do.”

      Frannie cringed. “I’m thirty, Jez. Thirty. Cut me some slack. And I don’t care how hungry you are or the fact you don’t want to ‘put on pants’ or that you’re too much of a coward to talk to Micah yourself. I am not going to The Middle Road Inn under any circumstances. Do you understand me? I am not. Going.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Frannie walked into The Middle Road Inn, still fuming but anxious to get the uncomfortableness over with as quickly as possible. James, the owner, took her order for Jezzie, then Frannie spotted Micah in the crowd. He was sitting in a booth by himself, looking entirely dejected. He was also all dressed up in a nice suit and an ocean-blue shirt that made his eyes sparkle. Frannie gave herself a psych up speech in her head as she walked up to Micah’s table.

      I can do this. I’m not the bad guy. I’m not the bad guy…

      Am I the bad guy?

      Micah looked up from his lap when Frannie finally reached the table. When he saw her, she couldn’t help but be a little wounded by the disappointment on his face.

      “I guess she’s not coming, is she?” he asked with a sad smile. Frannie shook her head.

      “No, I’m sorry,” she said, consciously trying to raise her voice an octave, hoping he didn’t recognize her from the phone. “She had… work? A real diligent worker, that Jezzebelle Hall. Anyway, I will leave you alone,” Frannie said, already awkwardly walking away and almost tripping over a chair.

      “Wait,” Micah called out. “You can’t just leave me sitting here. Why don’t you join a lonesome gentleman for a meal?” he said as he winked. Frannie laughed uncomfortably.

      “Shouldn’t you be wearing a ten-gallon hat and chaps when you ask a question like that? Um… I already ate at The Cottage, but I’ll sit with you for a little while.” Frannie knew she was pushing her luck by spending more time with Micah than she needed to. It was only a matter of time before he recognized her voice.

      Micah tipped a pretend hat in her direction. “If you saw me at my one riding lesson on Wintervale Farms, you would know I’m definitely no cowboy. Please, join me.”

      Frannie slid into the booth with him and kept her arms crossed over her chest. She would have pulled the hood up on her sweatshirt if it wouldn’t have made her stand out more.

      “I’m sorry again,” she squeaked out. “I could give you a million reasons why she keeps doing this, but none of them are going to make you feel better, so…”

      Micah laughed softly. “Is it weird that I’m sort of getting used to it?”

      “Yes,” Frannie said, nodding emphatically. “It’s very weird. You should seek the guidance of your spiritual leader.”

      This time, Micah laughed from his belly, making Frannie’s cheeks burn. “Maybe you’re right. What brought you here? It couldn’t possibly have just been a mission of mercy.”

      Frannie looked back at the pick-up window, anxious for a reason to escape.

      “Just picking up a to-go order,” she mumbled.

      Micah raised his eyebrow. “You said you already ate.”

      Frannie sunk down deeper into the booth and sighed.

      “Jezzie wanted something to eat while she works. Which is ridiculous because she will inevitably hate whatever I bring her and I’ll end up eating out of guilt because I don’t want to waste food, even if I don’t want it.” Frannie suddenly realized she’d said way too much and pulled her sweatshirt up over her mouth. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop. I’m sure you just want to eat your dinner in peace.”

      Micah looked down at the empty placemat in front of him. “I haven’t even ordered yet. I’m drinking tonic water and lime.”

      Frannie looked at her phone and feigned surprise at the time since he wasn’t going to make her leave willingly.

      “I really should get some food back to Jezzie. If I feed her after midnight she turns into a pointy-eared monster.”

      Micah laughed again but this time, he looked at her with a sort of curiosity that made her nervous. 

      “Are you sure she works for you?” he asked with a grin.

      “I wonder sometimes. Well… goodnight!”

      Frannie waved at Micah awkwardly, then ran to the front of the restaurant to pick up Jezzie’s food. She didn’t care how much Jezzie pouted or whined, this was the absolute last time she was getting in the middle of this thing with Micah.

      The last time.
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      Even though he ended up eating dinner with James Everley instead of Jezzie, Micah felt that same extra skip in his step that he had earlier in the day as he walked back to his house. It was strange, he recognized, to be so cheery after being stood up again, but since he didn’t have an answer, Micah did what everyone else in Wintervale was doing: blaming their good moods on the weather.

      As soon as Micah got inside of his house, he flopped down on the couch with a contented sigh and flipped on the television, You Can’t Take It With You was on the classic movie channel and now he was stuck. You don’t walk away from a Frank Capra movie. Instead, Micah took off his jacket, made a pot of tea, and then curled up on the couch to watch one of his old favorites. His mind drifted to Jezzie and he couldn’t help but wonder if she was watching the same movie at the same time.

      A few minutes later, Micah’s phone lit up with an email.

      
        
        From: JJ Hall (jjhall@yourday.com)

        To: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        Subject: I’m So Sorry

      

      

      “That’s weird,” Micah said aloud when her email came in the moment he thought of her. He sat up and opened the email.

      
        
        I was thoughtless tonight, and I broke a promise to you I never should have made. I know how painful it is to have promises broken over and over, and it was cruel of me to be so reckless with your heart. You are a good man, an exceptional one, in fact, and you deserve better than my recent behavior. I wish I knew how to take back the pain I caused you but since I can’t, I just want you to know my apology is sincere. My regret is palpable.

      

      

      Micah had to stop and remind himself to breathe. Jezzie’s words were so intense that they literally took his breath away. He sat on his couch, as still as a summer pond, until he regained his composure and could keep reading.

      
        
        It’s been so long since I met someone as kind and forgiving as you, and I think that it may have scared me subconsciously. But there hasn’t been a night since we met when I haven’t been thinking about you. And no matter what happens before I have to leave, I hope you will believe me when I say you deserve the stars and the moon.

      

        

      
        Goodnight, Micah. 

        ~J

      

      

      At first, Micah didn’t even know what to think, much less say in response to her email. It was beautiful and sweet and just a little bit sad. Two of those words didn’t seem to really match up with Jezzie but he knew plenty of people who weren’t the best at face to face communication. Because the woman in those emails…

      She was the kind of woman he could fall in love with.

      After a few more minutes of staring through the movie and trying to regain control of his faculties, Micah finally picked up his phone to answer Jezzie.

      
        
        From: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        To: JJ Hall (jjhall@yourday.com)

        Subject: Don’t Apologize

      

        

      
        Don’t say goodnight (or was that a goodbye?) just yet, Jezzie.

        I understand what it means to be beholden to your work. My whole life revolves around this church and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Of all the things I would expect someone to apologize for, missing a dinner for work is pretty low on the list.

        As far as what I deserve, you seem so sure that you’re not it, and I’m not sure why. I know you are only here until Natasha Lowe interviews Claudia. But I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you either, especially that amazing phone call. I don’t want those phone calls to end, Jezzie. I don’t want our time together to end.

        I know you have to focus on your work, but Wintervale is a small town. Maybe we can bump into each other tomorrow and talk about this for real. I hope you will give me a chance to prove that who I want and who I deserve are the very same person. I’ll surprise you soon.

        Please keep an open mind, Jezzie.

        Until tomorrow,

        Micah

      

      

      He didn’t wait for an answer; instead, he flipped over his phone on the coffee table so he couldn’t see it. Then he tried to focus on the movie again, though his mind kept drifting off, first to Jezzie. And then, to his surprise, Frannie. She was so sweet and funny, with a wicked sense of humor. She really was an adorable girl, but it was Jezzie’s words that were in Micah’s head as he fell asleep on the couch, James Stewart humming comfortingly in the background.
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      “Oh, crap,” Frannie said aloud, staring at her phone. A surprise? she thought nervously. He can’t just show up somewhere and surprise us… me… Jezzie? This was turning into a huge disaster. If he randomly appeared somewhere tomorrow and tried to start a conversation with Jezzie about their emails and phone calls, she would have no idea what Micah was talking about. It was late, but assuming Jezzie hadn’t stolen a car and left the city, she should be in her room. Frannie needed to tell her that she couldn’t keep doing this thing with Micah and that it was time to end it.

      Frannie crept out of her room and down the hall to Jezzie’s door. She breathed out a sigh of relief when she saw light and heard noise coming out from under the door. Frannie knocked a few times, then waited patiently for her assistant to answer. After about ten minutes, she was a lot less patient. 

      Frannie knocked harder and growled, “JEZZIE! Open the door!” 

      Finally, the door opened, and Jezzie was standing there in a tiny little nightgown, fuzzy bunny slippers, and sipping from a 64oz cup of soda.

      “Hey, I thought you were asleep.” 

      She didn’t wait for Frannie to answer before she walked back in and flopped down on the bed. Frannie couldn’t help but look around the room in horror; it seemed like Jezzie had been living there for a month. There were pizza boxes spread out everywhere, more charging cords than one person should need, plugged into every outlet, and clothes thrown into absolutely every corner. Jezzie was eating a slice of cold pizza, texting, and watching a movie on her computer, all while the muted TV flashed with images from an entertainment news channel.

      Frannie was already developing a twitch from the chaos that seemed to be closing in on her. This was as good an explanation as any for why Jezzie seemed incapable of focusing on any one thing at a time.

      “Jezzie, can I get your attention for five minutes please? If you could just pick two electronics to shut off and pretend to look at me, I’d really appreciate it,” Frannie said, waving her hands at the girl. Jez paused her movie and turned off the TV, but if Frannie wanted her phone, she probably would have had to wrestle Jezzie for it.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      Frannie snort laughed involuntarily. The word “boss” just sounded foreign in Jezzie’s little Californian accent. Frannie took an empty bottle of wine off a chair and sat down on the only mostly-clean surface in the room. She was going to have to leave Hannah and Jack extra money to deal with the disaster Jezzie was inevitably going to leave behind.

      “Jezz, I have been covering for you with Micah for days now and this has to stop. He’s getting really turned around and confused, and eventually, one of us is going to make a mistake. You had him call me, and I talked to him for you, but I can’t remember every single detail of the phone call to relay back to you in case he asks you a question.”

      That wasn’t true. She remembered every single word they said to each other that night and she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the phone call since. Frannie had hoped the email might put Micah off the whole thing but it only seemed to encourage him. The only way this was going to stop was if Jezzie put it to a stop…

      And Frannie could tell from the look on her face that she had no intention of ending things.

      “How about,” Jezzie said as she texted, “when we go out, we can wear those earpiece and microphone things you guys use for the interviews. So, if he asks me a question, you can tell me what to say. This way I don’t mess up.”

      Frannie dropped her head in her hands so hard, she thought she had broken her glasses. Jezzie and Micah were going to get married, and Frannie would be feeding Jezzie her marriage vows through an earpiece from the back of the room.

      “That’s insane. First of all, Natasha is getting here soon. I can’t spend the rest of our time here being the voice in your head… when I have to be the voice in Natasha’s head. Second, Micah is a good guy and if you plan on messing around with him like this forever, you can do it by yourself. I think he deserves to know the truth. Or, at the very least, know the truth about who you are. Do you even think a relationship with him is worth all of this?”

      Something Frannie said snapped Jezzie out of her technology coma.

      “Now hold on a second. I never said anything about a ‘relationship,’ Frannie,” Jezzie said with panic in her voice. Frannie’s jaw dropped.

      “Then what is the point of any of this, Jezzie? You don’t think he’s worth it?”

      Jezzie flopped backwards on the bed, sending the pizza box sliding off the bed. Frannie caught it right before it hit the carpet upside down.

      “I don’t know!” Jez whined. “I mean, yeah. I think he’s worth it. For now. While we’re here. I wasn’t planning on marrying him, Frannie. I just wanted to have some fun, flirting with a cute guy while we were here. It’s not like I’m going to give up my loft in SoHo and my apartment in Hollywood to live in Winterbriar, Vermont.”

      Frannie shook her head. “Wintervale. Seriously, Jezzie. We’ve been here for days.”

      “Whatever. I’m twenty-two years old. Micah is a sweetheart but I think maybe we are all taking this just a little bit too seriously.”

      Frannie sunk down into the chair, completely dejected. “You could have left me out of this, Jezzebelle. There was no reason for you to put me in the middle.”

      Jezzie sat up and looked Frannie square in the face.

      “Is that what you really think?” she asked so sincerely, it caught Frannie a little off guard.

      “Of course, that’s what I think! I feel like one of those… things… on the strings, the dancing things…”

      “A marionette?” Jezzie asked.

      It made Frannie feel weird that Jezzie seemed to be more coherent than she was right now.

      “Yes, that. I’m going back to my room. I need to sleep and you really need to clean this mess up.”

      Jez pointed at her phone. “My best friend is calling from LA in a few minutes. I’ll try to do something after that.”

      Frannie sighed and trudged back to her room, strangely defeated and unsure why. As she crawled back into her own bed, she couldn’t help but reflect on what Jezzie said to her. 

      Is that what you really think?

      Jez was a lot of things but perceptive was rarely one of them. But on this one occasion was it possible?

      Was Jezzie seeing something that Frannie wasn’t?
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      Micah hummed his way up and down the pew aisles as he straightened up the hymn books stored there for the parishioners. Dina had specifically pointed out the humming earlier and told him that if he was going to keep doing it, Micah could find somewhere else to keep busy. So far, he’d been sent away by the landscaper, two women who were decorating the kid’s bible study room for Valentine’s Day, and even the lady who cleaned his house for him. Now that he was alone, he was finally free to hum to his heart’s content.

      He was almost done with the right side of pews when a voice startled him from the back of the church.

      “I asked your secretary where you were and she said, ‘follow the infernal humming.’ I didn’t realize she was being so literal,” Jack Winters said. Micah walked back to say hello and give his friend a hug.

      “Yeah, I had to go to the one place I couldn’t be kicked out of,” he said, gesturing at the sanctuary. “I thought you were going out of town this week.”

      “I was supposed to do a segment where we covered the weather in Maine, as well as a Valentine’s Day thing they have going on there. But Hannah begged me to stay in Wintervale for our own festivities. Apparently, Tate has really gone out of his way this year. He even has some band coming in to perform. So, I took some vacation days… and a serious dressing down from my boss. Anyway, what’s going with you these days, man? Everyone says you’re acting weird.”

      “Weird?” Micah asked with a laugh. “Who says I’m acting weird?”

      “I just said. Everyone. Does this have anything to do with our out-of-town visitors?”

      Micah sat on a pew near the front and gestured for Jack to join him. “I guess you could say so. I’ve been talking to Jezzie since they arrived and she’s really an amazing girl.”

      Jack stared at him blankly for a minute before raising his eyebrows.

      “Jezzie? That is staying at The Cranberry Cottage? That Jezzie?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?” Micah asked, confused. Jack gave him a half-hearted shrug.

      “I don’t know. She just doesn’t seem like your type. But hey, opposites attract, right?”

      Actually, that had never been true in Micah’s experiences but he didn’t believe that he and Jezzie were all that different. They loved the same things, had the same sense of humor, though she was definitely smarter than him, and she was kind. How could she be wrong for him? He wrestled with the decision for a moment, but then decided to show Jack the first email Jezzie sent him the other night.

      “Just read this email. Tell me she doesn’t seem amazing,” Micah said as he handed Jack his phone. There was deafening silence as Jack read and right around the time Micah thought it was never going to end, his friend started to laugh. And he couldn’t stop laughing.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny,” Micah said, snatching his phone back in a little bit of a huff. Jack shook his head and took a few deep breaths to gather himself before he tried to say anything in his defense.

      “The email isn’t funny,” he finally said. “But there is absolutely no chance that Jezzie wrote it. None. Zero.”

      Micah’s jaw dropped, mostly because Jack didn’t even try to ease into it. “What does that mean? Of course, she wrote it. It’s her email address. Her signature.”

      Jack looked at Micah like he was a child who still believed in the tooth fairy.

      “Micah, come on. Jezzie has been staying at my house for days. She’s nice enough when she looks up from her phone but when she does, I’m not sure if she could spell the word ‘palpable,’ let alone use it in a sentence. It actually sounds a lot more like Frannie.”

      Micah froze. “Frannie?”

      “Well, when she thinks no one is listening to her. She’s quiet and in her own head a lot but when she relaxes or is on her own and thinks no one is listening to her, she’s really clever and charming. I think it just takes a minute to get her to open up.”

      “But wait,” Micah interrupted. “Why would Frannie be emailing me as Jezzie? And how can you be sure it isn’t Jezzie? Maybe she’s… different when she’s on her own, too.”

      Jack held up his hands defensively. “I’m just speaking from my own experiences, man. Maybe you just need to talk to them both at the same time and see if you can tell. It’s better than all of this back and forth and wondering, right?”

      Micah nodded absent-mindedly. “Yeah, right. You’re right. Are they at The Cottage right now? I can go up there and…”

      Jack shook his head.

      “They’re interviewing Claudia up at Wren & Candle, Juniper Lawson’s restaurant at Wintervale Farms. I’m sure they’d still be there. They hadn’t even left The Cottage yet when I headed into town. If you leave now, I’m sure you could catch them.”

      Micah looked at his watch. He had a few hours before he had to be back for a last minute counseling session with the couple who was getting married. If he drove a little faster than normal, he could be at Wintervale Farms on the edge of town in half an hour.

      “Okay, I’ll head out to Wren & Candle now. Thanks, Jack,” Micah said as he started for the house to get his keys. Jack patted him on the shoulder.

      “Don’t thank me yet, Micah. At least not until we know if it’s good news or bad news.”

      Micah wasn’t worried about good or bad right now. He just wanted answers, and he hoped this trip to Wintervale Farms might give him some.
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      “Claudia and friends, can I get you anything else, ladies?” Juniper Larson asked as she delivered a pear, prosciutto, and goat cheese flatbread pizza for them to share. Jezzie didn’t even look up but the minute that Frannie got a whiff of the pizza, she could have rolled it up and shotgunned the whole thing. If she were home, she probably would, but Frannie figured it wasn’t the best image to portray on their last days in Wintervale, especially in this gorgeous restaurant. The longer Frannie stayed in Wintervale, the harder it was going to be to leave.

      “Can you bring us,” Claudia paused to give an inattentive Jezzie the evil eye, “two of those virgin mojitos you make? With the seasonal fruit?”

      Juniper winked and made her way over to the bar. Frannie didn’t know exactly why they weren’t drinking alcohol but after the last few days with Claudia, she was starting to guess.

      Frannie took out her own camera and set it up on the corner of the table. It was just for candid moments, but Wren & Candle was so beautiful, she decided that the twinkle lights and local greenery would make a beautiful background for some interview questions.

      “Claudia, how do you manage to juggle your hectic work schedule in the city and such a serene, lovely life in your hometown?” Frannie asked. Claudia took a big bite of pizza with a sly smile.

      “It’s because I have something beautiful to come home to. I think that’s what life is really about. It can be anything, a partner, a pet, or even the pleasure of your own company. But when you have something lovely waiting for you at home, everything else kind of fades away.”

      Frannie was really glad she set up the camera because Natasha was going to love that quote. It would probably be used in the interview promos.

      “Hey, now turn that camera off and eat some pizza with me. The food here is beyond amazing.”

      Frannie didn’t need to be told twice. She was just taking her first bite of the delicious, fresh pizza when suddenly, Micah skidded in through the barn door like he’d run from his car. He stopped at the front counter to order takeout, then waved over at Claudia, Frannie, and a clueless Jezzie like he was shocked to see them there.

      Frannie had a feeling this was no accidental meeting.

      Micah strode up to the table, then leaned over to give Claudia a hug. “Clyde, Frannie, Jezzie, I didn’t know you were going to be here today!”

      Frannie’s shock over seeing Micah was immediately overwhelmed by her journalistic curiosity.

      “Clyde? Why did he call you Clyde?” she asked Claudia, who immediately shook her head.

      “Off the record. Off the record! Micah, thanks so much  for that. What brings you all the way out to Wintervale Farms? For take-out...”

      Micah didn’t answer. Instead, he sat down on Claudia’s side of the booth and waved for a glass of water.

      “I decided to be adventurous today and Jack said the food here was really good,” he answered excitedly.

      “And expensive…” Claudia whispered to him. “Will you please let me pay for whatever you ordered?”

      He answered her without hesitating.

      “Yes, I may have accidentally ordered a filet salad,” Micah whispered back. “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something? Are you doing your interview? Jezzie?”

      When she heard her name, she finally looked up and saw Micah.

      “Oh! Hey, Micah! When did you get here?”

      Frannie noticed that Micah was watching her carefully, as if measuring every word she said carefully. Her stomach dropped down into her feet. Jezzie was supposed to put an end to this and now they were all sitting at lunch together like old friends.

      “I’ve been here for a few minutes, Jezzie,” Micah finally answered. “What have you been up to today?”

      She shrugged and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, ya know. Just following Frannie around, helping out where I can. Hey, is that pizza?” Jezzie asked as she reached across the table and stole a piece of pear off the top of the flatbread. Frannie frowned at her and slapped her hand.

      “We are actually doing an interview but had just stopped for lunch,” Claudia intervened. “Why don’t you tell Juniper you’re eating here and stay with us?”

      Frannie shook her head emphatically and tried to keep her voice low this time. “I mean, sure, right, but we do still have some work to do.”

      “Come on, Frannie. Let Micah stay. He won’t leak any clips, I promise. Of all the good guys out there, this is one of the best.”

      “Someone actually called me ‘exceptional’ recently,” he followed up. Jezzie just kept smiling at him but Frannie choked on her virgin mojito and almost spit it all over Claudia, which would have been even more humiliating than what was already happening. 

      Oh, no. Is he quoting the email? Was that a coincidence? No… he was totally quoting the email. He knows… Frannie’s mind was running at a hundred-miles-per-hour and she barely heard Micah’s voice through the rushing sound in her ears.

      “Thank you for the invite, ladies, but I need to get back to town for a meeting. Claudia, are you sure…” Claudia waved at him that she didn’t mind paying for his lunch and he nodded gratefully. “Fantastic! I will see all of you… soon.”

      Jezzie waved and went back to her phone but Frannie wasn’t sure she was going to be able to keep any of their lunch down. If Micah figured out that she was the one emailing for Jezzie, he was going to be so upset. And Frannie already felt horrible enough for possibly hurting such a decent guy. 

      “Frannie? Are you in there?”

      Claudia was waving her hand in front of Frannie’s face.

      “I’m sorry. I must have just drifted off. Where were we?”

      Claudia raised an eyebrow at her suspiciously. “Drifted off, hmm? Where to?”

      Was everyone in Wintervale a psychic or private detective? Maybe this was just a small town thing. No one had secrets when she and her mother lived on the commune, which was sort of the same?

      “Nowhere. Let’s finish this pizza and then I want to hear about your dance classes with Miss Glady?”

      “Girl, you don’t even know!” Claudia answered with a laugh. Before long, Frannie and Claudia were talking again, and she didn’t have to think about Micah.

      At least not all the time...
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        To: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        From: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        Subject: Spaghetti?

      

      

      
        
        Hi, Frannie!

        I hope you don’t mind me getting your email address off the Your Day website but I realized it was the only way I had to get in touch without calling through The Cottage. I was wondering if you’d be interested in coming and helping at a spaghetti dinner at the church tomorrow? All of the money is going to fund a program we have at the church to help lower income school kids pay for their lunches, so it’s a worthy cause. Plus, Claudia and Reid are coming to help out, so I thought it would be a good chance for you to talk to her some more.

        I hope this isn’t too indelicate but it would be good if you could come alone? I’m not sure this is going to be Jezzie’s scene. 

        If you have any questions, just let me know, but it would be great to see you. The dinner is at the meeting hall, right next to the church, tomorrow night at 5pm. Everyone is going to start setting up at four but you can come whenever you’re able.

        Hoping to see you soon,

        ~M

      

      

      Micah hit “send” on the email before he could change his mind about what he was doing. He just had this feeling when he was at Wren & Candle that Jack was right… something strange was going on. Without just coming right out and asking, which he was too nervous to do now that the variables had changed so much, Micah wanted to see what it was like to spend time with just Frannie. Maybe if they were alone, he could see that special something in her that she was trying to hide behind her giant glasses and mumbling. 

      Besides, it was for charity. How could she possibly say no to a charity event, right?

      “Oh, how I hope you don’t say no,” Micah said as he stared at his inbox… waiting.
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      Frannie stared at her laptop in horror, completely baffled as to what she should do next. One minute, she was lost in thought editing down clips to send to Natasha for her review, and the next, Micah was emailing her. Frannie. At her own email address. She was even more sure of it now than she had been at lunch: he’d figured out Jezzie’s scam and now he wanted to confront Frannie about it at a charity spaghetti dinner. Which was odd, but certainly not the most unusual way a guy had broken bad news to her.

      No; she had to get out of this mess in the most delicate way possible. And that was the truth… or some version of it anyway.

      
        
        To: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        From: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        Subject: Re: Spaghetti?

      

        

      
        Hiya Micah,

        I’m so sorry but I’m going to have to decline your fantastic offer. I would absolutely be down to help serve dinner (of note, I make a killer garlic bread), but Natasha is going to be here soon for the interview. She asked me to watch all of En Pointe before she showed up and I haven’t seen a single episode yet. I really need to stay put and watch the show. Plus, I haven’t finished getting clips together and I think it’s going to be a really long few days.

        If anything changes, I’ll be sure to let you know. But if I don’t see you, best of luck! I’ll talk to Natasha again about making sure the charity is mentioned.

        Best,

        Frannie Foster

      

      

      She tried to keep her tone as neutral as possible so Micah didn’t get any clues. Maybe, she thought, we can still make it out of this without breaking anyone’s heart. Frannie couldn’t stop thinking about Micah, but once he found out for sure what she and Jezzie had done, he obviously would never want to see her again. And she wouldn’t blame him for it one bit.

      Frannie was just about to start editing again when she heard the ding of her email. She groaned and clicked over to a different tab that held her email account.

      
        
        To: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        From: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        Subject: Spaghetti!

      

        

      
        This must be a bit of divine intervention, Miss Foster, because I have every episode of En Pointe saved on my DVR and have been looking for an excuse to sit down and watch them. AND we need someone to make the garlic bread for the meal. If you come help us with the spaghetti dinner, we can watch the show together after! Claudia has been driving me crazy about it for a while.

        So, what do you say, Frannie? A dinner for charity and then a riveting drama about ballet dancers? 

        ~M

      

      

      Frannie’s shoulders slumped and she shook her head in disbelief. Micah was good; he’d not only invalidated her excuse for staying in her room but he’d driven home the fact that dinner was for a good cause. There wasn’t any way she could say no to him now. Though she did spend a good ten extra minutes trying to come up with a valid one before she emailed him back.

      
        
        To: Pastor Micah Wheeler (pastormicah@wintervalefellowship.org)

        From: Frances (franniefoster@yourday.com)

        Subject: Spaghetti and a Dance

      

        

      
        Well, Pastor, it looks like you caught me on a technicality. Cornering people into saying what I want them to say is usually my job. I’ll see you at 4pm tomorrow, BUT I have to be back at The Cottage by 10pm. Natasha is flying in tomorrow and I need to have everything ready before she gets here. I’ll also need to round up Jezzie, who I haven’t seen since lunch earlier. No worries about her crashing the spaghetti dinner, I suppose.

      

        

      
        Until tomorrow,

        Frannie

      

      

      Once she was done writing to Micah, she turned her phone on silent and closed out her email. She couldn’t let him distract her like this tonight, not when she needed to be working and as usual, was working alone again. Natasha was texting Frannie every ten minutes to confirm that hair and makeup would be there, or that the warm front in Vermont wouldn’t make her hair frizzy, and to confirm through her producer that Natasha was booked into the suite at this bed and breakfast. Every so often, she would politely remind her boss that she had her own assistant to do things like that, but like everything else, Frannie knew it was just easier to do it herself.

      Once she was sure everyone was done emailing her for the night, Frannie nuzzled up to the pillow in bed and flipped through channels until she found the 1940 Pride and Prejudice with Laurence Olivier. That meant it was definitely time to stop flipping. As she sipped from a long-cold cup of chamomile tea and watched one of her favorite movies, she tried to clear her mind of everything but the moment. To be grateful for what she had right now…

      And for her own good, to stop letting her mind drift to Micah, and his sweet, mischievous smile.
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      “I’ve got another batch of garlic bread coming out of the oven in two minutes! Sorry for the delay,” Frannie called from the small kitchen in the back of the meeting room. Micah’s famous homemade sauce was usually the biggest hit at Wintervale Fellowship’s spaghetti dinners, but tonight, people were coming back for third and fourth pieces of Frannie’s bread.

      “You weren’t kidding about making a killer loaf of garlic bread,” Micah called back as he tried not to obviously watch Frannie as she worked in the kitchen. She had all of her hair piled on top of her head and an apron covering her pink, oversized sweater and jeans. Frannie looked like a natural in the kitchen even though she’d claimed multiple times that she had no idea what she was doing. When she came back out to the buffet, baskets of sliced bread in her hands, people started lining up for more food. Micah had no cause to complain because every trip through the line meant $1 for their school lunch program.

      Dina was normally by Micah’s side at these events but for some reason, she decided to take up residence at the drink table, leaving Frannie to help Micah. Claudia and Reid were manning the baked goods on the other side of the meeting hall, periodically waving at Micah conspiratorially. He finally had to gesture at them to stop before Frannie saw them.

      “So,” Micah said when there was a break in the line, “is this better or worse than working alone in your room all night?”

      Frannie laughed as she snuck a piece of the bread for herself and looked around the room, which was crowded with tables that were full of Wintervale citizens. Many of them weren’t even parishioners; they were just there to support the cause. 

      “It’s definitely better. Mostly because it’s nice to be around people. I spend a lot of time at work and unless I’m on set with Natasha or interviewing someone, I’m usually alone in my office. Since I started working for Your Day, I think I see the delivery guy from the deli more than I see my friends.”

      Micah didn’t mean to laugh, but he definitely understood what Jack said about Frannie being funny and clever, especially when she didn’t think anyone was really paying attention to her. He also realized that her sense of humor felt familiar… and he thought he knew why.

      “What about Jezzie? I thought she was your assistant?” he asked slyly. “Shouldn’t she be with you when you’re working?”

      Frannie snort laughed so loudly, a few people turned around to look at her, and she covered her face in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. But Jezzebelle Hall doesn’t exactly work. She shows up at the building in between parties and travels with me so she can post the pictures on her social media. Every once in awhile she will inadvertently be helpful, but it’s usually by accident.”

       The longer Micah and Frannie talked, the more the pieces of the puzzle came together. He wasn’t ready to ask “the question” yet, but he was starting to feel a little silly for not seeing it sooner. By the time the dinner ended and the kitchen and meeting hall were cleaned, Micah found himself looking forward to spending some time with Frannie alone, if only to continue getting to know her better.

      “Are you ready for a little binge watching?” he asked as he locked up the meeting hall and pointed at his little cottage across the way. Frannie looked at her smartwatch and flinched.

      “Natasha’s flight is officially booked for 8am tomorrow. I’ll have to be ready as soon as she gets to The Cottage, so I can’t stay too late. Maybe just a few episodes, and then I’ll have to head out.”

      Micah could tell she was anxious about something; he genuinely hoped it was her job and not the thought of spending time with him that was making her so nervous. They walked quietly over to the house, where he had cleaned up and tried to make it look as cozy as possible, even though generally he didn’t worry about things like that. So, when Frannie let out a little gasp, he thought he’d done something wrong.

      “I know it’s not fancy but…” 

      Frannie shook her head. “No, it’s really cute. It’s so warm and inviting. And I think your living room is the size of my entire apartment.”

      Micah knew he was blushing because he felt his cheeks get hot. “Well, it’s one of the perks of being a small town pastor I guess.”

      “You deserve it,” Frannie said as she plopped down on the sofa. “You work really hard and take care of so many people. I’ve never met anyone who was so generous with their time and their heart before.”

      Micah had never been good at taking compliments and the way Frannie seemed to be looking into his soul was a little bit unnerving. So, he did what he always did when people were saying kind things about him… he deflected.

      “Do you want anything to drink before we start watching? I could make tea or coffee? I have water, obviously. I think I may have some soda in the back of the fridge,” he rambled. Frannie just smiled and gestured to the TV.

      “I’m good. Let’s jump into Claudia’s fictionalized but glamorous life as a prima ballerina!”

      Micah didn’t have to be told twice. He sat next to Frannie on the couch and flipped through his DVR until he found both seasons of En Pointe, which he’d been meaning to watch for ages. The only reason he hadn’t jumped in yet was he thought it felt a little like spying on Claudia’s past, but if it would help Frannie, he was willing to watch. Micah just hoped it wouldn’t be weird the next time he saw Claudia and suddenly knew stories about her romantic history from her years with The American Dance Conservatory.

      The first episode started and within two minutes, Micah and Frannie were both enthralled. The show was a little racier than Micah’s usual fare, but the acting was great and Claudia’s writing was extraordinary. Every time they got to the end of an episode, Frannie would tell him to keep going and before they knew it, they were done with the first season of the show. 

      Micah was just about to start the second episode of season two when suddenly, he felt Frannie’s head on his shoulder.

      “Frannie?” he whispered. She didn’t answer. Instead, she let out a little snore that almost made Micah laugh, but he didn’t want to wake her up. Instead, he gently slid out from under her and set her head down on the sofa pillows. Then he covered her with the knit blanket he kept on his recliner. Before he shut off the TV and made his way to his bedroom, he brushed a stray piece of hair away from Frannie’s face, and felt his pulse quicken when he touched her.

      Micah knew he should have told Frannie about his suspicions, about the fact he was sure that she was the one pretending to be Jezzie. He knew that the truth was always the only answer, but sometimes, it could also change everything in the blink of an eye. And he wasn’t ready to take that chance…

      Not yet.
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      Frannie yawned and stretched before she opened her eyes, then snuggled down deeper into the pillows of her bed at The Cranberry Cottage.

      Wait…

      She slowly opened her eyes and realized she wasn’t in her room. Frannie reached down and touched the knit blanket that was covering her. When her vision finally adjusted to the dim sunlight coming through the shaded window, she remembered where she was…

      Oh, no. I fell asleep at Micah’s house.

      Frannie sat up in a panic and scanned the room for him, but he was nowhere to be found. He must have gone to bed after she fell asleep. She looked at her smartwatch to see what time it was but the charge had run out and it wasn’t even on. She finally found her phone and not only saw what time it was, but that Natasha had already called eight times before 7am.

      “Crap, Natasha is going to be here any minute!” Frannie whispered as she scrambled around to find her things without waking up Micah. If she wasn’t there to meet her boss when she got to The Cranberry Cottage, Frannie would never hear the end of it. Even if she tried to call Jezzie, at this hour, there was no way she would answer her phone. She only got up before 10am if she was bribed and Frannie didn’t have anything to offer today.

      After folding the blanket and readjusting the pillows, Frannie opened the door to Micah’s house as quietly as she could manage. The last thing she had time for right now was a conversation. Once the door was closed, Frannie turned to run to her car when she noticed an envelope sitting on the doormat. It was addressed to Micah so she carefully stepped over it and made a beeline straight to her car. If she kept moving, she might actually make it out of the church parking lot without getting caught and get back to The Cranberry Cottage before Natasha.

      She was just pulling out onto the road when her phone started to ring again… except this time, she actually answered it.

      “Natasha! I am so sorry that I’ve…”

      Her boss didn’t even give her a chance to finish.

      “Frannie, you know how I am the morning before an interview. I like things to be a certain way and when my producer disappears, how am I supposed to be the calm and cool reporter everyone thinks I am?”

      Frannie had to cough to hide the laugh that inadvertently escaped. The only people who thought that Natasha Lowe was calm and cool were the voices in her head. The woman practically radiated chaos, which was why the network hired Frannie to work with her to begin with. Even under the worst circumstances, she could keep her focus. But today… Frannie had a feeling they were both going to be off their game.

      “I’m sorry, Natasha,” Frannie said as she drove a little too fast in the direction of The Cottage. “Things have been hectic here and I was out getting B-roll for… you know what? It doesn’t matter. How far are you from the bed and breakfast?”

      She listened as Natasha yelled up at the driver and then Frannie had to wait for them to stop bickering. Just as Frannie drove up the mountain, Natasha finally answered.

      “This gentleman from Vermont, who apparently doesn’t know where anything in Vermont is, used his phone to tell me we’re thirty minutes away. I hope you’ll be ready to go straight to wherever we’re meeting Claudia. You said 10am, correct?”

      Frannie looked at the time in the dashboard. If she was lucky, she’d have exactly enough time to jump in the shower, dig clean clothes out of her suitcase, and maybe wake up Jezzie.

      “10am, on the dot. Since the weather here is so nice, we’re going to film outside the local coffee shop. I already emailed the crew and they’ll be set up before we get there. You have your wardrobe, right?”

      “My wardrobe? Oh, your assistant was going to take care of that for me.”

      You’ve got to be kidding me, Frannie thought as she skidded to a stop in front of The Cranberry Cottage. “She said that, did she?”

      “Yes, is something wrong?” Natasha asked suspiciously.

      Frannie didn’t answer as she charged through the front door of The Cottage and up the stairs that lead to the guest rooms. When she got to Jezzie’s, she pounded on the door with enough force to scare the bejesus out of the dog and Channing started barking like a backup chorus.

      “Jezzie! Wake up right now! Jezzebelle Hall, I know you’re in there! Open…” Frannie started to jiggle on the door handle but instead of being locked, it opened right up. It was dark inside because the blinds were drawn, but Frannie could see the entire place was empty. All of Jezzie’s stuff was gone and the mess had been piled up artlessly in the trash can. It was literally overflowing with garbage. The only thing left was a dress bag that was zipped up tight and slung over one of the chairs. There was a sticky note set on top of it and all it said was, “Sorry.”

      Frannie slumped down onto the bed.

      “This can’t be happening,” she said aloud as her head drooped into her hands. “This seriously can’t be happening.”
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      It was rare that Micah woke up to the sound of his alarm, since he was usually already awake when it went off. But this morning, for some reason, he slept in. When his phone began blaring his favorite symphony at 9am, it startled Micah so much he almost fell off the bed. As he sat up and rubbed his eyes to try and clear the fog of sleep from them, he suddenly remembered that there was a chance Frannie was still in his living room. Micah leapt out of his bed and ran out the bedroom door, but all he found was the living room exactly as it looked every other morning.

      “Frannie?” he called out, in case she was in the kitchen looking for something to eat. But the house was empty. Micah didn’t really expect that she would still be there; she already said that she had to be back to The Cottage early for work. Still, there was some part of him that hoped she might have lingered so they could talk again before she left for good. Then another part of him yelled that he was acting silly. There was still a chance that Frannie and Jezzie were both lying to him…

      He’d be a fool to give his heart away if that was the case, right?

      Micah tried to put Frannie out of his mind long enough to make himself a cup of tea and a breakfast sandwich. He got as far as the tea before he needed to get a bit of fresh morning air. Micah opened the front door, took a deep breath of the misty, unseasonably warm air, and felt…

      Nothing. Not remotely any better. He dropped his head in defeat, which was when he saw the purple envelope sitting on his doormat. His name was spelled wrong, “Mika,” but it was obviously meant for him. Micah bent over carefully so he didn’t spill his tea, picked up the envelope, then went back into the house and sat on the couch. When he opened the envelope, a postcard from The Cranberry Cottage fell out, along with a piece of paper folded in half. 

      He looked at the postcard first. On the front, there was an artist’s rendering of how The Cottage would have looked at its first Christmas generations ago. On the other side, he found a note written out in sparkly purple ink.

      

      Mika,

      Sorry for going all MIA on you. Some friends called from LA to tell me about this killer trip to Bali for influencers and I couldn’t say no. You’re a good guy and I’m sorry I forced Frannie into helping me talk to you. Neither of us meant to be jerks, even though I ended up acting like one. 

      But Frannie is nice and I think you need to give her a chance. She’s the one you talked to. She was just trying to help and I think she really likes you. Give her a chance.

      XOXO,

      Jezzie

      

      Micah sat the postcard down on the coffee table, then picked up the piece of paper that had fallen to the floor. It was folded over twice and had Frannie’s name written on it, so he sat it down on the table next to his postcard. Micah wasn’t sure about how it felt, now that it was all spelled out in front of him in… purple glitter ink. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t expected it but at the same time, he didn’t know how he should feel about the lies. There were probably more answers in the note to Frannie but it wasn’t his style to snoop in things that weren’t meant for him, so he left it on the coffee table to give to Fran later.

      Micah knew they would be getting ready for the interview soon. Reid was probably with Claudia, and Jack would be on the way to Burlington to cover the afternoon weather. He desperately needed to talk to someone but he didn’t want to bother his friends when they had their own lives to live. There was only one person left to talk to and he was there for Micah all the time, no matter what time of day he needed help. 

      Micah sighed and picked up his cold tea, then walked out to his back porch, which he’d fashioned into his very own sanctuary. It backed up to a small grove of trees and he had hung bird and squirrel feeders everywhere. There was a bird bath and a little pond, so no matter the time of day, he could always hear the sweet call of the wildlife that lived behind the church. When he was on his porch, he almost felt closer to God than he did in the church.

      Confused, weary, and a little bit heartsick, Micah whispered out loud, “What do I do? Please tell me… what do I do?”

      And then, he sat back in his rocking chair and waited patiently for any kind of answer in the peacefulness of nature that surrounded him, knowing it would come…

      Eventually.
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          Frannie

        

      

    

    
      “Natasha, can you take off your sunglasses, please?” Frannie asked in frustration for the third time. “You can’t wear them while you’re doing the interview.”

      Natasha sighed dramatically. “But the sun is in my eyes! How am I supposed to look at Claudia when I can’t see anything but the blinding sun?”

      Frannie knew her eye was twitching and there was nothing she could do to control it. Claudia was being a doll but Natasha was in rare form; it had taken them over an hour to set up the shot and now she was complaining about sun in her eyes? Frannie heard Dennis, the camera guy, groan loudly behind her.

      “Do we really have to start all over again? By the time I set up, the sun will have moved. Maybe we can go inside?”

      Frannie didn’t want to interrupt Molly’s business at Bean There, Done That any more than they already were. Normally in this situation, she would send Jezzie off to scout a new location but no one had any idea where she was. Frannie called Jezzie’s cell phone about a hundred times, but every time, it went right to voicemail. The one day Frannie actually needed her assistant was, of course, the first time she had actually disappeared.

      As she did her best to hide her irritation with life in general at the moment, Frannie snatched the sunglasses off of Natasha’s head and put them in their case.

      “Hey!” she protested.

      “No sunglasses!” Frannie snapped back. “Dennis, can you move one of the umbrellas to shade Natasha without losing the good lighting?”

      The crew shifted tables around while Dennis fiddled with some backup lighting until Natasha seemed satisfied and the only sunlight was glowing behind Claudia, making her look like an angel. Once everything was exactly as she needed it to be, and they were finally ready to film, Frannie knelt down on the ground and called out,

      “Let’s roll!”

      “Frannie!”

      The sound of her name being called out, which stopped the crew from shooting, caused a collective groan of frustration to break out on the patio of Bean There. Frannie dropped her head onto her knees before she stood up to see who else was conspiring to ruin her day. Instead of seeing someone she could yell at, she saw Micah, running down the sidewalk and sliding to a stop next to the patio gate.

      “Micah,” Frannie said as she walked up to him. “We’re trying to get this done so Natasha makes her flight back to New York and it’s been a long morning. Can we talk when I’m done?”

      Micah didn’t answer her; instead, he handed her a purple envelope with his name misspelled on the front.

      Well… that’s from Jezzie, she thought as soon as she saw it.

      “What is this?”

      He still didn’t say anything. He just gestured at her to read the note. Frannie really wanted to use the show as an excuse to escape whatever was happening, but when she looked back at her crew, they were all staring at her like they were watching a soap opera. She knew her hands were shaking as she read the glittery letter that Jezzie wrote to Micah. By the time she got to the end, she thought she was going to throw up all over her own shoes.

      “Micah, I don’t know how to…”

      He interrupted her by reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded up piece of paper. Frannie’s name was on the front. When she unfolded it, she immediately recognized Jezzie’s handwriting again. Except all her note said was,

      
        
        He was too good for me.

        He’s perfect for you.

        Be happy.

        ~J

      

      

      Frannie gulped and looked back up at Micah as she tried not to cry. “Did you read this?”

      He shook his head.

      “It was addressed to you. I had no right to read it without your permission.”

      He’d already seen the letter from Jezzie, so it wasn’t like it mattered now. Frannie handed him the note Jezzie left behind for her. She expected him to be angry. He had every right to be angry. But when he looked back from the paper, Micah was smiling. And Frannie was confused.

      “You’re not angry?” she asked timidly.

      “I was, a little. At first. But then I took some time to think and pray and I realized something…”

      Frannie heard chairs scrape against concrete as Natasha and Claudia tried to get closer so they could hear everything better.

      “What did you realize?” Frannie asked nervously.

      Micah reached down and took her hand in his. “That it was you all along. It wasn’t Jezzie’s glamorous looks that I fell for. It was the way she made me laugh. It was her kindness, her generosity, and the sound of her giggling over the phone. But none of that was Jezzie. It was all you, Frannie. It was you.”

      Frannie started to protest, mostly because she couldn’t believe Micah was forgiving her this easily. She was ready to grovel, to tell him she had been a jerk too, that it wasn’t all Jezzie’s fault. But as soon as she opened her mouth to say something, Micah leaned forward and gave Frannie a sweet, soul-shaking kiss. Her knees started to shake and for a second, she thought she might tumble into his arms like the damsel in distress in an old Robin Hood movie.

      When he pulled away, she could feel the heat in her cheeks so that meant he could see her blushing.

      “I wasn’t expecting that,” Frannie said as she tried to regain her composure. “I didn’t think you’d ever want to see me again.”

      Micah brushed a piece of hair behind her ear and let his fingers linger on her neck.

      “I promise, that will never be true, Frannie. I want to see you every day for the rest of my life.”

      Frannie would have gasped if her cameraman hadn’t beaten her to it. She turned around and glared at him.

      “Are you filming this?” she asked Dennis. He reluctantly nodded. When she turned back to Micah, she expected that he would be annoyed but instead… he was laughing. “You thought that was funny? Oh, boy. You might be more cut out for this life than you thought.”

      Frannie involuntarily snort laughed, then tried to cover her face in embarrassment. Instead, Micah took her hands and swirled her away from him, then spun her back.

      “What do you say? Stay for a few days and watch Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire movies with me?” he asked with a smile.

      “She can stay!” Natasha yelled from behind them, making them both laugh. 

      “Miss Foster?” he reiterated in a gentlemanly tone.

      “I will stay,” Frannie said without thinking, something she rarely did. “But can we talk about it after I get this interview filmed?” She grinned at him, which made Micah blush.

      “I will wait for you forever.”

      I believe he would, she thought as she started the interview rolling. I believe he would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Frannie - Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      The twinkle lights that covered the ceiling of Wren & Candle made it feel like you were eating underneath the stars and the fans in the corner were filling the barn with the smell of wildflowers along with cool, fresh air. It was the perfect place to celebrate their six month anniversary. Frannie was thrilled she was able to make it back from New York in the middle of the week to be with Micah.

      “Juniper has really gone all out with the interior decor. The fans were an amazing idea,” Frannie said as she took a long whiff of the lovely air. “I don’t know how she has time.”

      Micah gestured to a tall, handsome man outside the barn who was walking a horse into the stable. “She finally has some help so she’s doing okay,” he said with a smile. Frannie was going to ask him to elaborate about the sudden appearance of a cowboy in Wintervale but Juniper showed up with their appetizer of fragrant stuffed mushrooms.

      “On the house,” she said with a wink. “And we have a bottle of our best champagne waiting for you when you have your dessert.”

      Frannie raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      “I could get used to the VIP treatment at Wren & Candle. We should celebrate our anniversary every month!”

      Micah reached across the table and set his hand on Frannie’s. “That sounds perfect to me, Frannie. Hey, I have a kind of random question for you.”

      Fran wasn’t fond of questions that came out of left field, mostly because surprises made her really nervous. But she had a hard time saying “no” to Micah.

      “Ask away,” Frannie said as she took a stuffed mushroom and popped it in her mouth, hoping she could use that as an excuse if she didn’t want to answer.

      “That first night, when we were talking on the phone and I thought you were Jezzie, you told me your mom named you after a character in her favorite movie. At the time, it didn’t make a lot of sense, but now… who are you named after?”

      Frannie laughed so hard she almost choked on her mushroom. “I can’t believe you remembered that.”

      “I remember everything you tell me.”

      Frannie smiled and squeezed Micah’s hand. “Well… let’s just say that no one has ever tried to put this baby in the corner.”

      Micah paused for a moment as he thought about Frannie’s clue and when it hit him, he started to laugh and couldn’t stop.

      “Really? That’s kind of amazing, you know that, right?”

      Frannie shrugged and stole another mushroom. “At least she didn’t name me Baby, I guess.”

      Once they were done with their appetizers and had moved on to their salads, Frannie finally summoned up the courage to tell Micah something she’d been too nervous to mention.

      “So… the network in Burlington offered me a job as an executive producer on their nightly news. The money isn’t as good as Your Day, but the title is better, and I wouldn’t have to keep driving back and forth from the city every weekend. I could actually start looking for a place in Wintervale, maybe. Is that something you’d like?”

      Micah’s eyes lit up like all of the twinkling lights in Wren & Candle were reflected in them. “That’s something I’d like very much,” he said as he got out of his chair and got down on one knee. Frannie felt her heart speed up and her cheeks get warm. Every eye in the restaurant was on them, like they knew what was coming and given it was Wintervale… they probably did.

      “Micah, what are you doing?” Frannie whispered.

      “I’m asking the woman I love to marry me,” he whispered back with a grin on his face. “Frannie, even before I knew you, I loved you. All of these years, I have been waiting for you, and only you. And there is nothing I want more than to spend the rest of my life laughing with you, writing you letters,” he said then paused as she laughed, “and proving to you every day that we were destined to be together. Frannie Foster, will you be my wife?”

      She didn’t even have to think about her answer.

      “Yes, Micah. Yes, I will marry you.”

      The whole restaurant erupted in applause and cheers as Micah stood up and pulled Frannie into his arms. As he held her close, and she could feel his heart beating in time with hers, she knew that Micah was right… they were destined to be together. When they parted with a kiss, Frannie put her hands on Micah’s face and whispered,

      “You know who I’m going to have to ask to be my maid of honor, right?”

      Micah laughed all the way from his belly.

      “Jezzie,” they said at the same time. Micah pulled her back into his arms and for the first time in her life, Frannie knew she was home. It may have taken her a while to get there, but she was finally home.

      

      
        
        ~The End~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recipes from Wintervale

          

          Pear, Prosciutto, and Goat Cheese Flatbread Pizza from Wren & Candle
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      This flatbread pizza is super easy, but gives the appearance of coming straight from a gourmet cafe! Perfect for company or just a night in when you want to treat yourself to something fresh and delicious.

      

      * I’m all about making delicious meals as easy as possible, so instead of making flatbread from scratch, you can find yummy pre-made flatbread/naan at the grocery store.

      

      Pizza Toppings:

      •	2 ripe bosc pears, cut into thin slices

      •	8 oz crumbled goat cheese

      •	8 slices of prosciutto

      •	Drizzle of extra virgin olive oil

      •	Sprinkle of sea salt

      •	5 oz of arugula (optional)

      •	Drizzle of balsamic vinegar (optional)

      

      Instructions:

      1.	Preheat oven to 375℉

      2.	Drizzle the flatbread with olive oil, then top with arugula if using

      3.	Spread pears, goat cheese, and prosciutto evenly around the pizza

      4.	Add another drizzle of olive oil, as well as the sprinkling of sea salt

      5.	Place flatbread on a pizza stone or baking sheet

      6.	Bake 8-10 minutes until the crust is golden and the cheese has just begun to melt, then remove and let sit for 5 minutes before serving

      7.	Drizzle with vinegar (if using) and serve with a green salad!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Coming in June 2020 to the Wintervale Promises series:
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      Juniper Larson has been caring for Wintervale Farms and her young daughter alone since her beloved husband’s death. When she is forced to hire someone to help with the farm’s many horses, she finds herself falling for Harley Thatcher, a quiet and mysterious proper Texas cowboy. Can Juniper and Harley let go of their pasts and open their hearts in the warmth of a Wintervale summer?

      

      Pre-order your copy today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Melodie March: Wintervale Mysteries
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      In Wintervale… the sweets at the local bakery are to die for!

      

      When a famous food critic dies suddenly after eating one of the new artisan chocolates at The Flour Girl, it’s up to Meg and the other Green Mountain Grannies to prove it wasn’t the sweets that made his trip to Wintervale so sour…

      

      
        
        Pre-order the next Wintervale Mystery today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Letters from Wintervale
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        Sign up for the Wintervale newsletter & be the first to receive  previews, ARC opportunities, & exclusive short stories. Click here to become a part of the Wintervale online community today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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        Author photo by Crissha Figarella

      

      

      Melodie March is a dreamer and a lover of nature who grew up in Vermont and can’t imagine living anywhere else. When she isn’t writing, she is drinking tea on her porch or volunteering at her local animal shelter. She could never pick a favorite holiday, but every winter, she’s the first to start decorating her old farmhouse. She lives in Vermont on her very own Pine Street with her husband and rescue yellow labs, Honey and Lemon. If you'd like to contact Melodie to ask about your favorite Wintervale Promises character, tell her your best Christmas story, or just have a question, join her on Facebook!
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