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      I have been so blessed to meet amazing authors in my journey, and I am excited to be joining with a few of them to bring you The Blushing Brides Christian Romance Series.

      I hope you love this story of Heidi and Cory. If you enjoyed this book, would you leave a review? It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      I’m giving away free listens. For every 100 subscribers I get on my Youtube channel, I add another audiobook for free. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!
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      “So, here is what I was thinking. We could open this huge taproom and have all kinds of beers. Imported ones are my favorite, but there’s nothing wrong with domestic too.”

      Heidi stared at the man across from her, unsure how to form the words racing through her mind. “Um, I’m sorry, but I thought this was a date?” She gestured to the restaurant around them. The linen clad tables, the soft lighting. She’d thought this guy at least had potential. He wasn’t her normal type, but unlike a few of the others, at least he had a full head of hair and relatively straight teeth.

      His smile though was a different story. It was wide and eager, like a kid blowing out candles on his birthday cake, but somehow it reminded Heidi more of the joker than a happy kid. “I know, but what better way to pass the time before our food comes than to discuss our future.”

      “Our future? What future?” Heidi blinked as she tried to grapple with what was happening here. “We just met. This is our first date. First.” And probably last, she thought, but there was no need to say that aloud.

      His hand snaked across the table and grasped hers. “The first of many, I hope. We have so much in common. You love wine. I love beer. Together, we could have a spirited future.” He grinned even wider. “Did you like that play on words? Ooh, maybe we could call our taproom that.”

      A feeling of revulsion shot through Heidi as she glanced down at his hand on hers, but before she could react, he pulled his hand back and leaned over to the satchel he had evidently brought in before she arrived. That little treasure he had kept hidden under the table until the order was placed and it was too late for Heidi to run screaming for the hills. Then, he’d nonchalantly brought out pamphlets from some of his favorite taprooms. At first, she’d thought he was trying to convince her to have their second date at one, but now she was no longer sure what was happening. Only that she had gotten on an elevator to Crazy town that appeared to have no stop button and no top floor.

      “I drew up a business proposal that I think your parents will find highly lucrative,” he continued as he rummaged in the satchel.

      Heidi’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “My parents? What are you talking about?”

      His face reappeared along with a large stack of papers in his hand which he slid across the table. “Of course your parents will have to be involved unless they’ve left you the money. I’m sorry, I just figured that a preschool teacher wouldn’t have the disposable capital to invest in a taproom.”

      “Of course I don’t have that kind of capital, but neither do my parents. Did you think they would just jump on a chance to finance the taproom of some man they haven’t even met?” Anger was building in Heidi’s stomach, quickly morphing into a tumultuous ball of fire.

      Ian, if that was even his name, sat back and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. It was sharp, too sharp now that she was taking the time to really observe him. It reminded her of a skewer, and she had to press her lips together to keep from laughing out loud.

      Ian folded his arms across his chest. “Well, I won’t be a stranger once you introduce us.”

      “Is this why you reached out to me?” Heidi had suffered her fair share of crazy dates ever since she’d returned from the reality TV show Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy, but this guy was quickly taking the cake for the craziest of them all.

      His features softened and his face took on the condescending expression of someone trying to explain something to a child. “Of course not,” he began, reaching for her hand once again. She pulled it out of his reach and clasped it tightly with her other hand, planting both of them firmly in her lap and as far from him as she could get them. The action didn’t seem to deter him. “I wanted to meet you because you are so beautiful and kind and because we have so much in common.”

      “What do we have in common?” Heidi asked. “We don’t even like the same drinks. I like wine and you prefer beer. I teach preschool and you…” She faltered when she realized she didn’t even know what he did. “What do you even do?”

      “I’m a computer analyst for a leading software company. I’ve been saving every penny, and maybe we won’t even need your parents’ money, but their capital could get this started much sooner. Otherwise, it will be at least another year before I can even begin looking for a place.”

      “My parents aren’t going to finance anything.” Heidi had tried her best to keep calm, but this was all too much. Why did this man, whom she’d just met a few days ago, think she would want to open a business with him?

      His face fell. “Oh, well, are you sure? You haven’t looked at the business proposal yet. It’s very sound, and I’m sure if you show it to them, they will be inclined to agree.”

      “Are you listening to me? They won’t agree because they don’t know you and because they don’t like beer. We own a vineyard, that’s it.” She threw her hands up in frustration. “You know what? I don’t normally leave a date after the food has been ordered because I think it’s rude, but I’m afraid I’ll have to make an exception in your case.”

      Before he could say another word, Heidi grabbed her purse, stood, and exited the restaurant. That was it. She was giving up men and dating. At least until the next season of the show came out and people forgot all about her. She had never wanted to be the center of attention - she still wasn’t even sure why she’d agreed to that show - but ever since she’d returned home, she’d had one dating proposal after another. Inclined to believe that at least a few of them had to have redeeming qualities, she had accepted only to realize that most of them cared more about the fleeting fame and what she could do for them than about her.

      With a frustrated sigh, she slid into her car and pointed it away from the restaurant. She wasn’t ready to go home yet though, so she was unsurprised when she found herself on the well-traveled path to her best friend, Linley’s house.

      Linley was almost the exact opposite of Heidi which was probably why they worked so well as friends. Where Heidi had red hair, Linley’s was dark brown. Where Heidi preferred a few close friends and a quiet evening, Linley enjoyed dancing and crowds of people. However, they were both teachers, and they had bonded over their love of children.

      “Whoa, what happened?” Linley asked when she opened the front door ten minutes later.

      Heidi stumbled into the familiar living room and fell into the soft sofa before dropping her head into her hands.  “I can’t do it anymore. I just can’t.”

      Linley chuckled as she sat down in the antique rocking chair closest to the couch. “What are you talking about?”

      “Dating.” Heidi lifted her head and tucked her hair behind her ears. Her eyes fell to the cup of tea sitting on the table between them. From the tiny wisps of steam dancing above it, she could tell it was still warm, and she was tempted to ask for one for herself. “It’s awful. Ever since I appeared on that reality TV show, men have been coming out of the woodwork.”

      Linley lifted a perfectly manicured brow. “Most women would kill for that problem, you know.”

      “I know,” Heidi groaned, “and that’s what makes it worse, but they are just… just…” she paused, searching for the right words, “not what I’m looking for. This date I just left? He showed up with a business proposal for a taproom which was tacky enough, but when I reminded him that my parents owned a vineyard and only dealt with wine, he wouldn’t even take no for an answer. He just continued the proposal as if that didn’t matter.”

      Linley picked up the cup and blew on it softly. “Okay, well there’s bound to be a few duds in the mix, but surely there have been a few men you’d like to see again?” Linley had a habit of always looking at the bright side of things which Heidi normally loved. Heck, it was a trait they normally shared, but right now, she didn’t want to see the bright side. What she wanted was to commiserate with her friend and wallow in self-pity.

      “Um, well let me see. There was Doug who plays for the minor league hockey team and only had half of his original teeth left.” A grimace flashed across Linley’s face, but Heidi didn’t stop. “Then there was Ned, the beekeeper, who carried a pager in case there was a bee emergency.” She ticked the men off on her fingers. “And, of course, who could forget Brick? The sweet southern gentleman who wanted to dress me up as a Belle, call me some sort of a flower, and move me back to Alabama?”

      Linley nodded and mashed her lips together to keep from smiling. “Perhaps reality TV was not quite the fame you were looking for.”

      Heidi threw her hands up in the air. “I wasn’t looking for fame at all. I was looking for love.”

      Linley reached across the table and placed a hand on Heidi’s. “I know. We all want love, but sometimes it’s about waiting on God’s timing.”

      “I know. That’s what Tyler said too, but I’m not getting any younger.” Her stomach emitted an inopportune growl at that moment causing both girls to giggle.

      “Guess you’re not getting any fuller either,” Linley said with a smile. “Did you skip out before eating?”

      Heidi rolled her eyes at her friend. “Did you not just hear my story? The man wanted to open a taproom with me.”

      “Right, well, I think there’s some spaghetti left. Why don’t you help yourself and eat your cares away? Everything looks better after a plate of spaghetti, right?”

      Heidi sighed, but a smile flitted across her lips. The spaghetti would take care of the ache in her stomach, but chatting with Linley was definitely a better cure for everything else that ailed her. Except for her lonely heart. Even Linley couldn’t cure that.
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      A vice-like feeling squeezed Cory’s heart as he stared at the letter in his hand. This couldn’t be happening. They had promised not to deploy him after Desiree died. Or at least not until he could make sure to have arrangements for Bella.

      A hand clapped his shoulder, dragging his attention away from the foreboding words on the innocuous piece of paper. “What’s the matter, man?” His best friend, Tanner, stared at him with a raised brow. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      With a sigh, Cory held the letter out for him to see. Tanner took the paper and quickly scanned it, his eyes widening as he neared the bottom. “I thought you said they promised to work with you.”

      “They did.” He snatched the paper back. “I guess they changed their minds.” He should be used to it by now. The Army was notorious for saying one thing and doing another. It was how he had ended up in Washington state as it was. He and Desiree had asked for a station in Italy in order to be closer to his aging parents, and the Army had promised they would accommodate him, but at the last minute, they had sent them to Washington state instead. They’d claimed it was because the person he was going to replace was promoted and therefore able to stay at the base in Italy, nullifying the job opening, but it hadn’t made Desiree any happier.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Tanner asked, leaning against the desk.

      “I have no idea. I don’t have time to take Bella to Italy, and even if I could, my parents are too old to take care of her. I don’t have any brothers or sisters to help out. Desiree’s parents both passed away years ago, and her sister already has a huge family to take care of.” Cory ran a hand over his close-cropped hair in frustration. “Maybe I can appeal?”

      Appeals did exist but not only did they take a while, they were generally used for medical emergencies. He’d never heard of anyone getting an appeal due to a childcare issue, but then he’d never known anyone in his situation. Was it even possible?

      “What about a close friend? I know it’s not perfect, and there’s probably some red tape-”

      Cory cut him off. “I’m not leaving Bella with a friend for six months.”

      Tanner tapped a finger against his lips. “Wait,” he said, a spark flashing in his eyes, “what about that girl you were talking about the other night?”

      Cory tried to rein in his wandering mind and focus on what Tanner was saying. “What girl?”

      “The one on that show we were watching…” Tanner snapped his fingers as if trying to remember the name of it. Then his face lit up. “That reality dating show about marrying a cowboy.”

      Neither Tanner nor Cory normally watched reality dating shows, but they’d been stuck on shift with Sarah, a fellow soldier who did, and a few minutes into the show, Cory had realized he’d gone to high school with one of the contestants. After Sarah had realized this, she’d goaded him into watching to see how Heidi did. Unfortunately, she hadn’t made it to the end, but he’d enjoyed seeing her again, even if it was only on the TV screen.

      “Heidi?” he asked, finally answering Tanner.

      Tanner smiled and pointed at him. “That’s the one. Didn’t you say you guys were friends in high school?”

      Cory shook his head in disbelief; Tanner must have lost his mind. “Yeah, but I can’t just call up an old classmate and ask her to take on my daughter for six months.”

      A mischievous smile tugged at Tanner’s lips. “Yeah, that would be weird, except didn’t you tell me that you two made a pact in high school?”

      Cory clamped his lips together as the realization of Tanner’s innuendo sank in. That had been a long time ago, and he never should have told Tanner about it. “It was high school, man. That was over ten years ago.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s obviously still single, and you are now single…” He lifted his eyebrows to finish his thought.

      “True, but I can’t just show up and dump that on her. Plus, I was married, so technically I don’t think that counts.”

      Even as he dismissed the idea to Tanner, he couldn’t stop turning it over in his head. Heidi had been his best friend in high school. Yes, they had lost touch when he’d graduated, but she’d always been there for him before. Plus, she was a teacher which meant she was probably good with kids, and she had gone on the show which should mean that not only was she single but that she was looking for a relationship. He wasn’t sure he could offer her love - his heart was still with Desiree - but he could at least offer her security and fidelity. Would that be enough for her though?

      Tanner folded his arms and fixed Cory with an even stare. “I don’t see that you have much choice. At least try and talk to her. The worst that can happen is that she’ll say no and you’ll be right back where you are now, but what if she says yes?”

      Cory opened his mouth to reply, but Tanner was right. His options were limited. He could try for an appeal, but he had no idea how long that might take or if they would even grant it. The date of the deployment probably wasn’t going to get delayed which left him with about thirty days to find someone to watch Bella, and right now, Heidi was his best shot.

      “Okay, I’ll try.”
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      Heidi finished the last bulletin board and stepped back to appraise it. Pretty good if she did say so herself. This was her favorite bulletin board. It was the one that held a giant calendar with tiny Velcro pieces on each day and apples around the side numbered for each day of the month. Once she taught the lesson on numbers and days of the week, the children would take turns placing the correct apple on the appropriate day. It was a board she had started her first year of teaching and continued every year as the children seemed to enjoy it as much as she did.

      Decorating for the beginning of school was one of her favorite things about fall. She also loved the changing colors, the cooler temperatures, and the falling leaves, but there was something about bringing the color into her room that always brightened her day. And when the children entered and oohed and aahed, she knew she’d done a good job.

      “Knock, Knock.”

      Heidi turned toward the vaguely familiar masculine voice and nearly dropped her stapler. “Cory? Cory Kingman?” Though she hadn’t seen him in years, she was fairly certain the man standing in her doorway was her friend from high school, and he was as handsome as ever.

      “Hey, Heidi,” he said as he stepped toward her, “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by. The ladies in the office said it would be okay.”

      “Mind?” She placed the stapler on her desk before hurrying to him and throwing her arms around him. “Why would I mind?”

      He returned her hug with a slight laugh. “Well, it has been a few years. I wasn’t even sure you’d remember me.”

      “Remember you?” She pulled back but kept her hands on his shoulders. “How could I forget my debate partner and best friend?”

      In truth, she had once wanted more, but he’d made it very clear that he saw her more like a little sister than a love interest, so she’d settled for what she could. When he’d graduated a year before she had, they had gradually lost touch though she’d heard through the grapevine that he’d joined the military.

      “It’s so good to see you, but what are you doing here?”

      A shadow flitted across his face before being replaced with a smile. “Well, I actually live here now.”

      “You do?” She dropped her hands and took a step back though she didn’t want to. However, she didn’t want anything to appear inappropriate in her classroom. This job was too important to her.  “Why have we not met up before?”

      “Well, I work at the base up the road, but I didn’t know you lived here until I saw you on the show.”

      Heidi cringed and shook her head. “Ah, the show. Not the brightest idea I’ve ever had. I can’t believe you actually watch that show.”

      “I don’t, normally,” he said with a chuckle, “but a girl I work with does. Once she found out I knew you, she kept me informed on the show.”

      Heidi let out a wry chuckle. “Well, finding you again is about the best thing to come from going on that show. At least it wasn’t a total waste.”

      “Not a great experience, I take it?”

      “Not in the least.” Heidi shook her head and took a step back to lean on a desk. “Not only was the experience slightly embarrassing, but men have been coming out of the woodwork to date me since I returned. And not the kind you want to date.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” He chewed on his bottom lip for a moment as if he wanted to say more but wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. “Well, I’d love to take you to lunch if you have time to take a break.”

      Heidi glanced around the room. She did still have some work to do, but she could probably take a few hours off and still finish without having to stay too late. Besides, it was Cory. Not only had she missed him, but she wasn’t sure when she would have another opportunity to hang out with him.

      “I’d like that,” she said with a smile.

      After grabbing her purse from her desk, she led the way to the front office to tell her boss where she was going. Then, they exited the school together. “Your car or mine?” she asked as they stepped into the parking lot.

      “I’ll drive,” he said, shaking his keys. “As long as you don’t mind a slightly crunchy floor. It seems that no matter how many times I clean, my daughter finds a way to drop crumbs.”

      Heidi paused and touched his arm to still him. “I didn’t know you had a daughter. Are you sure your wife would be okay with us going to lunch?” Though she wanted to see her old friend, she had no desire to get in the middle of a marriage.

      Cory’s face fell. “My wife died a year ago, so there’s no worry there.”

      “Cory, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” Empathy flooded Heidi, but she’d never been married, much less lost someone so close to her, so she wasn’t sure exactly what to say.

      He shook his head once. “It’s okay. It is what it is, but let’s not let that gray cloud hang over our lunch.”

      “If you say so.” It was clear that Cory was still grieving, but Heidi wasn’t going to press the issue.

      The drive to the restaurant was silent and almost uncomfortable, but Cory’s mood seemed to change as they entered the quaint deli.

      “I hope you don’t mind me picking, but I love this place,” Cory said as he led the way to a table by the window.

      “Not at all.” Heidi smiled up at him as he held out her seat for her. “It’s actually one of my favorite places too.”

      In fact, the deli was one she frequented often on staff development days. Not only was it close, but she loved the homey atmosphere of the place. A sweet, elderly German couple ran it, and they had filled the place with German charm. The walls were painted in bright murals depicting idyllic German towns and even the staff dressed in Lederhosen and Bavarian outfits.

      “You know this is pretty accurate,” Cory said as he opened his menu.

      “The deli?” Heidi asked. “I know. I’ve been to Germany a few times with my parents. In fact, there’s this little place in Landstuhl-”

      “Andreas Stube,” he finished for her with a smile. “I loved that place. I ate there a lot when I was stationed in Germany.”

      “I didn’t know you were stationed there,” Heidi said. Of course she shouldn’t be surprised. She didn’t know much about Cory’s life after he left high school.

      “Yep, for four years. It was amazing, although harder to stay in shape with all the fried foods.”

      Heidi chuckled. She remembered well the five pounds she had gained after their weekend excursion in Germany a few years back. “I can imagine. I only spent a weekend there, but I ended up having to work off what I gained for the next month. I’m not sure I could actually live there.”

      “It took some adjusting to, that’s for sure, but I do miss it now and then. However, I do have to say Washington weather is pretty similar to Germany’s.”

      “So, where else have you been?” Heidi asked as she glanced down at her menu. She was fairly certain she knew what she wanted, but it never hurt to see if they had added anything new.

      “Well, after high school, I was stationed in California for a few years. Then, I got transferred to Germany for four years. Then Texas, South Carolina, and finally back here.”

      “Wow, you’ve been around.” Heidi couldn’t imagine moving that much. True, there were times she thought about leaving Washington, especially for a more conservative state where she didn’t feel vilified for her religious beliefs, but traveling with her parents seemed to quiet those urges. At least for now.

      A wry chuckle tumbled from his lips. “Kind of a hazard with the Army. They like to keep you moving every few years. It’s nice to see so many new places, but it’s hard on family. I’m hoping I can stay here for a few years, so Bella can put down some roots.”

      “Bella is your daughter?” Heidi was curious about his daughter, and his late wife, but she didn’t want him to think she was nosy or prying.

      Cory grinned, and his eyes lit up. “Yep. Bella is five and a handful. Such a girly girl and way too smart for her own good.”

      “Well, I’m sure she got some of that from you,” Heidi said, matching his smile. “I seem to recall you being a pretty bright cookie, at least when it came to debate.”

      His smile faltered, and the light slipped out of his eyes. “I can’t take all the credit for her intelligence. Desiree was a huge part of how she turned out as well.”

      “I’m sure she was.” A heavy silence fell between them, and while Heidi was desperate to lift it, she wasn’t sure how. Relief flooded her when the waitress approached and took their order.

      “So, what about you,” Cory said, changing the subject after the waitress left. His voice was still strained, but Heidi could tell that he was trying to lighten the mood again, and she appreciated it. “What have you been up to for the last decade?”
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