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Nothing if you ask these two mortal enemies...
Michelle Kenney loves her cozy corner of nirvana...or as everyone
else calls it, The Coffee Loft on Main Street. She’s great at greeting

every customer with a warm smile and friendly hello, listening and

' = offering advice when asked, and making the strongest cup of java
o JENNA BRANDT you can find. But if there is one thing that she isn’t so great at, it's
dating. Her broken picker always manages to go for the very worst
kind of guy. At the top of that list is Jeff Parker; a gruff bartender who
seems more likely to start a scuffle than break one up, which causes
Michelle to do a double take when she overhears he’s joining the
local search and rescue academy.

All Jeff Parker wants is a beer in his hand, a football game on the TV,
and enough tips to tide him over until his next payday. But lately, he's
wondering if there’s more to life than just serving liquor and picking
up on local barflies. After seeing his two best friends turn their lives
around for the better, it finally dawns on Jeff that maybe it's time for
him to make some changes, too. Of course, he knows everyone in
town will think he’s crazy when he tells them he wants to become a
K9 handler, not least Michelle Kenney, the local coffee shop owner
he dated and dumped after only a couple of weeks.

Will Michelle take a risk and give Jeff a second shot? Will Jeff be able
to replace old habits with new ones and not go back to his old ways?
And will these two foes find a way to laugh off their differences to
make room for love?
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Chapter One

The Coffee Loft hummed with the early morning rush, the scent of dark roast and
cinnamon teasing the air. Above the chatter, the espresso machine hissed a steamy
serenade while Michelle Kenney flitted between customers like a sunshine yellow
butterfly among flowers. Her laughter danced above the clink of cups, her blonde bob
bouncing to the rhythm of her movements as she continued to serve up smiles and
cappuccinos.

"Morning, John. The usual?' she chirped, sliding a steaming mug across the counter
to a bleary-eyed regular. He grunted an affirmative, his smile creeping in as he took
hisfirst life-affirming sip.

"Best part of waking up,” John mumbled, tipping his hat before shuffling off to his
corner nook.

"Isn't it just?' Michelle agreed, though her own eyes betrayed a weariness that no
amount of caffeine could mask. She poured another cup, the warm porcelain familiar

in her grasp, but her mind was el sewhere—stuck on last night's disastrous date.

"Another one bites the dust, huh?' teased Emily, her part-time barista, as she caught
Michell€e' s eye from behind the coffee grinder.

"Ugh, don't remind me." Michelle forced out a chuckle, leaning against the counter.
"I swear my dating profile must have 'hopeless stamped acrossit."

"Or ‘adventurous enough to experiment with potential disasters,™ Emily quipped,



delivering an Americano to awaiting customer.

"Ha, that's one way to put it." Michelle rolled her hazel eyes, tucking a stray lock of
hair behind her ear. The bell above the door jingled, announcing another patron
seeking refuge in her caffeinated haven.

"Welcome to The Coffee Loft," she called out reflexively, her smile back in place
like a well-worn mask. The new arrival nodded, eyes glued to their phone, as they
joined the queue.

"Maybe | should just become a hermit. Start a new trend, single and definitely not
ready to mingle." She grabbed a rag, wiping down the already pristine counter with
more vigor than necessary.

"Or you could start collecting cats now, get ahead of the curve” Emily suggested,
earning herself an exaggerated groan from Michelle.

"Thanks, but I'll stick to coffee beans, not feline beings,” Michelle retorted, tossing
the rag aside and preparing for the next order.

"Good choice. You're more of a people person anyway," Emily smiled, and Michelle
couldn't help but return it, genuine warmth seeping back into her weary bones.

"Can't argue with that," she admitted, then winked. "Now, let's turn these grumps into
morning people, one cup at atime."

"Roger that, boss." Emily saluted playfully before turning her attention to the next
customer in line.

Michelle took a deep breath, letting the rich aroma of coffee grounds anchor her.
Maybe her romantic escapades were less romcom and more cautionary tale, but here,



within these walls,she was the queen of her domain, serving joy one latte at a time.
For now, that was al the love affair she needed.

As the early morning rush continued, the Coffee Loft was a symphony of clinking
mugs and the murmur of morning conversations. However, it did little to keep
Michelle's mind from returning to her disastrous date from the night before. She
poured another cappuccino, the frothy heart atop the dark brew mocking her own love
life. The guy from last night — what was his name again? Ryan? Ronan? — had been a
walking disaster in human form, believing he was some kind of reincarnated Viking.
Complete with abraided beard and all.

"Hey, Michelle, you've got that look again,” Emily teased from behind the espresso
machine. "Rethinking about starting your cat collection again?"

Michelle chuckled despite the sting of truth in her friend's jest. "I might be one bad
date away from adopting awhole litter."

"Spinsterhood isn't for you. You make too good a cup of joe to ever be left on the
shelf."” Emily winked, handing over the next coffee order.

"Thanks, Emily. But if | am destined for it, I'll revolutionize it. I'll start a blog,
'Diaries of aDateless Barista.™

"Ha, I'd subscribe to that." Emily chuckled, then turned to greet the next customer.

As Michelle handed over a black coffee to Mr. Henderson, she heard the familiar,
boisterous voice of Mrs. Shomacker punctuate the air from the back of theline.

"Can you believe it? Jeff Parker, of al people,” Mrs. Shomacker's tone carried a mix
of scandal and relish.



"Jeff Parker? The bartender from The Rusty Hinge?' her friend, Mrs. Balster,
questioned with disbelief.

Michell€e's grip on the ceramic mug tightened, curiosity piqued despite herself. Still,
she remained mute, knowing shedidn't have anything nice to say about the man. He'd
bruised her ego plenty when he burned her badly a year ago.

"Yep, that Jeff," Mrs. Shomacker said, loud enough for neighboring towns to hear.
"Apparently, he’s turning over a new leaf, starting with investing in a more
respectable career."

"Turning over a new leaf," Michelle muttered under her breath with a frown and a
shake of her head. Jeff Parker—Hero's most notorious commitment dodger of
anything serious-was, as far as she knew, only good at leaving atrail of exasperations
and eye-rollsin hiswake.

"Michelle, dear, did you hear about Jeff?* Mrs. Shomacker now stood before her,
eyes gleaming with the juicy tidbit.
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"Uh, no, Mrs. Shomacker, can't say that | have,” Michelle replied, maintaining her
professional smile while already steadying herself from the gossip that was sure to
spill forth.

"Well, let me tell you..." The older woman leaned in, oblivious to the growing line
behind her.

"Actualy, Mrs. Shomacker, would you mind if we chatted after the rush?' Michelle
interjected, gesturing to the others waiting patiently for their caffeine fix.

"Of course, dear, of course,” she nodded, collecting her coffee with a huff and
retreating to a nearby table with her friend. They continued to buzz like bees over the
latest nectar of neighborhood news.

"Saved by the bell, or should | say, the queue?' Emily quipped, sliding a fresh tray of
pastries onto the counter.

"Something like that,” Michelle replied, shaking off the lingering thoughts of dating
mishaps and small-town gossip. "Next," she called out cheerily, ready to move the
line along.

The aroma of freshly ground coffee beans wafted through the Coffee Loft as Michelle
expertly navigated the mid-morning rush. Her hands moved with a practiced grace
that made the complicated dance of milk frothing and espresso pulling lookeasy. Her
blonde bob bounced with each step she took, her hazel eyes sparkling as she handed
over another perfectly crafted latte with aflourish.



"Double espresso, please," came a voice from the line, but Michelle's attention was
snared by snippets of conversation drifting from the corner table where Mrs.
Shomacker held court.

"Jeff Parker as acop...can you imagine? With adog, no less."

Michelle nearly dropped the mocha in her hand. What on earth could make Jeff
Parker want to stop serving drinks and instead make people serve time behind bars?
She glanced sideways, trying to eavesdrop without making it obvious. A German
shepherd called Winston is his partner, Mrs. Shomacker told her friends. Michelle
shook her head dlightly, thinking, Jeff Parker, of al people, aK9 handler.

"Michelle?' The customer at the counter waved a hand to catch her distracted gaze.

"Sorry about that. Double shot caramel macchiato on its way." She forced her focus
back to the espresso machine, tamping down the grounds with more force than
necessary.

" Jeff's always been good with his fists, not so much with care and commitment,” she
muttered under her breath, steaming milk until it screamed for release.

"Did | hear you say something about Jeff Parker?' asked the customer, a regular who
seemed all too eager to jJump into the local gossip pool.

She shook her head, knowing that talking about someone wasn't a good look. "Here's
your order," Michelle told the gray-haired woman as she handed her the cup. "Have a
nice day."

"So, you might have been able to avoid talking about the news with Mrs. Callins, but
you have to dish to me your thoughts on Jeff's new vocation," Emily pressed.



"Looks like he's trading in his cocktail shaker for a handcuff key," Michelle jested
with a shrug. "Cheersto anew career path.”

"You can't serioudly tell me you believe that Jeff Parker is giving up his life behind
the bar for alife putting people behind them?' Emily questioned with a quirk of her
eyebrow.

"I know, right? | just can't picture him with a dog either," Michelle replied, flashing a
quick grin before sliding a cup of coffee across the counter to her next customer.

"Maybe the dog will teach him athing or two about loyalty," Emily joked, handing a
different customer a pastry.

"Or the other way around,” Michelle quipped back, laughter bubbling up despite the
absurdity.

She moved to the next order, but her thoughts were still swirling with images of Jeff
and this mysterious Winston. Was there more to Jeff than late-night brawls and
smirking dismissals? Had she missed something, or was it that she wasn’t motivation
enough for him to change? That idea stung in a way she hadn’t expected, and she
quickly tried to push it away.

"Skinny vanilla latte, please," said the next customer, breaking into her internal
thoughts.

"Coming right up,” Michelle responded, but as she pumped syrup into the cup, her
mind wandered. Why did Jeff, with his careless attitude, deserve a loyal companion
while she was still alone? She couldn't help but feel bitter, knowing she had more
nurturing in one pinky finger than he did in his entire body. As she handed her next
customer his drink with aforced smile, she did her best to push her frustrated feelings
aside.



"Here you go, enjoy," she added routinely, plastering on her bright smile like armor
against the confusing news.

"Thanks," the regular said before taking off for a corner table.

Hoping to busy herself with chores, Michelle made her way around the coffee shop.
She made sure to wipe down all the tables before the next batch of caffeine seekers
arrived. When she approached Mrs. Shomacker's table, she looked up with a wide
grin. "Finally ready to hear the most interesting part aboutthe Jeff Parker news?' The
older woman didn't wait for Michelle to respond. Instead, she continued on without
missing a beat. "The dog he was assigned already saved a kid lost in the woods when
he was just a puppy. That was why he was put in the search and rescue program.”

"Really?' Michelle's eyebrows shot up in surprise despite herself.

"Yep. Turns out, a true hero's partner is coming to our Hero, Texas." Mrs.
Shomacker nodded in approval, then turned back to Mrs. Balster and Mrs. Callins to
go on about the details of the pup's rescue, leaving Michelle to ponder on her own.

"Hero's partner, huh?' she whispered, half exasperated, half impressed, as she
returned to the counter. Could a leopard—or rather, a roughneck bartender—really
change his spots? That was the true question that needed answering.
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"Hey, Michelle, you're zoning out again. Order up,” Emily called from the other end
of the counter.

"Right, sorry," Michelle snapped back to action, her mind still wrapping around the
idea of Jeff with a badge and a German shepherd partner. Guess we'll just have to see
how this plays out, she thought to herself.

She turned back to her customers, ready to face the rest of the day with a steamer in
hand and her signature smile, al the while wondering if perhaps she'd underestimated
the man who once topped her list of dating disasters.

Chapter Two

Jeff Parker, his brown hair and brand new academy uniform tousled from his K9
partner Winston's incessant morning play, stumbled into the Coffee L oft with the gait
of a man who hadn’t quite adjusted to his new four-legged shadow. The German
shepherd at his side was more whirlwind than dog, and Jeff’s grip on the leash was
white-knuckled. It was asif he were holding onto the last shred of his sanity.

"Easy there, buddy," Jeff muttered under his breath, scanning the shop for the least
chaotic spot to order his much-needed caffeine fix.

"Jeff, come join us," Mrs. Shomacker's voice cut through the hum of coffee grinders
and indie music.

He glanced over at the older woman and pressed his lips together in apprehension.
Getting caught up in her gossip was the last thing he needed, considering if he didn't



hurry, he would be late for his first day at the academy. He wouldn't have even
stepped foot in the Coffee Loft in the first place if it hadn't been for along weekend
with his furry companion. He was exhausted and needed caffeine to make it through
the day.

With a heavy sigh, he waved to Mrs. Shomacker and called out, "I need to get my
coffee to go so | won't be late." He turned toward the counter, deciding it would be
the fastest way to get out of there.

That's when he realized he was going to have to deal with his ex. Michelle was
handing over a coffee to a customer, her smile as bright and clear as the day they first
met back in high school. Her blonde hair caught the early light streaming through the
windows, and her hazel eyes sparkled with a mischief that belied the fine lines etched
in her brow.

"Hey, Michelle. Can | get a black coffee to go?' Jeff’s order was rushed, the leash in
his hand jerking as Winston made a lunge toward a pastry display. "Sorry, still
getting this guy used to?—"

"Small town life?" she finished for him with a chuckle, filling a cup with hot coffee
before stepping out from behind the counter. She was in her element among the
coffee beans and scones. He suspected her laughter was the secret ingredient that kept
locals coming back day after day.

"Something like that," Jeff mused, but before he could elaborate, Winston made a
break for it, charging toward atower of artisanal coffee bags.

"Whoa, Winston," Jeff’s voice rose in alarm, but it was too late. The display wobbled
dangerously, then cascaded down just as Michelle reached out with a steaming cup
meant for Jeff.



"Hot coffee incoming," she warned, but in vain. The dark liquid sloshed over the
front rim, bathing the floor—and Jeff’ s shoes—in awarm, fragrant flood.

"Oh no, I'm so?>—"

"Sorry? Yeah, me too." Jeff watched the chaos unfold, heat creeping up his neck as
he awkwardly bent down to help Michelle right the display, their hands brushing in
the process.It was electric, the connection unmistakable even amid the disaster.

"Your shoes..." Michelle bit her lip, stifling a laugh as she surveyed the damage.

"Least of my worries," Jeff said, trying to force a smile. His thoughts swirled,
memories of their time together threatening to surface, but he shoved them away.
Now wasn't the time.

"L ooks like someone needs a crash course in canine calamity,” she quipped, her tone
light but her gaze heavy with an unspoken history.

"Or avat of coffee," Jeff shot back, meeting her eyes for a split second before looking
away. They were treading familiar ground, the kind where laughter edged too close to
something deeper.

"Let's get you cleaned up." Michelle motioned toward the restroom. "First-day
jitters?

"Feels like it," Jeff admitted, following her lead. The weight of the leash in his hand
was a reminder of the responsibilities waiting for him beyond these walls.
Responsibilities that felt far heavier than a spilled cup and a toppled display.

"Hey, Michelle?' He paused at the bathroom door, Winston finally standing still
beside him. "Thanks."



"Sure thing, Jeff." Her smile didn't waver, but it didn't reach her eyes either.

"Guess | better go tackle the clean-up,” Jeff said, though every fiber of his being
wanted to linger in the safe harbor of her presence.

"Let me know if you need anything,” she encouraged before returning behind the
counter.

With one last nod toward his ex, Jeff pushed through the door. The click of Winston's
claws on the tile echoed beside him like a countdown to all the uncertainties ahead.

Jeff twisted the faucet, cold water splashing onto his hands as he scrubbed at the
coffee stain blossoming on his shirt. Winston whined softly, nudging Jeff's leg with
his snout, sensing the tension in his partner's movements.

"Bad enough, you're sabotaging my first impression without bringing up old
memories, buddy,” Jeff muttered to the dog, who tilted his head in confusion. Of
course, he knew old memories have away of doing that. His mind drifted back to the
day he ended things with Michelle a year ago. He'd done it through a text like a
coward, using the lamest excuse ever; telling her that he couldn't imagine a life filled
with endless line dancing and karaoke.
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Jeff shut off the water and reached for a paper towel. He dabbed futilely at the wet
fabric, aware that Winston's gaze was fixed on him. "l wasn't expecting that, you
know," Jeff mumbled to the German shepherd. "Our spectacularly unplanned
combustion, but | also shouldn't have been surprised by it. We never had a problem
with chemistry. That was aways there. It was about the fact | couldn't give her what
she wanted, so | decided to ditch before she got too invested.”

He knew it wasn't right, but it hadn't stopped him. It never did, and it was the reason
he was still single. Not that he had time to date now that he was starting to train at the
search and rescue academy.

"Y ep, just another testament to my impeccable knack for ruining a good thing." Jeff
gave adry chuckle, tossing the soggy paper towel into the trash. Winston, sensing the
shift in mood, barked once, short and sharp.

Jeff patted his leg, signaling Winston to follow him as he made his way out of the
restroom. The cool metal of the door handle felt comforting under his palm, a stark

contrast to the emotional turmoil rolling inside him.

"All right, buddy," he said, looking down at the dog, "let's go show them what we've
got."

"Were you able to get everything under control?' Michelle called out as he re-entered
the main part of the shop.

He nodded. "Though I'm not sure how long it's going to last."



"Just remember, you need to deal with one disaster at a time," she told him as she
handed him another coffee to go.

"Got it. One disaster at a time," Jeff echoed as he took the offered beverage. "Hear
that, boy? We're on disaster duty."

Winston barked with an enthusiasm that made Jeff laugh despite himself. With a final
pat on his canine partner's head, he braced himself for the day ahead as they stepped
out into the bright sunlight. Jeff cast a backward glance at the Coffee Loft, the bell
above the door still chiming from his exit. Michelle stood on the other side, coffee-
stained apron and all, with alook that suggested she might just believe in letting go of
the past—or at least in the humor of awkward run-ins with exes.

"Come on, Winston," Jeff muttered, tugging gently on the leash. The German
shepherd was planted firmly on the sidewalk, nose twitching as it traced the intricate
tapestry of scents that Hero had to offer. The academy wasn't far, just a short walk to
the edge of town, but if Winston refused to cooperate, it was going to feel like the
longest walk off a short plank. *We don't have time for this, buddy."

The K9's response was to sniff a lamppost with increased interest, tail wagging
obliviously.

"Disaster duty means being punctual," Jeff reminded the dog, checking his watch.

Ten minutes until he was officially late. That wasn't how he wanted to start his first
day at the academy. Danny and Hunter would never let him hear the end of it.

"Seriously, Winston, we gotta hustle." He pulled a little firmer this time, trying to
infuse authority into his tone.

Winston finally lifted his head, brown eyes meeting Jeff's own in a stare that said, 'l



go where | please’’ He took a few steps forward before spotting a squirrel and
yanking Jeff sideways.

"Whoa, easy." Jeff staggered, nearly losing his grip but managing to hold onto the
German shepherd's leash. He could practically hear Michelle's laughter lingering in
the air. It was like an echo from their past when things had been simpler,
lighter—before he'd messed it up with alie so thin it was transparent.

"Okay, okay," Jeff conceded to Winston, who seemed determined to make a mockery
of his attempt at discipline. "How about a compromise? You walk nicely now, and
later, we'll chase all the squirrels you want."

Winston barked sharply, the sound piercing the quiet morning. To Jeff, it sounded
suspiciously like canine laughter.

"Deal, then." Jeff edged forward, coaxing the dog into movement. This time, Winston
complied, albeit with afew more sniffs en route.

As they walked, Jeff's mind drifted back to Michelle again. He couldn't shake the
image of the way her hazel eyes had held his gaze, the corners crinkling with
suppressed amusement. Chemistry, despite everything, sparked between them like a
faulty wire—allittle dangerous, alot compelling.

He wondered how she was after all this time. He imagined her line dancing late at
night, her laughter echoing through the private garden behind the Coffee Loft. He
wondered if she ever thought about him. If she ever regretted how things ended
between them.

"Probably not," he muttered to Winston, who looked up at him with a confused
expression. "l was never going to be what she needed.”



They turned the corner, and Jeff could see the academy in the distance, a large brick
building that housed the hopes and dreams of many like him.

"You ready, Winston?' he asked, looking down at the dog. Winston wagged his tail,
his eyes bright with excitement. "New beginnings, right?' But the question mark to
both inquiries hung heavy, tethered to doubts and what-ifs.

Jeff took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. "Let's just get through today without
any more disasters,” he told Winston, hoping the universe wasn't eavesdropping.
Because, with the way things were going, he could use alittle cosmic leniency.

Winston seemed to sense the urgency now, his strides matching Jeff's. They reached
the academy doors with minutes to spare. Jeff pushed them open, stepping inside with
ablend of relief and trepidation.

"Made it," he breathed out, a smile threatening to break free—until Winston decided
to halt abruptly, nose down, tail up.

"Not again,” Jeff groaned, realizing that disaster duty was more than just a figure of
speech when it came to life with a K9 partner like Winston.

"Come on, buddy, let's not do this again,” he begged as the seconds ticked by. "I'll
give you any treat you want when we get back home tonight."
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Winston didn't budge, and it only made Jeff more furious. He glanced down at his
watch. Great, officialy late. On hisfirst day. How could it get worse?

Winston then did the most unexpected thing. He bolted toward the door of the
classroom, causing it to swing wide open with unintended force. The obstinate bundle
of fur and muscle made his grand entrance with Jeff trailing right behind him. The
leash in Jeff's hand was pulled taut; alifeline stretched to its limits.

"Easy, Winston," Jeff hissed, though his command fell on deaf ears—or perhaps
defiant ones.

"Whoa, looks like someone's eager for class,” Danny quipped from the front, his grin
spreading across the room like wildfire.

"Or maybe just eager to leave his handler behind," Hunter chimed in, clearly unable
to resist the jab.

Jeff shot them alook that could sour milk, but it was no use. Their laughter rippled
through the room, a wave of mirth at his expense.

"Control your partner, Parker,” Charlie Buckworth called out from beside his two
best friends, clearly not amused like the rest of them.

"Trying," Jeff gritted his teeth, pulling back on the leash as Winston sniffed
vigorously at a stack of textbooks, perilously close to toppling them. "Winston, heel."

"Guess that's one way to make an entrance," a voice muttered from the front. Jeff



didn't need to look to know whose voice it was—Hunter's jesting tone was
unmistakable.

"Part of the training," he shot back, trying to inject some levity into the moment. His
attempt at humor felt as shaky as his grip on Winston.

"Training the dog or you?' Hunter's retort was quick, slick with sarcasm.

"Both," Jeff admitted under his breath. He gave another tug on the leash, and finally,
Winston complied with a grudging step forward.

"All right, everyone, let's settle down,” Danny announced, but the smirk playing on
his lips betrayed his authoritative tone.

"Sorry about the...uh, disruption," Jeff said, his face hot enough to fry an egg on. He
guided Winston toward the back of the room, hoping to become part of the
furniture—a coat rack, maybe, or a particularly large potted plant.

"Nothing to see here," he murmured to Winston, who seemed utterly unrepentant.
The canine ssimply plopped down, tongue lolling out as if he hadn't just caused a
minor spectacle.

"Sure, nothing to see except for your grand performance,” Hunter added, unable to
resist one final poke.

"Sit tight, Winston," Jeff instructed, more a plea than a command. He sank into a
chair at the back, wishing it would swallow him whole. The last thing he needed was
negative attention on hisfirst day.

Let's hope the rest of the day is less eventful, Jeff thought, stealing a glance toward
the front. New beginnings, he reminded himself. As he sat there feeling the weight of



every par of eyes, he couldn't help but wonder if some beginnings were meant to
start with a bang—or in his case, a crash.

Chapter Three

Just like every morning, the Coffee Loft buzzed with the morning rush. The scent of
freshly ground beans mingled with the sound of milk frothing and cups clinking.
Michelle perched behind the counter like a queen surveying her kingdom, serving up
smiles and caffeine with equal zest. Above her, the loft's exposed beams, a small nod
to the building's history as a turn of the century mercantile, gave the space a cozy
embrace, while the gentle hum of conversation provided the soundtrack to her
domain.

"Man, you wouldn't believe it," Jeff's voice carried over from a corner table, cutting
through the morning mayhem. Hislanky frame was hunched over a cup of coffee that
looked too small in his large hands.

"Hit me. How bad could it be?' Hunter leaned back in his chair, the image of casual
ease with asmirk playing on hislips.

"Bad? I'm talking 'stepping on a rake' kind of day. You know, the kind that smacks
you right in the face," Jeff groaned, his thick head of brown hair flopping as he shook
his head.

"Sounds like my first date with Avery," Hunter quipped, earning a chuckle from
Danny.

"Come on, don't leave us hanging," Danny prodded, his sureness evident even in the
tilt of his head, his short brown hair catching the light. "We were there for the end,
but we didn't get to witness the beginning."



"Let's just say my time here yesterday was less...heroic than | would have preferred.
Working with that dog is like trying to herd cats. Cats with sharp teeth and a taste for
bartender flesh." Jeff's exaggerated grimace drew a hearty laugh from his friends.

Michelle couldn't help but eavesdrop from her post at the espresso machine, the
steam whistle a cover for her prying ears. She remembered all too well the sting when
Jeff had blindsided her with the breakup. A part of her savored witnessing his
misfortune because of it, yet as she watched him now, noting the way his shoulders
drooped and a softening around his brown eyes she hadn't seen before. She couldn't
help it when a bit of sympathy sneaked its way into her heart.

"Everyone has off days, man. Just dig into that grit I know you have deep down.
You'll get there," Danny said, slapping Jeff's back in encouragement.

"Yeah, just avoid any actual rakes," Hunter added, his blue eyes twinkling with mirth.

"Har har,"” Jeff muttered, but there was a small smile tugging at his lips, one that
seemed sincere, almost vulnerable.
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Michelle felt something tug inside her chest—a blend of compassion and curiosity.
Had yesterday's encounter been a catalyst for this introspection? He appeared more
grounded, a stark contrast to the Jeff she'd dated a year ago.

"Hey, if you can survive Michell€'s glares, you can survive anything," Hunter teased,
earning an eye roll from Michelle, which didn't go unnoticed by Jeff.

“True. Her coffee's strong, but her scorn? That's lethal," Jeff replied, his gaze
flickering toward Michelle, a silent acknowledgment of their shared history passing
between them.

A sense of familiarity washed over her. She found herself wondering about the man
he had become, the one she saw sitting before her now. It would have been easy to
overlook the subtle changes that had taken place over the past year if she hadn't been
looking. It almost made her wish things had gone differently between them, at least,
until she remembered how he dumped her so unceremoniously through a two-line
text of all things.

"I don't know about that. Jenesa and Avery have become good friends with her. She's
a pretty great person,” Danny pointed out. "It's all you if you get on her bad side."

"I know," Jeff agreed, his voice softer than before. " She was always too good for me,
and | only proved that by how | ended things between us."

“If 1 didn't know any better, | would think that sounds like regret, Jeff," Hunter
pointed out.



"Can't undo the past, so it really doesn't matter. Besides, | have to admit her coffeeis
something special, and at least now | can finally come back in here and get a cup

again."

Michelle couldn't help but blush a little at the unexpected compliment, her heart
thumping in her chest. She remained quiet; however, pretending that she didn't hear
the conversation, she was pretty certain Jeff knew she was listening to.

"WEell, we better get going if we don't want to be late for the second day," Danny said
as he stood up and stretched, prompting his K9 partner to jump up from the floor.

"Today is the first day we teach practical skills in the testing grounds. Y ou better be
ready,” Hunter warned Jeff as he joined his friend with his own canine companion.
"It's going to be grueling.”

"Then | better finish this cup before we go," Jeff said as he threw back the last of his
coffee before jumping up to place thecup in the dish receptacle above the trash can.
"“I'm going to need all the help | can get."

Jeff stood there with Winston at his side. His posture was less of a swagger now,
more of a contemplation. Michelle found herself oddly invested in whether this
change was genuine or another shift in the winds of Jeff Parker's ever-fluctuating
personality.

Okay, so he's thinking. People think, she rationalized to herself, but there was a
niggling sensation that urged her to keep watching—to seeif the growth she glimpsed
was real.

"Focus, Michelle," she whispered, turning her attention back to her work.

Y et, as Jeff's friends made their way to the door with their K9 partners by their sides,



and it was just him alone against the backdrop of her coffee shop, Michell€'s resolve
wavered. Without fully understanding the impulse, she found herself calling out to
him. "Hey, Jeff."

He turned toward her, surprise etching his features. Jeff's eyes met hers, and for a
moment, his gaze lingered on Michelle, a hint of curiosity in his eyes. "Yes?' he
replied, his voice softer than she had ever heard it.

Michelle felt a flush creeping up her cheeks, but she held his gaze, determined to see
this through. "I, uh, | just wanted to say that I'm glad you're back. And | hope, well, |
hope you liked the coffee.”

Jeff smiled a genuine, warm smile that transformed his face. "I do. | redly do. It'sthe
best coffee I've had in along time."

Michelle felt a ridiculous surge of pride and happiness at his words. "I'm glad. Good
luck today," she said, her voice steady despite the sudden fluttering in her stomach.

"Thanks, Michelle." His voice was vulnerable, lacking the usua bravado. "Means a

|ot.

"Doesn't mean I'm not still mad at you," she added quickly, the words tumbling out
before she could stop them.

"Wouldn't expect any less," he chuckled, the sound reaching her across the distance,
disarming her with its sincerity.

"Go on, get out of here," she teased, though her heart wasn't quite in it. "Don't want
you to be late because of me again.”

"Wouldn't dream of it," he replied, a half-smile playing on his lips as he turned to



leave.

“Idiot," she murmured to herself, but her heart wasn't in that either. There was a
warmth spreading through her, unbidden and unexpected. It left her questioning
everything she knew—or thought she knew—about Jeff Parker and about herself.

The bell above the door jingled, signaling the departure of her ex as he reached his
best friends. They breezed out the door with their trio of canines, their banter fading
into the morning air. Michelle stood rooted behind the counter, a cleaning rag
forgotten in her hand, pondering the subtle shifts in the man she once thought she
knew so well.

Michelle busied herself with wiping down the aready gleaming counter, her
movements robotic as she kept a side-eye on Jeff, who lingered just outside the shop.
The morning sunlight caught in his tousled brown hair, casting a halo of warmth that
belied the coolness she once felt from him. She shook her head slightly, chiding
herself for noticing.

"Really?' she muttered under her breath, her hands pausing their circular dance on
the countertop. "Watching him like some angsty teen with a crush?’

"Everything okay, Michelle?' aregular called out, snapping her back to the present.
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"Perfect, Tom. Just daydreaming about...pastries,” she said, flashing her best
customer-service smile.

"Make sure you're baking and not brooding," he joked before sipping his coffee and
burying himself back into his newspaper.

"Brooding's more Jeff's thing," she replied quietly, her gaze slipping back to her ex,
who was now disappearing out of sight.

The bell above the door jingled again, and Michelle looked up, hoping to see Jeff
returning, but it was only the wind making its way through the shop. She sighed,
turning her attention back to the pastries and the routine of her day.

As the morning wore on, Michelle found herself increasingly distracted. She'd catch
herself staring off into the distance, her thoughts consumed by Jeff and the strange
warmth that had taken root in her chest. It was uncomfortable, this feeling, like a shoe
that was a size too small. She wanted to kick it off, to go back to the way things were
before when she knew exactly where she stood with him.

But as much as she wished it so, she couldn't deny the pull she felt toward him. It was
like a magnet, drawing her in despite her best efforts to resist. She found herself
watching for him out of the corner of her eye, hoping to catch a glimpse of him as he
passed by the shop, perhaps on his lunch break.

The door opened again, this time with a rush of loud voices and the smell of teenage
drama. Michelle braced herself, knowing exactly what was about to happen.



"Hi, welcome to the Coffee Loft," she greeted them with a smile plastering on her
customer service face.

The group of teenagers didn't even look up; each one fixated on their phone screens
while talking loudly amongst themselves. One of them finally glanced her way and
rattled off the complicated names for their drinks.

"I want a venti double shot caramel soy latte with extrawhip and drizzle," he said, his
tone dripping with attitude.

Michelle fought the urge to roll her eyes. It always seemed like teenagers camein just
to order the most complicated version of the trendiest drink they could think of.

"And I'll have a grande matcha green tea Frappuccino with amond milk and no
whipped cream," another one chimed in quickly before turning back to her friends.

Michelle bit her tongue, resisting the urge to correct their pronunciation or lecture
them on the importance of knowing where their food comes from. She took a deep
breath and started typing in their orders, trying not to let their entitled attitudes bother
her too much.

After repeating back al their orders correctly, despite some initial confusion due to
them all having similar names, Michelle handed over their receipts and smiled at
them. "Y our drinks will be ready shortly."

She wasn't surprised when not a single one of them thanked her. Michelle couldn't
help but be amused as she watched them struggle to find seats together, acting as if it
was the end of the world. As Michelle watched the group of teenagers bicker over
seating arrangements, her thoughts drifted back to Jeff, who had captured her
attention. She wondered what he was doing at that very moment and if he ever
thought about her the way she thought about him.



Just as she finished the teenagers' drinks and handed them out, the door opened again,
this time with a soft chime that signaled the arrival of another customer. Michelle
looked up, hoping to see Jeff, but instead, she saw Miss Betty and Miss Wilma, two
older women with kind smiles and gentle eyes.

"Good afternoon, dear," Miss Betty said, her voice like a soft breeze on a summer
day. "I'd like asmall drip coffee, please.”

"I'll have the same," Miss Wilma echoed.

Michelle smiled back, grateful for an easy order after all the commotion with the
gaggle of teens. "Of course, coming right up.”

As she prepared the women's coffee, Michelle couldn't help but feel a sense of
warmth and comfort in their presence. It wasa stark contrast to the energy of the
teenagers, who were still arguing over whose turn it was to buy the next round of
drinks.

"Here you are, Miss Betty," Michelle said, handing the woman her coffee with a
smile. "Isthere anything else | can get for you today?"

"Now that you mention it, | was hoping | might be able to set you up on a date with
my grandson,"” Miss Betty gently offered. "I'm telling you, my grandson would be
perfect for you," the older woman insisted with conviction. "He's a hardworking
young man with a good head on his shoulders."

Miss Wilma chuckled. "And | suppose my grandson isn't good enough for her?"

"Please, your grandson is too busy chasing after every pretty face in town," Miss
Betty retorted playfully.



The two women continued their banter, debating over which one of their grandsons
would make a better match for Michelle. As they chatted, Michelle couldn't help but
feel amixture of amusement and awkwardness at being the topic of discussion.

Deciding it was best if she politely turned them both down rather than let it go on, she
gently said, "Thank you, ladies, but the Coffee Loft keeps me far too busy to date
either of your grandsons right now."

"Oh, | see" Miss Betty murmured with disappointment. "Well, if you change your
mind, do let us know."

As Michelle refilled the sugar and creamer containers, she couldn't help but overhear
Miss Betty and Miss Wilma continue their conversation at the next table.

"Do you think she has someone specia already?' Miss Wilma asked in a hushed
tone.

Miss Betty leaned in closer as if sharing a secret. "I heard she has her eye on that
former bartender who's attending the search and rescue academy now."
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Michelle felt her heart skip a beat at the mention of Jeff. She tried to appear
nonchalant as she continued her work, but inwardly she was shocked and, if she
admitted it, a bit thrilled that they were discussing him.

Just as Miss Betty and Miss Wilma were about to continue their discussion, the door
opened again. Thistime, it was Jeff himself who walked in with Winston right by his
side.

"Speak of the devil," Miss Betty whispered excitedly to Miss Wilma.

Jeff smiled at them both and made his way over to the counter, where Michelle stood
frozen in surprise.

"Hey there," he said with acharming smile. "Can | get an iced coffee please?’
Michelle's mind raced as she tried to compose herself before responding. She quickly
grabbed a cup and started filling it with ice. "Of course," she replied smoothly. "On

break from the academy?’

Jeff nodded. "I had just enough time to get down here and grab a coffee before | need
to head back."

"Y ou're becoming a regular around here," she observed as she placed the lid on his
cup.

"What can | say? I'm addicted to your coffee,” Jeff replied, his eyes meeting
Michelle's for just a moment longer than necessary.



Michelle felt a blush creeping up her cheeks as she handed him his drink, and he
flashed her a grin that made her heart race. "Well, I'm glad to hear that," she said,
trying to keep her voice steady.

Jeff took a sip, his brown eyes never leaving hers. "Mmm, just as good as aways," he
murmured, his voice low and sultry.

Michelle couldn't help but feel alittle self-conscious under his gaze. She glanced over
at Miss Betty and Miss Wilma, whowere both watching the exchange with wide eyes.
She cleared her throat, trying to regain her composure.

"W-well, | hope you enjoy," she said, turning back to the counter.

Jeff chuckled, handing her some money and then placing a hand on her arm. "Oh, |
will. Trust me."

A bolt of eectricity shot through Michelle's body as his fingers brushed against her
skin. She couldn't help but look up at him, her eyes locking onto his deep, captivating
gaze as her heart skipped a beat at the feel of his touch.

Jeff gave her a final knowing grin before turning around to saunter out of the shop,
leaving Michelle to stand behind the counter with a confused look on her face.

Her chest was heaving as she tried to catch her breath. She knew she couldn't let
herself get too carried away, but she couldn't deny the flutter in her chest and the rush
of adrenaline coursing through her veins. Her eyes shifted to Miss Betty and Miss
Wilma, who were still staring at her with eager anticipation. She flashed them a small
grin before refocusing on the espresso machine, grateful for the distraction it
provided from their attention.

The bell above the shop door jingled as another customer walked in, breaking the



tension in the room. Michelle took a deep breath, shaking off the lingering effects of
Jeff's touch. She greeted the newcomer with a warm smile, grateful for the
interruption.

As she expertly crafted the customer's drink, her mind was still racing with thoughts
of Jeff. Her cheeks flushed a rosy hue as she recalled their conversation and his
charming smile. She couldn't help but feel flustered and slightly breathless, even after
he had left. The way his deep voice resonated in her ears and the way his piercing
brown eyes locked onto hers had |eft a lasting impression.

Miss Betty and Miss Wilma were still watching her, their expressions curious and
expectant. Michelle couldn't help but wonder what they were thinking. Were they
imagining a future date on the horizon the way she was? Michelle felt her cheeks
grow warm at the thought as she smiled to herself, feeling a sense of excitement and
anticipation for the next time Jeff came into her shop for a cup of coffee.

Chapter Four

The neon sign buzzed like a trapped fly against the window, casting an otherworldly
glow over Jeff's brooding figure. His third rough day in a row had muddled into a
haze of lukewarm beer and the distant cheers from afootball game he couldn't muster

the energy to care about.

"Rough day, huh?' the voice dlithered through Jeff's fog of self-pity, accompanied by
the cloying scent of too-sweet perfume.

"Something like that," he muttered, not bothering to look up from his glass.

"Want some company?' the barfly perched on a neighboring stool, her red lipstick a
slash of defiance against the dinginess of the bar.



Jeff finally glanced at her, taking in the too-tight black dress and hopeful glint in her
blue eyes. "Thanks, but no thanks." His voice was a gravel road—short and likely to
jostle a person if they weren't careful.

"Your loss, handsome." She huffed, her disappointment puffing around her like a
disappointed cloud as she wobbled off to find another mark.

He watched her go, the familiar tug of temptation gnawing at his resolve. Old Jeff
would've said yes before she'd even finished her sentence. The new Jeff didn't want to
wake up one morning, staring down the barrel of what-could-have-been with nothing
but stale memories for company.

"Still determined to turn over a new leaf?* Greg's voice came from behind the bar, a
smirk audible in hiswords.

"Something like that,” Jeff grumbled again, spinning the beer coaster between his
fingers.
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"Looks painful,” Greg observed, polishing a glass with a rag that had seen better
days.

"Feelsit too," Jeff admitted, his gaze lingering on the door asif it promised salvation.

"Got plans, then? Going to charm the world with that crooked nose and your dubious
wit?" Greg chuckled, the sound echoing hollowly in the nearly empty bar.

Jeff had taught the younger man everything he knew, never realizing that he was
going to be his replacement once he quit working at The Rusty Hinge.

"Maybe | will," Jeff shot back, the ghost of a smile playing on his lips. "Can't be
worse than this."

"Hey, don't knock it. This—" Greg gestured grandly to the dimly lit room. "—is the
stuff dreams are made of ."

"But the dreams get stale. Trust me," Jeff grumbled. "Give it afew years." He pushed
off from the bar, feeling the weight of every mistake he'd ever made dragging at his
heels. There was a life out there beyond these sticky floors and the bottom of a glass,
and he was going to do whatever it took to find it.

"Where you headed?' Greg called after him, but Jeff didn't turn back.

"Anywhere but here," he said simply, stepping into the cool night air, leaving behind
the comfort of familiar shadows.



The clang of the bar's back door shutting behind him was like a definitive period at
the end of a long, rambling sentence full of regrets. Jeff stood for a moment, his
breath visible in the night air, eyes adjusting to the stark difference between the
amber glow of streetlights and the dim interior he'd just |eft.

" Jeff, hey, hold up.”

He turned to see Hunter jogging toward him with Avery in tow; her arm looped
through his as they navigated the uneven sidewalk. Avery's laughter floated to him, a
sound filled with genuine warmth.

"Didn't expect to see you out here," Jeff said, stuffing his handsinto his pockets.

"We're on dessert duty,” Hunter explained, his smile easy. "Avery's genius needs
some last-minute ingredients.”

"Ah, the perils of culinary perfection,” Jeff quipped, glancing at Avery's sheepish
grin.

"Exactly," Avery chimed in, her green eyes twinkling. "But hey, we're not just here to
raid the grocery store. We were actually hoping to run into you."

"Planning alate-night intervention?' Jeff raised an eyebrow.

"Something like that," Hunter answered with a serious undertone. "We wanted to
invite you to church with us this Sunday."

"Church?' Jeff echoed, the word feeling foreign on his tongue.

"Yep," Avery confirmed. "It's...different, but good different."



"Good different could be good," Jeff mused, more to himself than them. Could hymns
and sermons really scrub clean the tarnish of countless nights wasted?

"Come on," Hunter encouraged, clapping Jeff on the shoulder. "What have you got to
lose?"

"Besides my reputation as a heathen?' But Jeff felt the corners of his mouth twitch
upward. "Sure, why not?'

"Great." Avery beamed, her enthusiasm contagious. "We'll save you a seat."

"Got it," Jeff chuckled with a nod. The idea didn't seem so preposterous now, not
with these two lighting up the night with their easy banter. Maybe this was just the
change he was looking for.

The tall woodendoors of the church loomed before him, somehow more intimidating
than any bouncer he'd faced in his years of bar hopping. Inside, the air was filled with
the scent of polished pews and quiet anticipation. Jeff dlid into a back row, hoping
Avery would understand if he wasn't ready to sit close to the front. His gaze skimmed
over bowed heads and clasped hands.

Then he saw her—Michelle, sunlight incarnate, blonde hair catching the stained-glass
colors as she sat near the front. His heart did a strange leap, then settled into a rhythm

that spelled trouble with a capital T.

"Quite the turnout,” he whispered to himself, watching as Michelle flipped through a
hymnal.

Jeff took a deep breath, steeling himself for whatever was coming next.

As the choir began to sing, their voices soaring high above the congregation, Jeff felt



a strange sense of peace wash over him. It was as if each note was a tiny stitch,
mending the frayed edges of his soul. He watched as Michelle sang along, her lips
moving silently, her eyes closed in rapture. He couldn't help but be drawn to her, to
the light that seemed to radiate from her very being.
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The sermon was about forgiveness and second chances, about |etting go of your past
misdeeds and giving your life to God. The pastor spoke with a quiet intensity, his
words resonating deep within Jeff's chest. He found himself nodding along, his
thoughts echoing the message. Forgiveness, he realized, was something he
desperately needed.

As the service ended and the congregation began to file out, Jeff hesitated. He wasn't
ready to leave yet, not when he felt like hed only just begun to understand. He
watched as Michelle stood, her eyes meeting his for a brief moment before she turned
and walked away. He couldn't resist; something about her pulled at him. It urged him
to follow her, to learn more about this goodness that seemed to spill out of her at
every encounter.

"Michelle," he greeted as he approached, trying for casual and landing somewhere
closer to awkwardly hopeful.

"Jeff?' Her hazel eyes held surprise and something that might have been pleasure.
"What brings you here? Didn't peg you for the church type,” Michelle said, her

eyebrow arched playfully.

"Neither did I." Jeff shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. "But I'm glad |
came."

"Me too," she replied with a wide smile that made his heart seize with delight, and
there it was—that spark of connection that couldn't be faked or forced.

"Enjoy the sermon?' She folded her arms over her chest, the corners of her mouth



lifting in genuine curiosity.

"Actuadly...yeah." He nodded, surprised by his own admission. "It wasn't what |
expected.”

"Life'sfunny like that," she mused, her eyes twinkling with humor.

"Listen, about before..." He trailed off, rubbing the back of his neck, feeling the
weight of his past mistakes.

"Jeff," she interrupted gently, placing a hand on hisarm. "It's okay."

"Isit? | was ajerk." His words were blunt, unvarnished truth. "l wish | had handled
things differently back then."

"Timing is everything,” Michelle told him. "But for what it's worth, | aways
suspected the real reason. Y ou weren't ready, Jeff. And that's why it was okay."

"Even so, | need you to hear me." He finally looked up, searching her face. "Because
I've been wanting to say sorry for a while now. Just never knew how to or if |
should."

"Apologies are like bandages," she said, stepping closer. "Sometimes they help hedl,
and sometimes they’re just atemporary cover-up."

"Then consider this a belated attempt at antiseptic." He took a deep breath. "Michelle,
I'm sorry—for using your hobbies as an excuse, for not being honest,
for...everything."

The apology lingered in the air between them like the remnants of a storm clearing.
He let out a sigh of relief when she finally said, "Apology accepted, Jeff. But next



time, skip the ridiculous excuses." Her grin was genuine now, and Jeff felt a knot
loosen inside him.

"Next time, huh?' He raised an eyebrow, allowing a dliver of hope to enter his tone.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," she teased with alaugh.

Jeff nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. "Y eah, maybe we can start over as friends.
I'd like that."

The words hung in the air for a few moments as if unsure if they'd been spoken out
loud. Michelle studied Jeff asif searching for any hint of insincerity.

"I'd like that too," she said, smiling genuinely. "Friendsit is."

"Thank goodness." A wave of relief washed over him as he grinned in return. "I owe
you adinner out on me."

"Deal." Her laughter mingled with the clinking of keys and rustling programs as the
congregation filed out as she reached out and shook his hand, causing a shot of
electricity to scurry up his arm. Her eyes grew round with surprise as their eyes
locked with acknowledgment of what just passed between them. "I'll hold you to
that."

"Fair enough." Jeff's eyes crinkled with amusement, holding onto her hand a little
longer than was actually necessary. "I'm good for it."

"See that you are." Her playful warning lingered as she gently removed her hand
from his.

"Hey, Michelle," avoice called out, slicing through their bubble. It was time to retreat



before he made afool of himself any further. As he stepped away, however, he didn't
expect to knock right into a man holding a tray of communion wafers. The tiny,
circular crackers scattered to the floor like snowflakes, crunching underfoot as people
continued to make their way out of the church.

"I am so sorry," Jeff exclaimed, bending down to help pick up the fragments.

Michelle knelt down, too, and began to help gather the wafers. "No worries, Jeff," she
said with asmile, her eyestwinkling. "I think God will forgive us."

As they stood up, Jeff couldn't help but feel a warmth in his chest. Maybe Michelle
was right. Maybe forgiveness was possible, even for someone like him. This was it.
Time to dive off the degp end. He smiled, brushing a few lingering crumbs from his
hands. "I was wondering?—"
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"Michelle, dear," the interruption came like a thunderclap, shattering the moment.

Mrs. Shomacker. Jeff's internal groan could've echoed in the high rafters. The woman
bore down on them like a ship full sail.

"Did you hear about the bazaar?' Mrs. Shomacker clutched at Michelle's arm, her
voice shrill with excitement.

"Uh, no, | haven't." Michell€'s attention pivoted, the shift leaving Jeff adrift.

"Next Saturday. You simply must bring your delightful scones. The community
would be so disappointed without them."

"Sure, Mrs. Shomacker, I'll make sure to—" Michelle began, but the older woman
was relentless and didn't wait for her to finish.

"And Jeff, dear boy." Mrs. Shomacker now turned her beady eyes on him. "We need
strong men to set up the tables. Can we count on you?"

"Uh, sure, | guess..." Jeff's response was automatic, his brain still scrambling to
recover from the lost opportunity.

"Excellent.” Mrs. Shomacker patted Michelle's hand before bustling away, a tornado
of enthusiasm and mumu dress.

"Lookslike you're roped in,” Michelle said, her grin teasing.



"Seems so0." Jeff tried to match her levity, but inside, frustration simmered.

"It was good seeing you here."

"It was good seeing you, too, Michelle." There was a sincerity in her words that
resonated with him, a genuine kindness that he hadn't experienced from her in along
time.

"Anyway, | should go help Mrs. Balster clean up." She gestured toward the back of
the church where volunteers were gathering up hymnals.

"Right." Jeff nodded, feeling the moment slip through his fingers like sand. "About
what | was going to say..."

"Can it wait? | really do need to go help, but I'll see you around, okay," Michelle told
him before turning away, leaving Jeff with a sense that something new was on the
horizon for them.

He knew he couldn't let himself get too carried away. After all, they had only just
started talking again recently, and the seal on their friendship was only a couple of
seconds old. Yet, the way she had looked at him, the way she had reacted when he
touched her, he couldn't shake the feeling that there was something there, something
real and tangible. Maybe he was finally on the path to redemption, and maybe, just
maybe, he'd end up patching things up with Michelle along the way.

"Man, you really missed your window there, huh?' Hunter's voice snuck up behind
him, ribbing him with a knowing smirk.

"Shut it, Hunter." There was, however, no real heat in Jeff's words. Just the sSlow burn
of hope mixed with apprehension. He'd get another shot. He had to.



Hunter raised his hands in mock surrender. "All right, all right. I'll lay off. But you
gotta admit, it's good to see you like this. Y ou've been moping around for days."

His friend wasn't wrong. Things hadn't been going exactly smoothly at the academy
for Jeff, and it was nice to have something to look forward to for once. "I know. But |
don't want to rush things. | don't want to mess this up again.”

Hunter clapped him on the back. "That's the spirit. Take it slow, but don't let this
opportunity slip away. You've got a second chance, my friend. They don't come
around al thetime. Don't blow it."

Jeff nodded, feeling a newfound determination. He watched as Michelle moved
around the room, helping volunteers and chatting with church members. He knew it
wouldn't be easy, but he was ready to try his best to win her heart back. He wanted to
show her that he was a changed man, that he was worthy of her trust and affection.
He knew it wouldn't be easy, as old habits die hard, but he was determined to prove
himself to her.

Chapter Five

Michelle maneuvered behind the counter like a conductor orchestrating a caffeinated
overture, her blonde hair pulled back in a short ponytail, hazel eyes sparkling with an
energy that defied the early hour.

“Triple shot, extra hot, no foam latte for Mr. Sleepyhead at table four," she
announced, placing the steaming mug on the counter with a flourish that earned a
chuckle from the groggy recipient. "Maybe | should have made it a quad, though |
think the surgeon general might have frowned upon that. Three's already pushing it."

As the door chimed again, she glanced up to see Jeff Parker stride in, his six-four
frame and tousled brown hair impossible to miss. His nose, crooked from tales



untold, added character to his ruggedly handsome face—a stark contrast to the
delicate porcelain and polished wood of The Coffee Loft. Winston happily trotted
right beside him.

"Morning, Michelle," Jeff greeted, his voice a smooth baritone that seemed to stir the
ar itself.

"Jeff. Right on time," she beamed, tapping her watch. "Your internal clock is more
reliable than our ancient coffee grinder."

"Can't start my day without your magic potion,” he quipped, leaning against the
counter, arms crossed, a playful smirk painting his lips. "Make me the special one
from the other day."
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Michelle turned to craft his signature drink, a concoction of caramel infused courage
with a dash of secret spices, adding little touches like swirls of syrup on top and extra
sprinkles of cinnamon. As she crafted her final touch of a healthy helping of
homemade whipped cream, she imagined him savoring each sip, perhaps thinking of
her when the sweetness hit his tongue.

"Here you go—the 'Parker Pick-Me-Up,™ she said, dliding the cup across the counter.
Her special creations had become the stuff of local legend, whispered about in the
same breath as juicy town gossip and magical snow on Valentine's Day.

"Ah, Michelle,"” Jeff sighed after his first taste, eyes closing in appreciation. "You
sure know how to make a cup of joe feel loved."

She watched his Adam'’s apple bob with each gulp, her heart twinging a bit when she
saw the bottom of the empty cup. "So, it passed the test again?"

"Passed? It sets the bar," he chuckled, locking eyes with her. "Seriously, nobody does
coffee like you do."

"Thanks, Jeff,” she replied, feeling a blush warm her cheeks. Her thoughts
raced—was it just the coffee he liked, or was there something more? Was he coming
back to spend time with her? She sure hoped so.

"Anyway, | better head out. Big day ahead,” Jeff said, standing to leave. "Thanks for
the fuel "

"Anytime," she murmured, disappointment clouding her gaze as she watched his



retreating figure. He pushed open the door, sunlight framing him for a fleeting
moment before he vanished into the day. Was he ever going to ask her out on an
official date?

"See you this afternoon?' Michelle called after him, a hopeful lilt in her voice.

"Wouldn't missit," Jeff's response floated back, lifting her spirits as the door fell shut.

She let out asigh, her fingers absently tracing the rim of his empty cup. The shop felt
emptier without his presence. The afternoon couldn't come soon enough.

As her day continued, the Coffee Loft buzzed with the mid-week rush. Amid the
clink of cups and hiss of the espresso machine, adistinct chatter rose above the din.

"Harold Bernstein's back in town," cackled one of the gossiping grandmas, her voice

at an unintentional shout due to a malfunctioning hearing aid. "And did you hear
about hiswife?"

"Cheated on him, the poor dear," another added, the volume of her own aid betraying
her attempt at discretion.

Michelle stifled a chuckle as she wiped down the counter, the grandmas' conversation
not as private as they believed. Harold Bernstein, high school valedictorian turned
heartbroken divorce, was back. That would stir the pot.

"Such ascandal," the first grandma boomed. "In our little town."

"Scandalous indeed," Michelle muttered under her breath with a shake of her head.

"Can you believe it?" a third grandma interjected, loudly stirring her coffee. "With
the yoga instructor, of al people."



The circle of grandmas gasped collectively, sending ripples through their caffeinated
beverages. In their animated state, however, disaster struck. A wayward elbow sent a
latte flying across the room, splattering over the leather-clad arm of a burly biker
sitting nearby.

"Hey," the biker stood, his voice deep and thunderous, dark eyes drilling into the
horrified grandmas. "This jacket was a gift from my mother."

"Oopsie," one granny squeaked, her hands fluttering to her mouth.

"Sorry, dear," another added, frantically patting her pink-tinged gray hair as though
that could undo the damage.

Michelle sprang into action, grabbing a clean towel. "I'm so sorry, sir,” she said,
approaching the fuming man, who must be just passing through town since she'd
never seen him before. "Let me help you with that."

His scowl softened dlightly at her earnest approach. "This better come out," he
grumbled, arms crossed as he watched her dab at the brown liquid.

"Trust me, I've got this," Michelle assured him, her movements gentle yet efficient.
"And your next coffee is on the house. Or a scone, if that'll help ease the pain.”

The biker huffed alaugh, a smile tugging at the edge of hislips. "Make it a bear claw,
and we're square.”

"Deal," Michelle replied with a grin, her heart rate decelerating. She turned to the
grandmas, who were now whispering apologies at a much more reasonable decibel.

"Maybe keep the Harold Bernstein commentary to a low roar, ladies?' Michelle
suggested good-naturedly.



"Of course, dear," they chimed, nodding vigoroudly, their embarrassment evident.

"Besides," she continued, leaning in conspiratorially, "I heard the yoga instructor's
side of the story, and let's just say—it takes two to tango."
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The grandmas erupted in laughter, their attention shifting from scandal to speculation.
Michell€e's quick wit had defused the tension, leaving the shop once again wrapped in
awarm hum of camaraderie and the rich scent of coffee.

As Michelle went back to work, expertly cleaning the stranger's jacket, the biker
couldn't help but admire her composure. She handled the situation with grace and
humor,turning what could have been a disastrous encounter into a light-hearted
moment.

"Y ou know," he said, his voice still gruff but less menacing than before, "I've been on
the road for days. | could use a good bear claw and some decent company.”

Michelle looked up, her eyes meeting his. "Well, you've come to the right place.
We've got the best pastries in town and the most interesting conversations."

She finished cleaning the jacket, revealing a gleaming black leather beneath the
amost stains, then gestured toward a table by the window. "Why don't you take a
seat? I'll bring over that bear claw and a fresh cup of coffee.”

The biker nodded, taking a seat as Michelle bustled away.
Minutes later, Michelle returned with a steaming cup of coffee and a generous bear
claw, the sweet aroma filling the air. She set them down in front of the biker, saying,

"Enjoy."

By the time Michelle was ready to close up for the day, she couldn't be more relieved.
It had been a long day filled with a never-ending supply of customers. To make it



even worse, Jeff didn't show up during his afternoon break, and his absence had put
her in a funk. She knew she shouldn't let herself get so attached to him, but she
couldn't help it. She missed him when he wasn't around.

An hour later, Michelle made her way inside the local library. The evening breeze
carried the scent of old books. She scanned the room, taking in the stacks of donated
literature that towered like skyscrapers on the folding tables. Her gaze landed on
Taylor Klein, who, with her hair twisted into a librarian's bun, was directing
volunteers with afinger pressed firmly against her clipboard.

"Michelle, over here" a voice caled out. It was Charlie, waving a hand above the
heads of the browsing crowd, a brown Newfoundland by his side sitting as regal as a
lion.

"Hey, Charlie," Michelle greeted with a smile, approaching him and scratching
Maximus behind his ears. "l brought some coffee shop mysteries. Figured they'd be

right at home."

"Perfect,” Charlie said, taking the bag from her. "Taylor will be thrilled—she's
somewhere around here alphabetizing donations by the minute."

"Sounds like Taylor," Michelle chuckled, turning away to navigate through the maze
of bookworms.

"Michelle? It's good to see you," Jeff's voice was unexpected, causing her to spin on
her hedl.

"Jeff?' she blinked in surprise, noting the stack of worn paperbacks in his arms,
"Y ou're the last person | would expect to see at a book drive."

"A few months ago, you'd probably be right," he admitted with a crooked grin. "But



Danny and Hunter roped me in. Said it was for a good cause. Plus, | figured it was
time these guys found a new home." He shrugged, gesturing to the books.

"Wow, that's...really great of you,” Michelle replied as she watched him add his
contribution to the nearest pile. "Never took you for areader."

"Hey, | can be full of surprises,” Jeff quipped, eyes twinkling.

"Clearly,” Michelle laughed, her curiosity piqued. She wondered what other secrets
lay beneath his former bartender exterior. "What happened to you this afternoon?
Y ou didn't come into the Coffee Loft like you usually do."

He smiled sheepishly with aroll of his shoulders. "l had a rough day at the academy
and decided to stay in and study instead of coming over. It was mentioned that I've
been far too distracted lately."

Was he implying that she was the cause of it? She didn't want to get in the way of his
new career, and she immediately felt bad. "Oh, | didn't mean to be a distraction, Jeff.
| know howimportant your career is," Michelle said, concern etched on her face. "I
hope | haven't caused any issues for you at the academy."

"No, not at al," he assured her, his gaze steady. "It's not you. Well, not entirely. |
mean, you're definitely a distraction but a welcome one. | just need to buckle down
and focus, that's al. It's been abit challenging. But I'm managing.”

Michelle nodded, understanding his predicament. "Well, if you ever need a break or
someone to talk to, I'm here for you. | know how tough it can be to juggle
responsibilities.”

"| appreciate that, Michelle," he replied, a genuine smile lighting up hisface. "I really
do. And I'm glad | could help out here today. It's a great cause, and I'm happy to



support it."

As they continued to chat, Michelle couldn't help but feel a warmth in her chest,
realizing that her feelings for Jeff were beginning to go beyond mere friendship. She
was smitten with him, but there was no way she was going to admit that, especially
when they hadn't even been out on an official date yet.

Just then, Taylor approached them, her arms laden with books. "Hey, Michelle, I'm
glad you met up with Jeff. He's been a tremendous help, but now I can count on both
of you."

Michelle smiled with anod. "Y es, we've been catching up.”

Taylor glanced between the two of them, her eyes narrowing dlightly as if she sensed
the tension in the air. "'I'm glad you two are getting along so well," she said, her tone
carefully neutral. "I'll leave you two alone for a bit. Let me know if you need
anything else to help sort the books." As Taylor walked away, Michelle turned her
attention back to Jeff.

They shared a smile and then began putting the different book genres into piles. As
they worked in comfortable silence, Michelle felt even more drawn to Jeff. Every
now and then, she stole a glance at him, observing the determination in his eyes as he
sorted the books. She admired his commitment to whateverhe was doing, a testament
to astrong character she hadn't seen before.

"Hey, | was thinking," Michelle began, trying to sound casual, "maybe we could grab
dinner after this."
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Jeff looked up from the books, a surprised expression on his face. "I'd like that," he
said, beaming. "l owe you dinner, after all."

Michelle couldn't help but feel relieved and excited. Maybe, just maybe, they could
take their friendship to the next level, and this could be the start of it.

As they continued to work, Taylor returned, looking between them with a knowing
smile. "Looks like everything is amost sorted,” she said, her voice filled with
warmth. "I can't thank you two enough for all your help."

Michelle and Jeff shared another smile before finishing up and grabbing their coats.
"Y ou ready?" he asked as he reached out his hand to her.

"Where did you have in mind?' she asked in return as she placed her hand in his.

"Follow me and find out," he said with amischievous glint in his eye.

They left the warmth of the library, stepping into the cool night. The glow from the
streetlights cast playful shadows on the sidewalk as they walked side by side.

"Okay, so there's this new taco truck down the?—"

"Watch out,” Michelle cried as Jeff narrowly avoided colliding with a skateboarder
zooming past.

"Whoa, thanks," he exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. "Almost became roadkill.



Not the kind of meat | had in mind for tacos."

"Life on the edge," Michelle teased, heart still racing from the near miss.

"Nothing says romance like a brush with death," Jeff joked, and they both laughed,
rounding the corner to find the taco truck parked just ahead.

"Let's hope their food is less life-threatening,” Michelle teased.

"Here's hoping," Jeff agreed.

As they approached the taco truck, the scent of grilled meat and spices filled the air,
making Michelle's stomach growl in anticipation.

The line at the taco truck was longer than they expected, giving them a chance to
catch up and enjoy each other's company as they waited. Jeff repeated a couple of
humorous incidents from the academy, but their laughter was cut short when an
overenthusiastic crow swooped down, aiming for the salsa station. A cascade of red
sauce splattered across Jeff's shirt.

"Seriously?' he exclaimed, staring down at the mess in disbelief. "That bird has
impeccable aim."”

"Or terrible manners,” Michelle offered, trying to stifle her giggles as she handed him
a handful of napkins.

"Guess I'm wearing dinner after al,” Jeff sighed, wiping at the stain. "Y ou sure know
how to pick ‘em, Parker," he muttered to himself.

"Come on," Michelle said, nudging him gently as she grabbed their plates of tacos
from the truck window. "Let's eat before anything else decides to attack us."



They sat down at a nearby picnic table, savoring the mouthwatering flavors.

"These are amazing," Michelle said, her mouth full of taco goodness. She watched as
Jeff expertly folded his taco, taking a moment to appreciate his hands—strong, yet
gentle, with just a hint of roughness.

"Delicious," Jeff declared, mouth full of food. "Thiswas worth the assault.”

"Agreed,” Michelle smiled, her earlier nerves replaced by an unexpected sense of
contentment.

"Next time, maybe we should wear bibs," Jeff suggested, eyebrows raised playfully.

"Or full body armor,” Michelle countered, her laughter mingling with his.

As they continued to eat, their conversation flowed as easily as the salsa had from the
crow-stricken station, the night unfolding with the promise of more shared smiles and
unforeseen adventures.

Michelle couldn't help but feel a warmth spreading through her chest. Was it the
spicy food or the growing connection between them? She couldn't be entirely sure,
but the mixture of the two was intoxicating.

Jeff glanced over at Michelle, his gaze lingering on her lips as she licked a stray drop
of sauce off her finger. "I'm glad you suggested going out to dinner," he admitted, his
voice low and husky. "I've been wanting an excuse to spend more time with you."
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Michelle's heart skipped a beat, the warmth in her chest intensifying. Was he
implying what she thought he was? She couldn't be entirely sure, but she was willing
to find out.

"Well, | wouldn't work a book drive with just anyone," she joked, her voice barely
above awhisper.

Jeff chuckled, his eyes never leaving hers. "No, | suppose you wouldn't."

Michelle felt her heart pounding in her chest as she held Jeff's gaze. The tension
between them was pal pable, and she couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement build
within her. She had been wanting to spend more time with him as well, but she hadn't
been sureif he felt the same way until now.

"Okay, | have an idea," Michelle said, her hazel eyes sparkling with mischief in the
dimly lit street as she brushed astrand of blonde hair out of her face. "How about we
go line dancing at the Coffee Loft? Emily is setting everything up right now."

"Line dancing?' Jeff's thick brown eyebrows shot up in surprise. His eyes scanned
Michelle's face for ahint of sarcasm. "Y ou're not pulling my leg, are you?"

"Have you ever seen me pull anyone's leg?' She grinned, her upbeat nature
undimmed by the earlier mishaps.

"Point taken," he laughed. "But, just so you know, my dancing skills might be a crime
against humanity."



"Perfect. Mine too," she confessed with a giggle. "But that's what makes it so fun.
Let's go commit some crimes together."

The back garden of the Coffee Loft, warm and vibrant, buzzed with the sound of
country tunes and clapping hands. Boots stomped. Skirts twirled. Michelle led the
way onto the dance floor, her movements confident yet filled with laughter.

"Follow my lead," she shouted over the music, taking his hands.

"Isn't it supposed to be the other way around?' Jeff asked, his voice tinged with
amusement as he stumbled after her, trying to mimic her steps.

"Modern times call for modern measures,”" she replied with a shrug, guiding him
through the steps as the crowd hooted and hollered around them.

Jeff's initial awkwardness faded as the rhythm took over, replaced by an infectious
grin. They spun, they twirled, they laughed through missed cues and stepped-on toes.
It was clumsy, it was silly, and it was...fun.

"Admit it," Michelle said during a brief pause, "you're having agood time."

"Shockingly, | am," he agreed, breathless but grinning from ear-to-ear.

Their gazes met—a moment of connection amidst the chaos—and something
unspoken passed between them.

As the song ended, they joined in the applause, their cheeks flushed from exertion
and excitement.

"Hey, Michelle?' Jeff's voice was tentative now, a contrast to the bold bartender she'd
come to know. "Can we...do this again sometime? Go out, | mean."



"Like adate?"' she teased, heart skipping despite the casual tone.

"Yeah, like adate," he confirmed, scratching the back of his neck.

"Then, yes." Michelle's smile was genuine, wide. "Yes, we can definitely do this
again.

"Great." Relief washed over hisface. "It's a date then."

They lingered in each other's company. The connection they hadn't expected was
growing stronger with every shared laugh and glance. The night had run its course,
and it was time to say good night—for now.

Chapter Six

The morning light cascaded into The Coffee Loft, casting warm glows over the dark-
stained oak countertops and the vibrant chalkboard menu. Jeff, under a mop of
tousled brown hair, strode in with the day’ sfirst yawn still lingering on hislips.

“Morning, Michelle,” he said, sidling up to the counter with the easy confidence of a
man who knew his coffee was aready brewing. Winston sat obediently by his side,
finaly getting the hang of who was in charge.

Michelle, her blonde bob tucked behind her ears, flashed him a smile that could rival
the sun's rays streaming through her windows. “One usual, coming right up.”

He leaned against the counter, watching as she worked the espresso machine like a
maestro conducting an orchestra. Her hazel eyes held a spark as they met his. "Got

plans tonight?’

"Only if you're making them," she replied, her voice playful.
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"Go out with me?* His request was casual, but his heart thudded with hope.

"Pick me up at seven?' She passed him his cup, fingers brushing his, sending a silent
zing of anticipation up hisarm.

"Sevenitis."

Before he could take a sip, a sudden commotion by the door snagged their attention.
A small, elderly woman grappled with an oversized, rebellious umbrella that refused
to collapse. Heaven knows why she had it open since there wasn't a cloud in the sky.
It snapped open, then shut, startling patrons nearby as it threatened to poke out eyes
and overturn tables.

"Battle of the umbrella, round one," Jeff quipped, the corners of his eyes crinkling
with amusement.

Michelle chuckled, hands on hips. "I’ ve got five on Mrs. Peterson."
Jeff grinned, watching as the woman executed a deft maneuver, finally wrestling the
umbrella into submission. "And the crowd goes wild," he announced in a hushed,

sportscaster-like whisper as afew customers clapped.

"Your commentary's getting better. You should consider a career change," Michelle
teased, wiping down the counter.

"Ah, but then who would assist in finding all the missing umbrellas in the world?" he
lifted his coffee in salute.



"Fair point,” she conceded with a laugh as she leaned down and handed Winston a
homemade doggy treat from her glass canister.

Jeff savored a mouthful of the rich brew, letting the familiar bitterness ground him.
The warmth spread, mingling with the flutter of excitement for tonight.

"All right, | better get going. Can't keep those bossy instructors waiting." He pushed
off the counter, feeling lighter than when he'd entered.

"See you a seven,” Michelle called after him, her smile lingering in his mind as he
pushed through the door.

"Seven," he echoed, stepping out into the day, his stride buoyed by the promise of the
evening to come.

The sun was aready flexing its muscles in the clear blue sky by the time Jeff arrived
at the academy. The dust from the dirtlot plumed around his boots as he made his

way to the training field, a steely determination setting into his features.

"Morning, Parker,” Danny called out, leaning against the chain-link fence with
Rambler sitting obediently at his side.

"Morning," Jeff replied as he placed his duty bag down on the ground.

"Ready to kick sometail?' Hunter quipped, nudging Jeff with agrin.

"Only if Winston's on board.” Jeff rubbed the eager canine's head, who responded
with an affectionate nuzzle against his hand. "Y ou up for it, buddy?*

Winston barked once, sharp and confident—a good sign.



"All right then, let’ s show 'em what we've got."

"Go get ‘'em, but remember,” Danny interjected, "it's about trust, not just commands."
"Got it," Jeff nodded, stepping into the designated starting area.

"Begin," Charlie shouted to the group of trainees.

Jeff and Winston moved as one; the canine's strides matched Jeff's, their rhythm
synchronous. Through the obstacle course they went, Winston leaping over hurdles,
weaving through poles, never faltering, never breaking stride.

"L ook at you two, poetry in motion,” Danny cheered, clapping his hands.

"Focus, Parker. You don't want to mess it up at the end,” Hunter chided playfully
from the sideline, Duchess staying loyally by his feet.

"Time," Charlie's voice boomed across the field as Jeff and Winston cleared the last
jump.

"Outstanding work, Parker,” Danny commented, making notes on his clipboard.
"Winston's really responding to you well now."

"Thanks, Instructor Bowman," Jeff said, using the professiona title since they were
in front of others. Panting dlightly, he scratched behind the German shepherd's ears.
Winston's tongue lolled out in a doggy grin, and Jeff couldn't help but sharein his K9
partner's joy.
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"L et's go over those scores,” Danny announced, his gaze sweeping over the group.

Jeff waited as they rattled off the scores of the other teams al phabetically, and when
they finally got to him, he braced himself.

"Jeff and Winston," Charlie began, looking up, "ninety-eight percent. Top marks."
"Boom," Hunter exclaimed, pumping afist in the air.

"Way to go, man," Danny slapped Jeff's shoulder, a proud smile creasing his face. "l
knew you had it in you."

"Couldn't have done it without Winston here," Jeff said, his chest swelling with pride
as he looked down at his four-legged partner. He barked as if he knew exactly what
they were talking about.

"Lookslike I'm celebrating twice today," Jeff noted, winking at his friends.

"Twice?' Danny queried, raising an eyebrow.

"Got a date tonight," Jeff said, a grin spreading across his face at the thought of
seeing Michelle again.

"Ah, the lovely Michelle," Hunter drawled. "Well, don't let us keep you. Go prep for
your big night. Earning top marks means you get off early today for the weekend."

"Will do," Jeff chuckled, giving Winston one last pat before heading off the field, a



spring in his step that had everything to do with his high marks—and the evening
ahead.

As Jeff walked home, his fingers danced over the screen of his phone with an
eagerness that mirrored the pulse in his chest.A triumphant smile played on hislips as
he texted Michelle, the sunlight glinting off the screen.

"Hey, aced my skills test with Winston. 98%," he typed, the digits a badge of honor.
He hit send and waited for areply. His heart did alittle jig, and for a moment, al the
sounds around — the distant barks from the academy, the rustle of leaves, even his
own breathing — seemed to pause in anticipation.

Her reply came quickly, aping that sent aripple of excitement through him.

"Wow, Jeff. That's amazing. We should definitely celebrate tonight.”

He could aimost hear the lilt in her voice, envision her bright eyes sparkling with
shared joy. It warmed him more than the coffee he'd had earlier, more than the
afternoon sun streaming down on him.

"Looking forward to it," he shot back, a grin tugging at his mouth.

"Metoo. Seeyou at the Coffee Loft?"

"Wouldn't missit."

The phone went silent, tucked away as Jeff moved along the street. The town passed

by in a blur of familiarity—quaint shops, the old library, kids on bikes. As he made
his way to his front door, the gravel crunched underfoot, his strides confident and

eager.



Jeff entered his studio apartment, already thinking about what he needed to do before
he could get ready for his big date. Winston would need a good meal before being left
alone for the night. He moved briskly to the kitchen, pulling out a can of high-quality
dog food and filling a bowl with fresh water. With practiced ease, he opened the can
and portioned the food perfectly, the rich aroma of meat and vegetables filling the air
ashe set it down. Winston's tail wagged furiously, ears perked up, as he dove into his
dinner, eyes closed in pure delight.

As Winston feasted, Jeff took the time to change out of his training clothes, choosing
a crisp white shirt and a pair of dark jeans that seemed to match his newfound
excitement. A quick glance at the clock made him realize that time was dlipping
away, so he gave Winston a pat on the head and led him to his kennel. It was a cozy
space, lined with soft blankets and a few of Winston's favorite toys, ensuring that he
would be comfortable and entertained during Jeff's absence. With a final "be good,
buddy" and a click of the kennel's latch, Jeff was ready to head back out.

He decided to swing by a nearby flower shop before meeting Michelle, wanting to
surprise her with a beautiful bouquet. The little store was filled with an assortment of
colors and fragrances, and Jeff felt his spirits lift higher as he picked out a set of red
roses. After all, they said romance, didn't they?

When Jeff arrived at the Coffee Loft, Michelle was already waiting, her blonde hair
catching the glow of the streetlights like a halo. She leaned against the doorframe, a
vision in an apricot skirt and a cream blouse.

"Hey there, top K9 handler," she called out, a playful edge to her words.

"Hey yourself, coffee queen,” Jeff replied, closing the distance between them. He
offered her the roses, which she gratefully took and brought to her nose.

Inhaling sharply, she sighed. "They're lovely. Thank you. Let me just hand these off



to Emily since she's setting up for karaoke tonight."

"We can skip that one, can't we?" Jeff pleaded. "If you think my line dancing is bad,
you don't even want to hear me sing."”

"It can't be that bad," she challenged with mischief in her eyes. "But yes, we can skip
it, at least for tonight, since we'recelebrating your victory today.” They shared alook,
an unspoken recognition of his effort, her support, and the something that was
simmering just beneath the surface. "Be right back."
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Michelle dslipped inside, and Jeff watched through the window as she handed the
roses to Emily. A few minutes later, she reappeared, wrapping a scarf around her
neck after slipping into her coat.

"Ready for our waterfront stroll?' he asked as she closed the shop door behind her.
"Lead the way," she said, gesturing with a sweep of her arm.

They walked side by side, the hum of the town fading behind them, replaced by the
lapping of waves and the cry of birds by the river. Their shadows stretched long on

the pavement, two figures melding into one.

“Nice turnout today,” Michelle commented, pointing to the people passing through
one of the busiest areas of town.

"Alwaysis," Jeff agreed, though his gaze lingered not on the other people but on her
profile and the way the fading light kissed her peach skin.

"Y our test...tell me everything,” she urged, her hazel eyes alight with curiosity.

"Ah, well, Winston was a champ. Y ou know, for adog with an attitude," he joked, his
chest still puffed with pride.

They laughed together, their footsteps in sync, creating a rhythm that felt like the
beginning of something new, something good.

"Serioudly, though, couldn't have done it without him. Or you," Jeff added, his voice



softer now, earnest.

"Me?' Michelle feigned surprise, her hand brushing his arm fleetingly.

"Y our coffee fuels miracles,”" he quipped, bumping her shoulder gently.

"Isthat so? Guess I'll have to keep you supplied then," she teased back.

"Please do," he said, a promisein histone.

"Dedl."

The waterfront opened up before them, a canvas of purples and oranges as the sun
dipped low. A gentle breeze carried the scent of winter, and for a moment, they stood
there, side by side, letting the world and its colors wash over them.

His heart pounded in his chest, the moment stretched out between them like a taut
string. But then, she turned to face him, her hazel eyes sparkling under the fading
sunlight. She looked up a him, her lips dlightly parted, and he couldn't resist
anymore. He leaned in, his heart hammering against his ribs, and gently pressed his
lips against hers. It was a soft, fleeting kiss, the kind that left him yearning for more.

When they pulled away, they both stood there, breathless, their cheeks flushed.
Michelle's hand was still on his arm, and she gave it a gentle squeeze, her fingers
lingering on his skin. "I'm glad | could help," she whispered.

Jeff smiled, his heart swelling with affection. "Me too," he said, his voice husky with
emotion. He took her hand in his, intertwining their fingers, and they walked along

the waterfront, their shadows dancing on the pavement.

A few minutes later, they entered Walter's Seafood Restaurant. The clink of glasses



and the murmur of conversations enveloped them as they sat at a corner table, menus
in hand. A weathered wooden sign above the bar proclaimed "Today's Catch” in
looping script. Jeff glanced over it, his stomach rumbling.

"Can't go wrong with the chowder here. It's famous for a reason,” Michelle pointed
out, tapping the menu.

"Lead with your best shot, right?' Jeff smirked, closing his eyes briefly to inhale the
rich scent of seafood ssimmering somewhere in the back.

"Two chowders," she told the waiter with awink. "And we'll both have a lobster roll.
Can't beat the imported Maine |obster."

"Crab cakes, too?' Jeff suggested, remembering her offhand comment last week
about her love for them.

"Spot on," she said, her smile reaching her eyes.
Dinner was a dance of shared stories and laughter. Jeff found himself speaking more
freely than usual, enticed by Michelle's easy charm. Her laugh was musical, a sound

he wanted on repeat.

"Your turn, spill," she said, dabbing her lips with a napkin after demolishing her crab
cakes. "What's your biggest blunder nobody knows about."

"Uh, okay. Once, | tried to bake cookies and set off every fire alarm in the building."
He cringed at the memory, but it only made her giggle.

"Hero K9 handler scores zilch in the kitchen," she teased.

"Something like that," he admitted, grinning despite himself. "Which is why I'm glad



| have you. | might never drink coffee or eat pastriesagain if | didn't."
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He noticed her cheeks tinged pink as she smiled at him. "You give me too much
credit.”

"Not enough, by far," he assured her.

Dessert came—berry pie ala mode—and they split it, forks dueling playfully for the
last bite, which Michelle graciously surrendered with mock defeat.

"Generous loser," he quipped, popping the morsel into his mouth.

"Remember that,” she warned with alight tone.

Mea done, they ambled out into the night, side by side. The air had cooled
considerably, carrying a hint of the winter’scrispness. They waked slowly, no
destination in mind except the end of the evening that neither seemed eager to reach.
"Thanks for dinner," Michelle told him, "but you really didn't have to pay."

"Oh yes, | did. It was a date, and | owed you anyway," he countered, pulling his
hands out of his pockets, feeling the shift from playful banter to something laden with

meaning.

"But dinner should have been on me; you aced your test. | should be thanking you for
the honored company." She bumped into him lightly.

"Guess we're even then," he mused, though his heart hammered a different truth.



"Even Steven."

Her apartment came into view, looming closer with each step. It was now or never.

"Michelle..." he began, voice trailing.

"Jeff?" she echoed, turning to face him, the porch light casting golden hues over her
features.

“I'm not good at this," he confessed, the words clumsy. "But tonight was...it was
great."

"It was," she agreed, her gaze steady on his.

"Can |—" His question hung between them, unfinished yet understood.

"Please do," she whispered.

He leaned in, hesitance giving way to certainty. Their lips met again, nothing
tentative about it this time. The kiss was deep and powerful, and the world shrank to
just the two of them, a pocket of warmth in the cool Texas night.

"Good night, Jeff," she murmured against hislips as they parted.

"Good night, Michelle." He watched her retreat into her apartment, the door closing
softly behind her. He stood there amoment longer, a goofy grin plastered on his face,
the taste of berry pie and new beginnings lingering sweetly on hislips.

Chapter Seven

The Coffee Loft buzzed with the cozy hum of morning chatter, but Michelle was



somewhere between steaming milk and a daydream. In her mind's eye, Jeff's rugged
smirk played on loop, his brown hair faling just so over a brow that suggested both
mischief and mystery.

"Michelle, honey, you planning to serve that or audition it for a beauty pageant?' Mr.
Henderson grumbled from his usual spot at the counter, breaking her reverie.

"Sorry, Mr. Henderson." She blinked back to reality, her cheeks warming as she
pushed the cup over to him.

"Is this...a joke?' His voice scratched like sandpaper, his usual scowl now etched
deeper into his weather-beaten face.

She glanced over at what should have been his black coffee. Instead, a frothy, pink
concoction topped with sprinkles stared up at her like some kind of sugary
abomination. "Y our correct coffee’'s coming right up," she promised, trying to ignore
how her pulse still danced to thoughts of Jeff. "This one's on the house.”

"The next one better not be pink," he muttered, folding his newspaper with a snap.

As she turned to fix the mistake, shrieks echoed from outside. She peeked through the
window just in time to see chaos unfold on the patio. A group of chickens—brazen
little hooligans from a nearby farm—nhad descended upon the Coffee Loft's outdoor
seating like feathered pirates. They were pecking at pastry crumbs and darting under
tables.

"Shoo, shoo,” Michelle shouted, darting out the door, apron strings flying. She chased
the clucking invaders around tables where customers were now standing, balancing
laptops and lattes in a comical ballet.
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"Michelle, watch out,” Candace, her loyal regular and good friend, called out as a
particularly plump hen made a beeline for a croissant.

"Gotcha" With a swoop worthy of a K9 handle—oh no, not more thoughts of
Jeff—Muichelle scooped up the ringleader chicken, wings flapping indignantly.

"Back to your coop, ladies," she huffed, shooing the last of them off with the help of
amused patrons.

“"Never a dull moment here, huh?' Miss Betty chuckled, brushing crumbs from her
pantsuit.

"Free entertainment with every purchase,” Michelle quipped, her heart rate settling
back into a rhythm that wasn't dictated by thoughts of Jeff or histousled hair.

"Thanks, Michelle," Randy Turner waved, snapping a quick photo for theHero
Tribune. "Best chicken chase I've seen all week."

"Anytime," she replied with a laugh, though her smile didn't quite reach her eyes as
she collected the abandoned pastries. The last thing she wanted was to be made fun of
in the local newspaper, but the owner was like a dog with a bone. If she protested, it
would only make Mr. Turner want to make the story a bigger feature.

Michelle released the ringleader and swept the last of the feathery assailants out with
a practiced flick of her broom, the door jingling in protest as it swung shut. She
straightened up, rolling her shoulders to shake off the tension. The Coffee Loft was
finaly returning to its usual hum of caffeine-fueled tranquility.



"Chickens, huh? Never a dull moment with you, Shell," said a faintly familiar voice
behind her. "Guessiit's true; you really do run atight ship around here.”

Startled, Michelle turned to find Harold Bernstein leaning casually against the
counter, a smirk on his lips. His eyes—sharp blue and always too knowing—crinkled

at the corners as he watched her.

"Harold." His name caught in her throat like a sip of too-hot coffee. "I didn't see you
there."

"Couldn't miss the show."

"Looks like I've got everything under control now," she said, hoping her voice
sounded more convincing than she felt.

"Always do," he agreed with a nod.

"So, Harold, what brought you my way this morning?' she asked, tucking a stray lock
of hair behind her ear.

"Business," he replied, pushing off the counter to saunter closer. "And a bit of
nostalgia, | guess. This place used to be old man Henry's hardware store, right? And

before that, it was the old mercantile from the 1800s."

"Guilty,” Michelle confessed, leaning on her broom like a crutch. “I turned nuts and
bolts into beans and brews."

"Quite the transformation." Harold glanced around, nodding appreciatively. "L ooks
good. Feels good."

"Thanks," she said, though the compliment settled uneasily, like whipped cream on



hot milk.

"Speaking of transformations..." Harold hesitated, scratching his jawline. “1 heard
something last night, Shell. At the bar.”

“Oh?" Her stomach tightened, a premonition prickling at the base of her neck.

"Jeff Parker. He was running his mouth a bit...about you." Harold's gaze held hers,
steady and unblinking.

"Jeff?' she repeated, the warmth in her chest cooling. "What about him?"

"Let's just say he's more interested in polishing his badge than your heart." Harold's
words were careful and measured. "He thinks dating you might spruce up hisrep."

"Hisrep?' Michelle'slaugh was sharp, disbelieving. "Y ou're joking."

"Would that | were," Harold murmured, his expression somber. "I'm sorry, Shell. Y ou
deserve someone who'sin it for you, not for what you can do for them."

She opened her mouth and closed it. The air seemed thinner all of a sudden, her
thoughts a swirl of coffee grounds at the bottom of adrained cup.

"Excuse me," she mumbled, ducking past Harold, the broom dlipping from her
fingers and clattering to the floor.

"Shell—" Harold reached out, but she was already retreating, her mind filled with
doubts louder than any chicken squabble.

As she pushed through the back door to the aley where the garbage cans stood like
silent sentinels, Michelle leaned against the cool brick wall. Jeff's laughter echoed in



her head—not warm and joyful, but hollow, mocking. Could Harold be telling the
truth?
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"For heaven's sake, Jeff," she whispered to the empty alley, the hurt catching in her
throat. "Why couldn't you just be real ?"

There was no answer in the rustle of the breeze or the distant sound of the town
waking up. Only the echo of Harold's words and the sting of betrayal, as bitter as
over-brewed espresso.

The rest of the day passed in a slow blur. Michelle went through the motions of
serving customers, her mind elsewhere. She found herself staring out the shop's
window, watching the townsfolk go about their business, and wondered how many of
them were just like Jeff—interested in al the wrong things.

As the sun began to set, she made her way to the small park across the street. She
needed to clear her head, to get away from the whispers and stares that seemed to
follow her everywhere she went. Sitting on a bench beneath an old oak tree, she
watched the children playing on the swings and slide, their laughter a stark contrast to
her own melancholy.

She thought back to when she first reconnected with Jeff, how charming and attentive
he had been. She had been flattered by his interest, but now she couldn't help but
wonder if it had all been an act, a ploy to get closer to her for his own selfish reasons.

The more she thought about it, the angrier she became. How dare he use her like that?
How dare he pretend to care about her when all he really wanted was to boost his

own reputation?

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Michelle made a decision. She would confront



Jeff and tell him exactly what she thought of him and his underhanded ways. She
deserved better, and she was going to make sure he knew it.

With a newfound resolve, she stood up from the bench and began to walk back to the
Coffee Loft. She would face Jeff, and she would make sure he understood the depth
of hisbetrayal. She wouldn't let him get away with hurting her like this.

Michelle stormed into the Coffee Loft, her eyes scanning the room for Jeff, who
should be arriving at any moment for his mid-day pick-me-up. She spotted him
behind the counter,chatting with Emily. She marched over to him, her anger palpable.

"Jeff," she said, her voice low and dangerous. "We need to talk right now." Each
word was a struggle, heavy with the weight of Harold's revelation.

He turned to her, asmile on his face. It quickly faded, however, when he saw the look
of anger in her eyes. "Michelle, what's wrong?' he asked, his voice laced with
concern.

"Don't play innocent with me," she spat, placing her hands on her hips as her face
burned red with fury. "I know what you did. | know you were never really interested
in me. You just wanted to use me to boost your own reputation.”

Jeff looked shocked, like he had been caught red-handed. "Michelle, that's not true,”
he stammered.

"Don't lie to me," she hissed, her hazel eyes searching his face for any sign of further
deceit. "I'm not stupid. | know that's what you were doing, that you were only with

me to clean up your image."

"Whoa," Jeff stepped back, hands raised defensively. "Where's this coming from?”



"Harold Bernstein." Michelle's voice was a whisper, but it carried in the silent space
between them.

"Harold?' He scoffed, shaking his head. "Y ou're going to believe that guy over me?
Didn't he just come back to town because he ended up ruining his own marriage? Y ou

can't trust aguy like that."

"Are you saying it's not true?' There was a plea hidden in her question, a desperate

hope for denial.
"Look, |—" Jeff hesitated, his defensiveness morphing into frustration. "It's not that
simple.”

"Makeit smple." Her words were sharp, clipped.

"Okay, yeah, | want people to take me serioudly as a handler. So what? That doesn't
mean | don't care about you." His tonewas earnest, but there was something in his
eyes that didn't sit right with her.

"Doesn't it?" she crossed her arms, feeling her heart break inside her chest.

"Come on, Michelle. You know this town, how people talk. It was never just about
reputation.” He reached for her, but she stepped out of his touch.

"Wasn't it?" Michelle's thoughts were a whirlpool, sucking her down into a place
where trust and love seemed like foolish indulgences.

"Look, Michelle, I'm trying here," Jeff's voice rose, the strain evident.

"Areyou?' Her voice was barely above awhisper, but it cut through the tension.



"Fine." Jeff threw his hands in the air, the universal sign of surrender—or defeat.
"Clearly, you had already made up your mind before you even decided to talk to me."

"You could have convinced me otherwise,” she snapped, her heart sinking as she
watched the widening rift between them.

"Not my fault,” he muttered, shoving his handsin his pockets, his shouldersrigid.
"Same old Jeff," she muttered with anger. She turned to leave for the backroom, but

not before delivering one final blow. "I hope it was worth it because you just lost the
best thing that ever happened to you."
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And with that, Michelle stormed out of the room, leaving a stunned Jeff in her wake.
Her heart thumping like a fist against her chest as she tried to settle behind her desk,
but try as she might, she couldn't focus on her work. She sent a quick text to Emily
that she was leaving for the rest of the day and headed out. She was not sure where
she was going, except anywhere that Jeff wasn't.

Her blonde hair, usually so carefully arranged, whipped about her face in the brisk
wind, atangible manifestation of the turmoil within.

"Maybe Harold's right," she murmured to no one, the sound swallowed by the rain
that was now falling all around her. "Maybe | do deserve better."

But as she turned a corner, her steps slow and uncertain, she couldn't help but wonder
if 'better' was just another word for ‘alone.’

An hour later, Michelle Slumped into the worn leather couch at the Coffee Loft, its
familiar creaks a small comfort. The scent of roasted beans and cinnamon wafted
around her like awarm hug that couldn't chase away the cold knot in her stomach.

"Girl, you look like you've been through a tornado," Candace said, plopping down
beside her with two lattes balanced in hand.

“"More like a hurricane,” Michelle corrected, staring into the caramel swirls of her
latte asif it held answers.

Candace's black hair framed her face in gentle waves, hazel eyes sharp with concern.

“Spill it."



"Jeff." That name was enough.

"Ah, the K9 Casanova,"” Avery chimed in, tripping over the edge of a rug as she
joined them, sending croissants flying. Her auburn-highlighted hair bounced as she
scrambled to save the pastries.

"Redlly, Avery?' Jenesa arched an eyebrow, elegantly crossing her legs beneath her
taillored suit. She picked a stray croissant off the floor and dusted it off with a pearl-
adorned hand.

"Five-second rule," Avery grinned sheepishly, placing it back on the tray.

"Guys, I'm serious,” Michelle sighed, picking at the edge of a blueberry muffin
without appetite. "He might have been...using me."

"Like asocia ladder?' Candace quirked a brow.

"No, like areputation polisher." Michelle's words were flat, weighted with hurt.

"Ugh, men," Avery groaned, her green eyes rolling dramatically. "Except for Hunter,
of course. And Danny."

"And Luke," Candace added.

"Exceptions duly noted," Jenesa said dryly.

"My friend, Harold, told me about Jeff bragging at the bar. About how being with me
iIsgood for hisimage," Michelle confessed, a single tear betraying her asit slid down

her cheek.

"Harold Bernstein?' Jenesa snorted. "l heard the rumors about him. Since when do



you trust the guy who tried to sell kids oregano as 'high-grade herbal refreshment’
when he was in high school ?"

"True. | mean, | wonder if what he says about what happened with his marriage is
even factual. No one's even talked to his wife about it," Avery pointed out, then
winced as she knocked over a sugar dispenser with an elbow. "Oops."

"Clumsy and insightful," Jenesa smiled thinly, passing napkins to contain the spill.

"Look, Michelle," Candace took her hand, "Jeff would be an idiot to play you. You're
amazing."

"Totally," Avery agreed, righting the sugar dispenser. "And if heis, we'll kick his?—"

"Let's not resort to violence," Jenesa cut in, but there was stedl in her voice. "Y et."

"I just don't know what to believe,” Michelle murmured, pulling her knees to her
chest.

"Believe in yoursdf first," Jenesa advised. "Men come and go. But we? We stay."

"Like glitter at a craft fair,” Candace quipped, attempting to lighten the mood.

"Or like a stubborn stain,” Avery added with awink.

"Thanks, guys,” Michelle half-smiled, wiping her cheek. "But right now, | just
feel...lost."
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"Then we'll be your compass,” Jenesa declared, squeezing her hand. "Right, girls?"
"Right," they chorused.

"Even if our sense of directioniscrap," Avery confessed with awry smile.

"Speak for yourself," Jenesa chuckled.

"Anyway," Michelle's gaze fell back to her untouched pastry. "l appreciate it. Truly."

"Anytime," Candace said, as they all settled into a silence filled with the subtle
backdrop of clinking cups and whispered confessions, the three women a fortress
around their heartbroken friend.

Chapter Eight

Jeff's fingers danced nervously over the screen of his phone, the contact name
‘Michelle Kenney' highlighted and tempting. His thumb hovered over the call button,
a physical manifestation of his internal tug-of-war. The academy's crest emblazoned
on the wall opposite seemed to mock him from across the classroom, reminding him
where his priorities should lie.

"Come on, Jeff. Focus," he muttered to himself, tossing the phone onto the desk as if
it were scalding his hand.

He snatched up a crumpled textbook by its spine, forcing his eyes to trace the lines of
text about advanced canine training techniques. Unfortunately, the words blurred



together, each sentence an echo of Michelle's laughter or the soft cadence of her voice
when she'd talk about her dreams for the Coffee L oft.

"Great, now I'm turning into a sap,” he scoffed, raking a hand through his brown hair.

"Knock, knock." The door creaked open, and there stood Hunter with his ever-present
smirk. "You studying, or are you brooding? Because that face you're making is
definitely not the face of afuture valedictorian."

"Ha-ha" Jeff's attempt at a smile felt more like a grimace. "Just got alot on my mind,

man.

"Anything you wanna talk about?' Hunter leaned against the doorframe, an eyebrow
raised in concern.

"Nothing that's gonna fix itself by talking," Jeff replied, his gaze diding away to
avoid the probing look from his friend.

"All right, if you say so." Hunter shrugged, but his eyes lingered with unspoken
guestions.

Jeff's hand betrayed him again, reaching out for the silent siren that was his phone.
He scrolled through old messages from Michelle, each word a sweet stab to his chest.
It would be so easy to type out a message, to try to mend the rift between them with a
string of pixels and a prayer.

"Stop it, Jeff," he ordered himself, locking the phone with a decisive click. He
imagined Michelle's hazel eyes, usually so bright and full of mirth, clouded with
disappointment from their last conversation. "Too much damage," he whispered,
conviction waning.



"Seriously? Everything al right?' Hunter's voice cut through his reverie, sharper
now, laced with genuine worry. "You know I'm here for you no matter what. Even if
you messed up."

"Let me guess, Avery must have heard from Michelle about our latest fight."

"She said...it was a bit of adoozy, and | should probably check-in on you."

"I'm perfect,” Jeff lied smoothly, snapping the textbook shut. "Couldn't be better."

Hunter nodded, though clearly unconvinced, then finally retreated, closing the door
with a soft click that sounded oddly final.

Alone again, Jeff let out a heavy sigh, the sound filling the emptiness of the room.
His heart still hammered with the urge to reach out, to repair, to rewind. Y et the fear
of causing furtherharm held him back, a self-imposed isolation that was both
punishment and protection.

"Graduation first. Then...we'll see," he murmured to no one, trying to believe his own
words. The thought of Michelle, however, just a text away and yet worlds apart,
lingered stubbornly, a bittersweet note in the collage of his thoughts.

Two hours later, Jeff tried to get ready for one of the most important moments in his
life. This was one of two final exercises that he needed to pass in order to make it
through the academy successfully. The whining of dogs and the grass beneath his
boots should have been enough to ground him, but Jeff's thoughts were elsewhere. He
sat on the edge of the obstacle course, his gaze absently following the other trainees
and their canine partners as they ran drills. His mind, however, was a few miles
awvay—on Main Street, at the Coffee Loft, where Michelle was brewing the day's
third batch of coffee.



"Parker, you're up next,” Danny called out, clipboard in hand. His once-pristine
academy uniform now bore the marks of a morning well spent training dogs and their
handlers.

"Right, sorry," Jeff mumbled, pushing himself off the bench.

"Hey," Danny said, his tone lowering to something amost resembling tenderness.
"Y ou've been off your game lately. Anything you wannatalk about?’

"Nothing much to say," Jeff replied, avoiding eye contact as he clipped the leash onto
his partner's collar. The German shepherd whined in protest, clearly sensing the
turmoil in his handler's heart.



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 12:36 am

"Because it seems like you've been dodging every place Michelle might be,” Danny
prodded with a knowing look. "And that's not like you."

"Coincidence," Jeff lied, feeling the weight of hiswords sink like stonesin water.

"Uh-huh." Danny's skeptical eyebrow raised higher. "Care to explain why you went
from top of the class to...this?' He gestured to the scoreboard where Jeff's name had
slipped down several notches.

"Everyone has off days," Jeff countered, his voice tight as he guided Winston through
the weave poles with less precision than usual.

"Off for nearly a week, you mean," Danny corrected, not unkindly. "Look, whatever
itis, you gotta shake it off. Thisisn't just about grades; it's your future.”

"Thanks for the pep talk, Coach,” Jeff remarked dryly, but the humor didn't quite
reach his eyes.

"Jeff,” Danny leaned in, lowering his voice again. "I've seen you handle pressure
before. You used to thrive on it back when we played football in high school. But
this...avoidance thing isn't you."

"Redlly, I'm fine," Jeff insisted, offering a smile that felt as hollow as he knew it must
look.

"All right,” Danny conceded, though his gaze lingered with concern. "Just remember,
we're here if you need to talk. And by 'we," | include Hunter, Avery, Jenesa, and yes,



even Michelle. Though | get the feeling she's the last person you want to talk to right
now."

"Got it," Jeff replied, histhroat tightening around the words.

"Good," Danny said, clapping him on the shoulder before moving on to the next
student. "Because we're family, and family always has each other's backs."

Left to his own devices, Jeff sent his dog over the hurdles, but his performance was
mechanical, perfunctory. He completed the course, ticking off the necessary tasks, yet

his heart wasn't in it. Not anymore.

"Decent job," came the half-hearted praise from Charlie. "But | know you can do
better than that."

"Thanks." Jeff forced a nod, but the words were empty, just like he felt. Everything
seemed meaningless without Michelle to share it with.

"Serioudly, what's up with you?' Hunter asked, rejoining him.

"Nothing that'll matter after graduation,” Jeff said, brushing off the question. His eyes
flickered to the exit, considering escape.

"Sure," Danny said, not buying it for a second. "But it matters now. And it's affecting
more than just your scores."

"Let'sjust drop it, okay?' Jeff's voice was barely audible this time.

"Fine," Danny relented, but his expression remained etched with worry.

As Jeff watched the others laugh and celebrate minor victories with their four-legged



partners, he realized just how much he'd isolated himself. Avoiding the Coffee Loft
and skipping church on Sunday, all to dodge the possibility of running into her. The
irony was, in trying not to think about Michelle, she occupied more of his mind than
ever.

By the end of the day, the sun was tipping its hat goodbye, streaking the sky with
shades of orange and pink as Jeff trudged out of the K9 handler academy. His boots
scuffed against the pavement, each step heavy with the weight of his own
disappointment. He could almost hear his chances of graduating slipping away like
sand through hisfingers.

"Hey, Jeff,” Hunter called, jogging up to him, his black hair tousled from the day's
work. "Y ou're coming tonight, right?"

"Wouldn't missit," Jeff lied, managing a half-smile. He didn't want to go, but he also
knew that he needed to keep in Hunter and Danny's good graces if he wanted to make

sure he graduated.

"Good." Hunter clapped him on the back, his blue eyes bright with anticipation.
"Avery's cooking her famous lasagna.”

"Can't wait." The words tasted bland in his mouth, though he knew Avery's food was
top-notch.

"Serioudly, you okay?' Hunter's usual jovial tone was dipped in concern.

"For the final time, I'm fine," Jeff snapped out, the lie sharper this time. He didn't
have the energy to keep defending himself.

"Okay, man. Just don't bail on us," Hunter said before heading back to the academy,
leaving Jeff alone with his thoughts again.



Jeff opened the door for Winston to jump into his truck, then dlid into the driver's
seat, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He should be
studying, running drills, anything but wallowing in what-ifs about Michelle. Here he
was, a puppet yanked by invisible strings of regret. He started the engine, the rumble
atemporary reprieve from the silence of his own mind.

He made a quick detour home to change out of his uniform and dlip into a pair of
jeans and a black T-shirt. "You ready for this, Winston? I'm sure not," he grumbled.
He ran his hand through his hair before slipping his leather coat on and heading out
the door.
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With a heavy sigh, he pulled onto the road that led toward the Bumblebee B&B.
Jenesa's place was always welcoming, filled with laughter and the kind of warmth
that seeped into your bones. Tonight, it felt like he was driving straight into the belly
of a beast named Awkwardness.

A few minutes later, Jeff's hand hovered over the doorknob, a reluctant sentinel at the
threshold of the Victorian bed and breakfast. He could already smell the mingling
scents of Avery's cooking wafting out—a comfort that did little to ease the knot in his
stomach.

"Hey, you made it," Danny greeted him at the door, his brown eyes scanning Jeff's
face.

"Wouldn't let you down," Jeff pushed past the lump in his throat.

"Good." Danny ushered him inside, the familiar scent of tomato sauce and garlic
hitting Jeff like a wave, reminding him that even if he didn't feel like it, his body
wanted him to eat.

He released Winston to go over to where Rambler and Duchess were playing with
Hershey, Jenesa's pet monkey. The primate seemed to always manage to escape his
cage at al the worst times, causing chaos around the B& B.

"Everyone's waiting in the dining room," Danny told him.

Steeling himself, Jeff followed behind his friend, only for the sight across the room to
stall his next breath.



Michelle. She was here, perched on the edge of a chair, laughter spilling from her like
sunshine breaking through clouds. The world tilted a smidge.

"Rats," Jeff muttered under his breath. His first instinct was a swift about-face, but
before he could put thought into action, Jenesa was upon him.

"Jeff, you made it" Her voice was rich with something he couldn't
place—satisfaction, maybe?

"I was told | had to come," he murmured, plastering on a smile as brittle as thin ice.
As helooked at Michelle, now he knew why.

“That's right,” Jenesa said, looping her arm through his. On his other side, Avery
appeared all bright eyes with an expectant grin.

"Y ou're here now," Avery chirped, snagging his other arm. "No backing out."

"Seems like | was the only one that didn't know what this was," Jeff wisecracked with
resentment.

"Not exactly," Michelle muttered as her eyes landed on him, and her smile vanished.
"It seems we both weren't told about the other one coming."

"This seems like we're-" Jeff didn't know what it was, but he didn't like it.

"It'sjust like we're-" Michelle sputtered out.

"Trapped," they both grumbled at the same time.

"More like an intervention,” Avery confessed with a wink, steering him deeper into
the heart of the B& B.



"Intervention?' Jeff echoed, a note of panic threading his voice. How did he let
himself get parent-trapped, but for friends?

"Shh, just cam down and walk," Jenesa commanded, her lawyerly authority leaving
no room for argument.

He allowed himself to be dragged, his feet trailing marks of reluctance on the
polished wood floor. With each step, the murmurs of the room grew louder, a
symphony of accomplicesin what felt like his personal walk of shame.

"Let's eat, shall we?' Jenesa suggested, ever the orchestrator, guiding them to the
table where afeast awaited.

"Food's great therapy," Avery added, pushing a plate toward him. "Especially when |
makeit."

"If you say so," Jeff conceded, finding solace in the mundane task of loading his
plate. It was easier than meeting Michelle's gaze or untangling the mess of his
emotions,

Chapter Nine

Michelle's eyes locked onto the last person she wanted to see. Jeff Parker, all six-
foot-four of him, sprawled casually in achair like he owned the place.

"Wow, look what the cat dragged in,"” Michelle quipped, her voice dripping with
sarcasm as she leaned against the table, arms folded. Her blonde hair fell in soft
waves around her face, and her hazel eyes sparked with a hard light reserved just for
him.

Jeff’s head jerked up, his brown hair tousled, and his rugged nose twitching asif he'd



sniffed out trouble. "Well, if it isn't the coffee queen herself,” he retorted, pushing
back from the table, his posture stiffening defensively. "Sorry to spoil your perfect
little kingdom."
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His words hung there, sharp as shattered glass.

"Is that an apology or an insult? Because honestly, | can't tell the difference with
you." Michelle's gaze followed him as he rose, every inch the belligerent bear
awakening from hibernation.

"Neither. Why waste either on you," he grumbled, striding toward the door. But
before his hand could graze the handle, a high-pitched shriek pierced the air.

Hershey—Jenesa's notorious troublemaker—barreled toward Jeff, his small furry
form awhirlwind of chaos. Hershey planted himself squarely in front of the exit, his
tiny hands raised like atraffic cop halting cars.

"Serioudly?' Jeff exclaimed, reaching for the door again. Slap. Hershey's hand
connected with Jeff's, a clear 'no way' in monkey talk.

"Ouch! What the—" Jeff snatched his hand back, eyeing the feisty spider monkey
with wariness.

"Good luck getting past the monkey blockade," Michelle mused, unable to suppress a
smirk despite the tension still humming between them.

"Get out of the way, you furry little beast," Jeff seethed out.
The standoff escalated when Rambler trotted over with a protective gait. His stance

was cautious, ears perked, sensing his monkey friend's distress. Then Duchess—the
graceful border collie that belonged to Hunter—joined the fray, herding instincts



kicking in as she circled the group.

"Rambler, heel,” Danny tried to command, but it was no use. The K9's loyalty to
Hershey was unwavering.

"Easy, girl," Michelle heard Hunter call out to Duchess, but the dogs were already
embroiled in their own animal kingdom dispute.

Then, the final canine entered the chaos. Winston joined his partner's side, barking at
the other dogs and monkey as if demanding they got out of the way.

"Great. Just great,” Michelle muttered under her breath, watching the animals circle
each other, an interspecies dance of allegiance and protection.

Jeff made another feeble attempt to push past Hershey, but the monkey was having
none of it, swatting again at Jeff’s hands.

"Back off, furball," Jeff warned, but there was no threat behind his words, just a
begrudging respect for the pint-sized guardian standing his ground.

"L ooks like you're outsmarted by a primate," Michelle snickered as she came over to
get a better look at Hershey giving it to Jeff. The corner of her mouth tilted upward as
she admired Hershey's gumption. "Though | doubt that's very hard for him to do."

"Right, because you're so smart you believed an idiot that used to announce when he
had to go poop," Jeff challenged over his shoulder.

The cacophony crescendoed, a chaotic mess of growls and shrieks filled the
Bumblebee. Michelle's eyes darted from the tangled mass of fur and claws to Jeff’s
wide-eyed expression as he half-heartedly attempted to calm the pandemonium.



"Winston, stop it right now," Jeff's voice barely broke through the noise, his
command as effective as asingle raindrop in a hurricane.

"Serioudly, Hershey,” Jenesa's exasperation was palpable as she scooped up the
mischievous monkey mid-screech, her arms practiced and precise from years of
wrangling more than just unruly animals.

"Ouch, Duchess, no herding humans," Hunter's voice was muffled somewhere amid
the madness, his words punctuated by a yelp as the border collie nipped at his heels.

As things seemed to get worse, Michelle decided it was finally time to intervene. She
reached out, her fingers brushing against Jeff's arm in an attempt to pull Rambler
away from Winston. "We need a game plan here, not?—"

Her words were cut short as a jostling bump sent her careening into Jeff. Their feet
tangled, and gravity took hold, sending them both crashing to the ground in a heap.
For amoment, all was till.

"Smooth, Kenney," Jeff murmured from beneath her, his lips twitching into a
reluctant smile.

"Part of my charm," Michelle retorted, the laughter bubbling up uncontrollably as she
met his gaze. The tension that had been coiled tight between them unwound with
their shared hilarity.

"Guess we're floor buddies now," he chuckled, the sound resonating beneath her
where she lay sprawled across him.

"Seems fitting," she giggled, pushing herself up to a sitting position, still caught in
the contagious aftershocks of mirth. "Bed and breakfast or zoo?' Michelle quipped,
brushing off her clothes as she rose to her feet, offering Jeff a hand up.



"Bit of both, I'd say," Jeff muttered with a chuckle as he accepted her hand, pulling
himself upright. His brown eyes held a glimmer of warmth as he steadied her stance.
"Thanks for the save."

"Anytime," she replied, her voice lighter than it had been moments before. "Monkey,
dogs, and tumbling acts," Michelle added, a wry smile playing on her lips as she
glanced around at her friends busy with their own aftermath tasks, "Just another day
at the B&B."

"Enough, you circus rejects," Jenesa's voice sliced through their amusement as she
finally managed to secure Hershey in his cage. The click of the lock sounding like a
judge'sfinal verdict.
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"Okay, okay, back to base” Hunter corralled Duchess, leading her toward the
oversized dog bed, Danny and Rambler trailing behind with a chagrined Jeff and
Winston in tow. The animals settled in, their energy spent, resembling furry angels
rather than the instigators of the recent bedlam.

"Can we all focus on the real reason we're here now?' Danny's voice was steady but
carried an undercurrent of urgency that drew everyone's attention. "There's something
we need to discuss.”

"Spill it then," Jeff said, scrubbing a hand through his hair, his eyes locked onto
Michelle with an intensity that made her stomach flip.

"Harold Bernstein, that slimy toad from our past, has been playing us," Hunter
blurted out.

"Harold? But why—?' Michelle's brows knitted in confusion, her thoughts a
whirlwind trying to connect the dots.

"Turns out, he had this...thing for you back in high school." Danny shifted his weight,
glancing at Hunter as if seeking backup.

"Thing? You mean a crush?' The word felt foreign on Michelle's tongue, laced with
disbelief.

"More like an obsession wrapped in a crush, dipped in jealousy,” Hunter interjected,
with a grimace that reached all the way to his usually confident eyes.



"Jealousy?' Jeff echoed, folding his arms defensively across his chest—a barrier that
seemed more fragile now.

"Yep," Hunter continued. "Danny caught wind of it. Confronted Harold. He
confessed to slinging mud just to drive a wedge between you two."

Michelle turned toward Jeff, searching his face for a reaction. His expression was a
complex tapestry of shock, hurt, and something else she couldn't place—maybe
hope?

"Harold did this? Because of some stupid high school crush?' Jeff's tone was
incredulous, yet there was a softness creeping into the edges of his words.

"Apparently, some people never graduate emotionally,” Michelle mused, her mind
racing with the implications. She could feel the coldness that had settled between
them begin to crack, warmth seeping in through the newly exposed fissures.

"So, all thistime..." Jeff trailed off, his gaze lingering on hers, searching, questioning.
"All thistime, it was just agameto him."

Michell€'s heart pounded a rapid staccato against her ribs. The revelation sent waves
through the room, leaving a silence that buzzed with unspoken possibilities.
"Unbelievable," she muttered, shaking her head slowly as if to clear away cobwebs of
confusion.

"Believeit," Danny confirmed, nodding once with conviction.
"Wow, talk about juvenile," Jeff scoffed, though his tone carried more amusement

than anger now. The absurdity of the situation seemed to bubble up between them,
breaking the surface tension of past grievances.



"Guess Harold never got over not being voted 'Most Likely to Succeed.™ Hunter's

grin was wry, bringing a collective chuckle from the group.

"Or 'Most Likely to Sabotage Relationships,™ Jeff added, the corner of his mouth
twitching upwards. His posture relaxed, and his arms unfolded, signaling a truce.

"Is it too late to update the yearbook?' Michelle joked, her laughter mingling with
Jeff's. The ice that had formed between them melted away, leaving behind the gentle
flow of camaraderie and understanding.

"Never too late for areunion redo," Hunter quipped, his easy-going nature smoothing
over any remaining awkwardness in the room.

"Reunion redo,” Michelle repeated to herself, the phrase rolling around in her mind
like a sweet possibility. The revelation had shifted something crucial, realigning
pieces that had been jumbled by miscommunication and deceit. Now, standing amidst
friends and forgiven pets, she and Jeff were on the brink of something new—or
perhaps something rediscovered.

The laughter echoing off the walls had dwindled to a soft murmur when Jeff |eaned
in, hisvoice alow baritone. "Michelle, can we talk? Just you and me, out back?"

She nodded, heart fluttering like a caged bird eager for release. They dlipped away
from the warm glow of the Bumblebee into the cool evening air that enveloped the

backyard.

"Look, about everything—" they began in unison, then laughed, a single note
harmonizing their mutual awkwardness.

"Jinx, you owe me a coffee," Michelle teased, elbowing him gently.



"Only if it's from the Coffee Loft," Jeff quipped, a smile playing on hislips.

"Deal," she said, her breath visible in the crisp night.

"Michelle," Jeff started again, his eyes scanning her face, earnest and open. "l've been
afool. Harold's shenanigans...I should've known better than to fall for that."

"Jeff, we both got played." She shrugged, her voice tinged with regret. "But here we
are, right? Clearing the air?"
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"Clearing the air," he repeated, stepping closer. His warmth was a contrast to the
chill, the space between them charged with possibility.

"Feels good, doesn't it?' Her gaze lifted to meet his.

"Better than good,” he murmured, his hand finding hers, fingers intertwining
naturally.

"Like coming home," she confessed, her heart racing with the possibilities of what
might come next.

"Exactly." Histhumb brushed over her knuckles, sending tiny sparks up her arm.
"Jeff?" Shetilted her head, hazel eyes searching his.

"Yeah?'

"Kiss me, you big idiot."

He did. It was a kiss that spoke of missed opportunities, of second chances. Soft and
swest, it was laughter and morning coffee. It was apol ogies whispered on the wind.

When they broke apart, Michelle's laugh was light, free. "Shall we go back inside
before they send out a search party?"

"Let them wait," Jeff grinned, stealing another quick kiss.



"Okay, but just one more minute." She rested her head on his chest, listening to the
steady rhythm of his heart.

"Or two," he agreed, wrapping his arms around her.

The cold air didn't seem to affect them as they stood there, lost in their own world.
Jeff's heartbeat was soothing, a comforting rhythm that mirrored the calmness
Michelle felt inside. She could stay like this forever, wrapped in his arms, feeling his

warmth seep into her.

Eventually, they had to return to reality. With a sigh, Michelle pulled away, looking
up at Jeff. His eyes were soft, filled with awarmth that sent her heart fluttering.

"I've missed this, Michelle," Jeff confessed, his voice barely above a whisper. "I've
missed us."

"I have, too, Jeff. | have, too. Let'stry again.”

Jeff's face broke into a wide grin. "'l was hoping you'd say that because Michelle, I'm
alin."

"Okay, let's go back inside and tell everyone the good news," she said, taking his
hand and guiding him back through the patio doors.

Before they made it to the dining room, however, he stopped. "There's just one more
thing | need to do."

"Oh, what's that?' she asked with aquirk of her eyebrow.

"This," Jeff whispered as he leaned down, capturing her lipsin akiss that was full of
promise and hope for the future.



When they finally broke apart, Michelle felt a warmth spread through her that had
nothing to do with the house and everything to do with the man standing in front of
her. "Y ou can do that any time you like."

"Good to know," he murmured with a chuckle.

As they made their way into the dining room, their friends looked up, grins spreading
across their faces as they took in the reunited pair.

"About time," Hunter exclaimed with a clap of his hands.

"I knew it would work," Avery praised.

"Perfect plan,” Jenesa added.

"Here's to new beginnings,” Danny chimed in, raising his glass.

"New beginnings," Michelle echoed, her smile never brighter.
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"New beginnings," Jeff agreed, his gaze locked on Michelle, full of promise and
hope.

Together, as a reunited couple, they joined the table, laughter spilling over, forks
clinking on plates, glasses raised—a symphony of camaraderie. At that moment, all
was right in their little corner of the world.

Chapter Ten

"Jeff, this place is straight out of afairy tale,” Michelle breathed, her eyes wide with
childlike wonder as they stepped into the Garden Shed in Wilmont. The scent of old
roses and earth mingled in the air, a fragrant welcome to what was once an ordinary
cottage now transformed into atrove of enchantments.

"Wait until you see the back," Jeff replied, alopsided grin teasing his lips.

They meandered through the aisles, brushing past antique gardening tools and shelves
heavy with potted greenery. At the rear of the store, a wooden sign whimsically

painted with looping letters beckoned: 'Enter our Garden.'

"Shall we?" Jeff gestured grandly towards the archway, his voice a playful mimicry
of amedieval knight.

"Lead on, Sir Jeff," Michelle played along, her laughter bright and clear as a silver
bell.

The garden unfolded before them like the pages of a storybook. To their right,



Mermaid Cove glistened with seashells and a small fountain, the sound of trickling
water mimicking ocean waves.

"I always wanted to be a mermaid,” Michelle confessed, leaning down to admire a
guote etched onto asign.

"Mermaids have nothing on you," Jeff remarked, watching her with an affectionate
gaze.

"Flatterer."

"Redlist."

They wandered from tale to tale, each section aloving tribute to the stories that had
captivated countless hearts. At Alice's Tea Party, they giggled over a Mad Hatter

figurine, its eyes comically crossed.

"Care for some tea, my dear?' Jeff asked, striking an exaggerated pose beside the
table.

"Only if it's as mad as this party,” she teased back.

Snow White's Cottage was next, complete with seven tiny benches and a welcoming
glow from within. "Think there's a handsome prince inside?' Michelle mused aloud.

"Only if he'stending bar," Jeff countered, tapping his nose with mock solemnity.

"Ah, so no competition then," she said, a playful nudge to his side.

"None at all."



Fairy Land was ariot of colors, flowers woven into arches and twinkling lights strung
between branches. A wooden plague whispered a secret, 'Believe in magic.'

"Looks like your coffee shop on midsummer's night,” Jeff remarked, knowing how
Michelle transformed the Coffee Loft for themed evenings.

"Minus the caffeine rush,” she added, her eyes reflecting the shimmering lights.

"Who needs caffeine when you have magic?"

"Never say such athing," Michelle playfully chastised with mock horror.

Their next stop was Narnia, a lamppost standing sentinel amid frosted trees and a
wardrobe door cracked open to the imagination.

Jeff took a step closer to the wardrobe, peering inside, half expecting alion or awitch
to greet him. "Shall we?" he suggested, extending his hand towards Michelle.

She hesitated for a moment, her gaze lingering on the frosty branches above them
before she dlipped her hand into his. "Lead the way, Adlan.”

The cold air enveloped them as they stepped through the wardrobe, the back of it
leading to a snowy landscape that stretched out endlessly before them. A soft, white
carpet of fake snow crunched under their feet as they ventured deeper into the
unknown world.

A gentle breeze rustled the fur coats hanging inside the wardrobe, whispering secrets
of this mysterious realm. Jeff noticed that Michelle shivered, but he suspected it
wasn't from the cold as much as from the thrill of exploration. This was her kind of
adventure, one where reality intertwined with fantasy.
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They walked under the watchful gaze of the lamppost, its warm glow casting dancing
shadows on the snow. The silence was broken only by the crunching of snow and
their soft laughter, fueled by the magic of discovery.

Jeff stopped suddenly, his eyes wide with wonder. Michelle followed his gaze and
gasped. There, right in front of them, was a mgestic marble stag, its antlers adorned
with ice crystals, its eyes filled with ancient wisdom. "Welcome," it seemed to say

without any words.

The climax of their journey was Hogwarts Castle, stone battlements rising high,
banners of the four houses fluttering in the gentle breeze.

"Always fancied myself a Gryffindor," Jeff admitted, puffing out his chest in jest.
"Really? | had you pegged for a Slytherin," Michelle teased, elbowing him gently.

"Ouch. That's a low blow," he said, feigning hurt, but the laughter in his eyes
betrayed him.

"Only the bravest can admit where they truly belong,” she replied, "Remember, it's
our choices that show who weredly are."

"Then | choose this," Jeff said, his voice lowering, his gaze locking onto hers.
"Today, this moment, with you."

"Best choice you've ever made," Michelle whispered back.



Beyond the stone walls of Hogwarts, a hidden path wrapped in jasmine and ivy led
them to a secret garden. Flickering fairy lights twinkled like distant stars above a
guaint gazebo, nestled among clusters of wildflowers that spilled over the edges of
their beds.

"Wow," Michelle breathed out, her hand clasping at Jeff's as they approached. The
table under the gazebo was draped in a white linen cloth, fine china, and crystal

glasses gleaming under the soft glow of hanging lanterns.

"Did you do all this?' she asked, her voice a mix of awe and curiosity. They moved
closer, her fingers tracing the delicate patterns of the lace table runner.

"Guilty as charged,” he replied with a grin. He pulled out a chair for her, hoping the
gentlemanly gesture wrapped warmth around her heart.

"Sit," he urged, his eyes cradling hers.

She eased into the chair, the scent of rosemary and thyme from nearby planters
floating around them. "It's beautiful ."

"Only the best for you," Jeff said, pouring sparkling water into her glass. The bubbles
danced upward, racing to escape.

"But how did you find this place?' she queried, tucking a loose strand of hair behind
her ear, her eyes fixed on him.

"Ah," Jeff started, serving her a delicate portion of caprese salad with a flourish. "I
overheard Taylor talking about it at the book drive. She said it was her favorite spot

inal of Texas."

Michelle nodded. "That makes sense. Taylor would love this place.”



"Yep, so | caled the next day and made the reservations."”

"But that was way before the whole fiasco with Harold happened,” Michelle pointed
Out.

"Well, when things went...bad for a while, | called and canceled. And when we were
back on track, | called and made them again.”

"Such care to keep it a secret,” she chuckled, twirling her fork. "Didn't take you for
the cloak and dagger type."

"Only when it comes to impressing a certain someone." His wink was playful, but
sincerity anchored histone.

"Mission accomplished," she replied, her laughter mingling with the quiet symphony
of the garden's creatures.

As they chatted about their lives, the soft glow of fairy lights strung across the gazebo
gave their meal an ethereal quality.

Michelle leaned back in her chair and smiled. "Jeff, this place...it's magical," she
breathed out, her voice barely above a whisper. It was as if she were afraid to break
the spell.

His eyes sparkled with delight, mirroring the twinkle of the lights above. "l thought
you might like it," he said, his hand reaching across the table to briefly brush against
hers.

She smiled, taking a bite from her fork, savoring the mix of flavors. "This chicken is
perfectly cooked. And the herbs...they're grown here?'



"Yep. Farm to table, or garden to gazebo, | guess,” he jested, cutting into his own
dish with precision.
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"Chef's kiss," she joked, puckering her lips and miming the gesture in the air. Her
laughter was light, like the notes of a piano in ajazz bar.

"Did you just chef's kiss my date plan?' He feigned offense, but his grin betrayed
him.

"Maybe." She winked back at him. "But don't tell Avery that this food rivals hers,
She'lll never forgive me."

"Y our secret is safe with me," he vowed, enjoying the easy banter.

They lapsed into a comfortable silence, the clink of silverware on plates and the hum
of cricketsfilling the space between them.

"Tell me, Mr. Parker," she said, leaning forward, elbows on the table. "What other
covert operations have you been running that | should know about?"

"Ah, well, there was Operation Get-Michelle-to-Smile," he confessed. "Involved alot
of corny jokes."

"No need to pull out that arsenal. You can save it for arainy day," shetold him with a
smile. "You've already had a successful campaign,” she admitted with a mock-serious
nod.

"Then there was Operation Learn-Everything-About-Coffee. That oneis ongoing.”

"Sounds intense."



"Very. Requires daily surveillance of the Coffee Loft."

"Stalker much?' she teased, swirling her drink in her glass.

"Only in the most charming sense of the word," he shot back, winking again.

She laughed, and Jeff couldn't take his eyes off of her. Watching the effervescent joy
bubble up inside her rivaled the sparkling water they were sharing.

"Okay, okay," she conceded, raising her hands in surrender. "Y ou've won me over,
Agent Parker. Consider me impressed.”

"Good," he said, satisfaction oozing from his voice. "Because | didn't plan an exit
strategy."”

"Smart man," she murmured with awink.

As they continued their meal, the quiet moments spoke volumes. Every shared
glance, every laugh, added another layer to the evening—one that Jeff knew he'd tuck
away in his memory like a cherished book to be revisited time and again.

Chapter Eleven

Laughter swirled through the evening air, mingling with the scents of fresh soil and
blooming flowers from the garden dinner. The stars seemed to twinkle in amusement
as Jeff led her by the hand, a playful glint in his eye that promised more than just the
end of ameal.

"Where are we going next?' she asked, curiosity piqued.

"Surprise," Jeff said, his voice low and teasing as they rounded the corner to find an



array of easels set up under severa sets of string lights, paintbrushes at the ready
beside palettes splashed with vibrant colors. "Paint and sip,” he announced with a
flourish, like amagician revealing his grand trick.

"Jeff Parker, you're full of surprises," she laughed, squeezing his hand.

"Wait till you see my masterpiece,” he boasted, but there was a comedic wobble in
his confidence.

They each took their places before blank canvases, glasses of wine within arm's
reach. She watched him dip his brush into the blue, a childlike excitement dancing in
his eyes. As they worked, hilarity ensued. Their brushes dabbed and swirled, but

wheremajestic winter landscapes were intended, abstract blobs took form.

"Is that a snowman or a snowball fight gone wrong?' she teased, peeking at his
canvas.

"Ha, yours looks like the snow apocalypse," Jeff shot back, his nose crinkling in
mirth, echoing the scars of past brawls.

" Shut up, I'm channeling my inner Picasso."

"More like Pic-oh-no," he quipped.

Her laughter echoed off the walls, genuine and free.
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With every stroke, with every laugh, the canvas began to look less like chaos and
more like a representation of their shared joy. It wasn't a winter landscape, but it was
beautiful in its own unique way.

Jeff's canvas, too, started to take shape. His snowman was no longer a blob but a
figure with personality, a carrot nose, and a goofy grin. His snowball fight was now a
whimsical dance of colors, a celebration of imperfection and fun.

She watched him for a moment. Jeff, so confident behind first a bar and now behind a
badge, seemed amost bashful now under her gaze. It endeared him even more to her.
This was what it felt like to be utterly charmed, wasn't it? The romantic scenes from
movies she loved paled in comparison to the real thing.

"Look at us," she exclaimed, stepping back to admire their work. "We're quite the
artists."

Jeff beamed, pride radiating from him. "We sure are. | can't think of a better way to
spend an evening.”

They clinked their wine glasses together, their laughter mingling with the night air,
the stars above seeming to shine just alittle brighter.

"Let's exchange them," she suggested between giggles. "As a memory of our artistic
failure.

"Deal. But it's adso a testament to an epic night," Jeff added, handing over his
‘creation’ with mock solemnity.



Their fingers brushed during the exchange, sending a spark through the cool night air.
She held up his painting, squinting one eye. "You know, with the right lighting and
enough wine, this could be...passable.”

"Hey, yours will have the place of honor. | plan to donate it to the bar. Scare away the
rowdies," he grinned, pride mingling with affection.

"Y ou wouldn't dare?' she questioned with apprehension.

He seemed tempted to let that threat ssimmer, but after a moment, he shook his head.
"Of course not. | plan to keep it in my apartment as a memento of the perfect date.”

"Phew, | was actually thinking of taking mine back for a minute."

"Nope, it'smine," hetold her, placing it under hisarm for protection.

"Oh dear, you didn't think before you did that," she gasped, pointing to the wet paint
dripping down his brown sweater.

Jeff glanced down and chuckled. "Guess not. We should probably clean this up
before we leave." Then, glancing at her painting, he added, "Sorry about your
masterpiece.”

"I guessit's not going anywhere now besides the trash can,” she teased with asigh.

He looked down and shrugged. "Actualy, it looks like a lot of abstract pieces I've
seen over the years. | think it might have improved it."

"Oh, you." She reached out and playfully punched his shoulder. "Stop it."

"Never," he told her as he pulled her toward him and leaned down and placed a kiss



on her lips, soft at first, tentative, then it deepened with a hunger that had been
simmering beneath shared jokes and playful banter. It was a kiss that spoke of
rekindled flames and new beginnings.

"Let's get you cleaned up,” she said breathlessly as she leaned over and grabbed a
handful of towels. She worked magic and got the paint off his sweater before they
abandoned their easels and walked toward his truck, the gravel crunching beneath
their feet.

He opened the door for her, but before she climbed in, Jeff caught her hand, pulling
her close. He stole another quick kiss before shutting the door behind her.

As Jeff started the engine, her smile reflected in the dark window. It was hopeful,
bright, and filled with the promise of what lay ahead.

The Coffee Loft pulsed with energy, amix of caffeine and anticipation.

"What's going on tonight?"* Jeff asked as they pulled along the curb.

"Karaoke," she announced with awide grin.

"Oh no," he grumbled, clearly wishing he hadn't asked.

"Oh yes," she told him with a mischievous grin. "Come on, Jeff. It'll be fun." She
tugged at his hand, her laughter mingling with the chatter around them.

"Define 'fun,™ Jeff drawled, arching a brow. His reluctance was a playful dance they
both knew well.

"Fun, as in watching you murder a song in front of a crowd." Her eyes sparkled with
mischief.
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"Murder's a strong word," he protested, but there was no heat behind it.
"Fine. Manslaughter.” She gave him an impish grin.

"Only because you asked so nicely." He surrendered with atheatrical sigh, letting her
lead the way to the karaoke signup sheet.

Twinkling lights hung from the rafters in the back area, casting a warm glow over the
mismatched furniture. A microphone stood center stage, beckoning the brave or the
foolhardy.

"Remember, you promised to be terrible," she whispered as they queued up.

"Darlin’, I'm aman of my word." The twinkle in his eye was as potent as the promise.

"Next up, we have Jeff," Emily, who was acting as host for the night, announced,
setting off a scattered applause.

Jeff ambled to the mic, his casual confidence a stark contrast to the quaking first-
timer who'd preceded him. He scanned the crowd, his gaze landing on Michelle, who
was wearing a grin that said they were in this together.

"All right folks, brace yourselves," he warned good-naturedly, then launched into a
rendition of "1 Want to Know What Love Is' that was, indeed, fantastically awful.

Michelle clapped over her laughter, pride written across her face. Onstage, Jeff was
al flailing limbs and off-key notes, a one-man comedy show. It wasn't just funny—it



was endearing, the way he leaned into the performance, fearless and free.

"Give it up for Jeff,” Emily reclaimed the mic, while the audience cheered their
approval—or maybe their relief.

"See? Terrible." Jeff swaggered back to Michelle, feigning arrogance.

"Adorably terrible." She corrected, standing on tiptoes to plant a kiss on his cheek.
"Y our reward," she teased, "for being a good sport."

"Best prize ever," Jeff praised, slipping an arm around her waist.

Later, as the night wound down, they left the laughter and music behind. The outside
air was crisp, carrying the scent of impending winter. Jeff's hand found hers, their
fingers intertwining naturally as they approached the stairs leading up to her

apartment above the Coffee L oft.

"Tonight was...unexpected," he admitted, each step upward bringing them closer to
goodbye.

"Unexpectedly perfect,” she countered, her voice soft with contentment.

At the top of the stairs, under a sky dusted with stars, they paused. He cupped her
face gently, thumbs caressing her cheeks. Their breaths mingled, hearts beating a
synchronized rhythm. Then, their lips met—a silent language of shared history and
newfound hope.

"Good night, Jeff," she whispered against hislips.

"Good night, Michelle." His voice was raw with emotion.



" See you tomorrow?' Hope tinted her words.

"Tomorrow and every day after that,” he confirmed, the finality of their parting
sweetened by the certainty of more tomorrows to come.

Neither of them went to move. They lingered in the embrace, a cocoon of warmth on
the landing. Her head rested against Jeff's chest, his heartbeat steady beneath her ear.
The night hummed with the distant echo of karaoke tunes drifting from below, their
laughter still clinging to the cool air.

"Is that what | think it is?' a voice boomed from beneath them. Mrs. Shomacker's
silhouette, a broad shape against the dim glow of street lamps, craned upward. A
gleam of satisfaction in her eyes as if she'd caught a rom-com playing out live before
her. "Does this mean you two are back together?' Her words cut through the quiet,
sharp and nosy.

"Shh," Michelle wanted to say, "let us have this moment." Instead, their hearts
answered in unison.

"Yes," they exclaimed, voices mingling like their breaths had moments ago.

"Finally,” Mrs. Shomacker’s chortle rattled the evening air. "I'll tell the church
group.”

"Great," Michelle muttered, rolling her eyes.

Jeff sgueezed her hand, shared amusement sparking between them. "Nosy, old
busybody," he whispered, and Michelle snickered, the sound catching on the wind.

"Quiet, you two. | can hear everything,” Mrs. Shomacker called out with a mock
sternness that couldn't quite hide her chuckle.
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"Guess we're not as sneaky as we thought,” Jeff said, winking at her.

"Never stood a chance,” she agreed, her smile lingering, heart swelling with the
simplicity of their rekindled connection, knowing that she would have a lifetime of
tomorrows with Jeff from now on.

Chapter Twelve

The bell above the local diner's entrance chimed a welcome as Jeff, in his new Hero
police uniform, held the door for Michelle. Her blonde hair caught the midday sun
filtering through the glass. She flashed him a smile, her hazel eyes lighting up in that
familiar way that never failed to make his heart skip.

"Look at him strut,” she teased, nodding toward the glossy German shepherd wearing
his official K9 vest, trotting right alongside Jeff. "Winston's becoming more famous
around here than you, Jeff."

"Hey now, let's not forget who the handler is here." Jeff chuckled, running a hand
through his thick brown hair, which, indeed, had seen its fair share of scuffles after
recently getting hired as a local police officer. He was aso the head of their new
search and rescue department, which included all of one person: himself. But that
didn’t bother Jeff. He was happy to be doing what he loved and the chance to stay in
Hero with Michéelle.

They did into a booth, and Michelle scooted in close to Jeff, her shoulder brushing
against his arm, sending a pleasant shiver down his spine. The waitress, a middie-
aged woman with a beehive hairstyle that defied gravity, bustled over with menus.



"Same as always?' she asked, her pencil poised over her notepad.

"Actualy..." Jeff glanced at Michelle, his grin growing, "...Iet's switch it up today.
WEe're celebrating.”

"Isthat so?' The waitress winked. "What'll it be then?"

"Double cheeseburgers all around,” he declared. Michelle laughed, leaning her head
on his shoulder.

"Going wild today, are we?' she quipped.

"Only the best for my girl and our top dog," he replied, scratching behind Winston's
ears.

Their friends filled the rest of the giant booth. Laughter and conversation blending
into a harmonious backdrop. Hunter slapped Jeff on the back, his wide grin a mirror
of Jeff's own.

"Man, | knew you'd whip that pup into shape, but you guys were fantastic at the
demonstration today," Hunter said, his voice booming in the crowded space.

"Couldn't have been ready without Michelle's late-night pep talks and gallons of
coffee,” Jeff confessed, squeezing Michelle's hand under the table. She squeezed
back, her support as steadfast as ever.

"Cheers to our local heroes,” Danny raised his glass of soda, prompting a chorus of
‘cheers' that rippled through their group of friends.

The food arrived: a towering platter of juicy double cheeseburgers, crispy fries, and
frothy milkshakes. The aroma of grilled beef and melted cheese permeated the air,



and Jeff's stomach rumbled in anticipation. He hadn't realized how hungry he was
until that very moment.

Asthey dug into their meals, Michelle's phone buzzed on the table. She picked it up,
her eyes widening as she read the message. "Guys, you're not going to believe this,"
she gasped out in glee. "The Coffee Loft has been nominated by corporate for best
coffee shop of the year."

Everyone stopped eating and turned their attention to Michelle, their expressions a
mix of surprise and delight. "That's incredible, Michelle," Avery exclaimed, her blue

eyes sparkling with excitement. "Y ou deserveit."

Jenesa nodded in agreement. "Absolutely, Michelle. Your coffee is the best in town,
and we al know it."

Michelle blushed at the praise, her cheeks turning a soft pink. "Thank you, guys. I'm
just happy to be nominated. I'm not sure I'll win, but it's an honor just to be

recognized.”

Jeff squeezed her hand under the table, his grin wide and proud. "Y ou'll win, babe. |
have no doubt about it."

"I guess that means we made the right decision to use your beans for our coffee at the
Bumblebee," Jenesa stated with asmile.

"Well have to put out a sign next to our morning brew mentioning your
accomplishment,” Avery added.

"Likel said, | haven't won yet," Michelle reminded them a second time.

"Y ou're ashoo-in," Danny stated with a shrug. "So, no worries there."



"Your coffee can't be beat,” Jeff agreed with a nod. "l should know since I've
managed to get addicted to the stuff."

This caused everyone to erupt into laughter. As Jeff looked around, taking in the
faces of those they loved, he realized he couldn't be happier. Six months ago, he
never would have thought this was the life he wanted, but as he felt his K9 partner's
warmth against his leg, he knew he'd finally found what he'd been missing all these
years. He thought about the obstacles he'd overcome, the skepticism at the bar when
he first mentioned wanting to become a K9 handler, the long nights of studying, and
the countless doubts that Michelle helped him chase away. All of it wasworth it to be
right here in this moment, with hisfriends, loyal K9 partner, and the love of hislife.

"Hey," Michelle nudged him gently, bringing him back to the moment. "You're
getting al misty-eyed on me. What's going on in that head of yours?"
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"Just thinking about how lucky I am," he admitted, his voice barely penetrating the
noise of the diner.

"Good answer," she smiled, raising her milkshake for a clink against his. "To us, to
our town, to successes, and to whatever crazy idea we both come up with next."

"Whatever it is, | know welll be right there making it happen together," Jeff said, and
he meant every word.

"Always," Michelle affirmed, and they sealed their pact with asip and an exchange of
knowing glances—a silent promise to share the rest of their lives together.

An hour later, the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of orange
and purple as Jeff and Michelle meandered down Main Street after their celebratory
dinner. Winston trotted alongside, histail wagging contentedly.

"Race you to the Coffee Loft," Michelle teased, atwinkle in her eye that matched the
first stars appearing above.

"Ha, with Winston here? You don't stand a chance," Jeff laughed. He took off
anyway, his K9 partner bounding ahead asif in on the joke, barking joyously.

Michelle sprinted after them, her laughter trailing like music through the quieting
town. They arrived at the Coffee Loft, breathless, with Michelle playfully accusing

Winston of being atraitor for not tripping Jeff up.

"Traitor? Hardly. He's the best wingman ever. He was the one who ended up getting



usto talk again." Jeff grinned, ruffling the German shepherd's fur.

Winston responded with an affectionate nuzzle against Jeff's hand, his loyalty
unguestionable.

"l suppose you're right,” Michelle said with a nod. "Come on, let's sit." She motioned
toward the bench outside her shop, still catching her breath.

They settled side by side, the evening's cool breeze whispering secrets only they
could hear. Winston lay at their feet, aguardian of their shared solitude.

"Remember when this was all just a 'what if"?* Michelle mused, resting her head on
Jeff's shoulder.

"Feels like a lifetime ago." Jeff's arm wrapped around her, pulling her close. "But |
knew we'd makeit."

"Confident, weren't you?"' She raised an eyebrow, playful accusation lacing her tone.

"Only because | had you." He kissed the top of her head, the scent of her lavender
shampoo mingling with the fresh night air.

"Sweet talker." She leaned into him, her sigh content. " So, what's next for us?"

"More of the same," Jeff decided. "Love, laughter...maybe a dog or two more?"

"Or three?' Michelle countered, her voice brimming with hope.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," he chuckled. "One step at atime.”

"Agreed," she said. "But whatever stepsthey are, we'll take them together.”



"Absolutely." Jeff squeezed her hand, a silent vow. "Together."

"Forever," she whispered back, sealing their unspoken promise.

"I love you, Michelle Kenney," he told her as he leaned over and placed a tender kiss
on her lips.

The kiss lingered, soft and full of promise, before they finaly pulled away, both
smiling at each other in the dimming light.Winston, sensing their contentment, let out
a soft whine and rested his head on his paws.

"And | love you, too, Jeff Parker,” Michelle replied with a soft smile. She leaned her
head back on his shoulder, the ssimple gesture making his heart swell with love for
this woman who had become his rock, his partner, his best friend.

Asthelast light of day faded, leaving them in the soft glow of The Coffee Loft's sign,
Jeff knew this was just the beginning. Together, they would face tomorrow and all the

tomorrows after that, and he wouldn't have it any other way.

THE END



