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      The rain sounded a lot like sleet as it tap-tap-tapped against the window. Elinor “Elle” McAlister looked up from her computer monitor, craning her neck to stare down eighteen stories to the streets of Manhattan. Umbrellas of all different colors navigated the sidewalks, bobbing and weaving around one another like the blobs on the screen of a first-generation video game.

      “Ugh,” her coworker Suni groaned from the other side of their shared cubicle wall. “The airport is already a zoo during Thanksgiving week. This weather will make everything ten times worse tonight.”

      Elle stood, stretching her back as she grinned down at her friend. “And now you know why I’m staying put in the city.”

      Suni leaned back in her chair. “I still think you’re crazy.” She shook her head. “I’d have the worst case of FOMO if I didn’t get to enjoy my mom’s mac and cheese for Thanksgiving dinner. Don’t get me wrong, the forced family fun drives me crazy. But that’s what makes it Thanksgiving, right? No way would I voluntarily miss it. Especially if I had your family.”

      Especially if I had your family.

      If Elle had a dollar for every time she heard that line, she’d be wearing those Stella McCartney boots she’d been eyeing at Bergdorf’s last month. Not that she disagreed with Suni. Family was everything. And holidays spent together at her mother’s famous B & B were iconic.  Elle adored each member of her big, boisterous brood. She couldn’t imagine not having them in her life.

      If only they weren’t so . . . impressive.

      Elle, the baby of the McAlister clan, lived in the shadows of her four older siblings. She’d dubbed them the Fab Four: a professional baseball player, a newly minted United States Congressman, a world-renowned architect, and an award-winning doctor. Even her new stepsister was living her best life as a successful bookstore owner. Not only that, but they’d all coupled up with equally fantastic partners and were busily producing beautiful nieces and nephews for Elle to dote on.

      And then there is me.

      At twenty-seven, she was still searching for her life’s passion. At one point, she believed it might be dancing. Or the law. Except three more years of school didn’t sound all that appealing, so she leaned into her writing skills. When a career as a freelance journalist didn’t pan out—an editor told her she needed more real-world experience—she thought she’d find the answers serving in the Peace Corps.

      Instead, she’d returned just as unfocused—and a bit more insecure—as when she left. While the Fab Four had set goals for themselves practically before they left their cribs, Elle was still trying to figure out what she wanted to be when she grew up.

      Thanks to a Peace Corps connection and a few well-received freelance articles she wrote years before, she landed a job at the prestigious international magazine Vantage. Unfortunately, she was expected to pay her dues before she got to do any serious writing. Most days, her work consisted of mundane administrative tasks for the managing editor of the lifestyles division.

      Luckily, Elle’s editor was no Miranda Priestly from The Devil Wears Prada. She offered Elle tons of opportunities to prove herself as a journalist. And true to her McAlister genes, she gave each assignment everything she had.

      Still, after nearly eighteen months, the only “articles” she’d written were online—mostly paragraphs and teasers on social media posts used for clickbait to get readers to jump over to the actual article written by a “real” journalist. She was proud of the fact that her “teasers” scored clicks twice as high as the other editorial assistants. Yet it wasn’t as if her name appeared on an actual print byline. And Elle desperately needed more cred to put her on par with her famous siblings.

      Ironically, she seemed to be the only one in her family who minded that she was “underproducing.” And that irked her the most. It was as if none of them expected anything more from the runt of the litter.

      Well, she would show them she was just as enterprising as they were. An opening for a lifestyles columnist was coming up at the first of the year. Elle had every intention of winning it. Who said her passion couldn’t be in journalism after all?

      “Although, I guess it’s all a matter of perspective,” Suni continued. “It’s not like you’re headed to sunny L.A. with me. Aside from the dinner, you’re stuck in a boring small town for the rest of the week. Maybe your famous family is just as annoying as mine. Under those circumstances, I’d probably skip spending Thanksgiving with them, too.”

      Suni had it all wrong. Chances Inlet was the only place Elle ever wanted to be for any holiday. And her family wasn’t the reason she was currently avoiding her hometown. Nope. That excuse belonged to the six feet of muscled, blond-haired, blue-eyed deputy sheriff who once held the title of Elle’s most trusted friend. The guy she’d made a fool of herself over. Her skin grew warm just thinking about it.

      Her editor, Madelaine Harper, popped her head into the cubicle. “Got a minute, Elle?”

      Anything to end this train of thought.

      “Of course.” Elle grabbed her tablet and followed the other woman into the hallway. But instead of heading back to Madelaine’s office, she steered Elle toward the glass conference room down the hall. The very same conference room where Helen Keneally, the magazine’s publisher, sat at the table idly drumming her fingers.

      “Um?” Elle stopped short.

      Madelaine gently pressed her hand to Elle’s back. “We’re meeting with her.”

      Elle stifled a groan. She’d been avoiding the woman for months now. Ever since Elle had dumped her boyfriend of three years—who also happened to be Helen’s grandson—right before Christmas last year. It wasn’t a secret that she’d gotten her position at the magazine through her connection to Jeremy. But she was good at her job, dammit. And she didn’t deserve to lose it just because the woman’s grandson was a philandering pig.

      The older woman surprised her with a warm smile. “Elinor, dear, you’re looking well.” She gestured for Elle to take a seat.

      She was relieved when Madelaine sat between them, providing Elle with moral support, not to mention a human buffer.

      “Madelaine says you’ve been an extraordinary assistant, going above and beyond the duties you’ve been assigned,” Helen said. “And it’s been brought to my attention that your posts have been converting exceptionally well. You have a flair for crafting a hook that drags readers right in. Bravo, my dear.”

      Publisher and editor exchanged a look before Helen spoke again.

      “It’s also no secret from anyone who works with you that you’re a team player. Someone who is kind and encouraging to her coworkers and genuinely liked and respected by the staff.”

      Elle had never been let go from a job before, but she was pretty sure outlining an employee’s attributes and contributions before laying the hammer down was a cruel way to go about it. She gripped the arms of her chair tightly.

      “We have a rather delicate assignment that just so happens to require someone with your skillset,” Helen continued.

      “My skill set?” Elle sat up a little taller. Perhaps she wasn’t getting the ax after all. And who know she actually had a “skill set?”

      “Mm.” Helen nodded.

      “Do you know who Everett West is?” Madelaine asked.

      Everyone with access to a television knew who Everett West was. He’d been a globe-trotting war reporter for the past thirty-five years.

      “He’s writing his memoir,” Elle responded. “We are serializing it in the magazine. The number of readers downloading the chapters has quadrupled over the past three months.”

      Helen beamed at her. “Impressive. You know your stats about other aspects of the magazine besides your own.”

      “The serialization is meant to whet the appetite of readers in hopes of getting them to order the book when we release it in July,” Madelaine explained.

      “The problem we have,” Helen added, “is that Everett hasn’t quite finished the manuscript despite signing a contract stipulating he would complete it by the first of this month.”

      “Oh.” Elle looked between the women, still unsure what this had to do with her.

      Helen shook her head. “Mm. Men aren’t always good at keeping their promises as I’m sure you are aware, Elinor.”

      Whoa!

      Was Helen apologizing for her worm of a grandson?

      Madelaine leaned forward in her chair. “We need Everett to finish this book by the end of the year, or the magazine will run out of material to serialize.”

      “And we won’t have any way to fulfill those preorders,” Elle added.

      “Exactly!” Helen slapped her palm on the table.

      Elle looked between the two women, trying to divine some sort of explanation as to why they were telling her this. “That’s a serious problem for the entire company.”

      “Everett doesn’t seem to be able to focus on the manuscript here in New York.” Madelaine sighed. “Too many distractions.”

      “Too many cronies to go out drinking with, you mean,” Helen mumbled.

      If Madelaine agreed with her boss’ sentiments, she was too professional to show it. “We need him to go someplace quiet, someplace with a lot slower pace and fewer diversions so he can buckle down and get the job done.”

      The man had reported from deep below the ocean inside a Polaris submarine, while rumbling along in a tank in Iraq, and even while embedded in the Afghan desert with special forces. Surely, he didn’t need a convent to finish his memoir? He already knew the ending, after all.

      “Do you need me to research some potential places?” Elle asked.

      “No, no, dear girl.” Helen waved a hand. “In fact, Jeremy gave me the most brilliant idea earlier this week when we met for dinner. He was reminiscing wistfully about the wonderful times he spent when you two visited your mother’s inn in North Carolina.”

      Elle tried not to bristle. Why would Jeremy be “reminiscing wistfully” about the Tide Me Over Inn? He was only there twice. Now that she thought about it, both times he found something to complain about—from the inn to Chances Inlet. He’d found the whole town to be “provincial.”

      “My mother’s inn? You want Mr. West to go there to finish his book?”

      Both women nodded.

      “Um, sure. I’m happy to check with her to see what openings she has. Christmas time is usually as popular as the summer months in Chances Inlet, though. I can research some backup inns just in case.”

      Please, Mom, don’t let your inn be full.

      “No need.” Helen grinned. “I’ve already spoken with your mother. She’s arranged a suite for Everett through the end of the year.”

      “Oh.” Elle was surprised her mom hadn’t said something to her. “That’s great. Do you need me to make any other arrangements for him?”

      “Everything is all taken care of.” Helen stood. “You’ll both be flying out first thing tomorrow. Everett has less than five weeks to finish his damn book. I’m counting on you, Elinor, to see that he does. If it comes down to it, chain him to a chair. Stand over him twenty-four hours a day. Whatever it takes.” She gave Elle’s shoulder a gentle squeeze as she walked past. “I know you’re up to the task.”

      The publisher was out of the room before Elle realized the impact of her words.

      “Wait. What?” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

      Madelaine sighed. “It may not sound like it, but this is an incredible opportunity for you. And at least you’ll get to spend the holidays at home. Your mother was ecstatic that you’d be home for Thanksgiving.”

      Elle dropped her head to the table. Five weeks in Chances Inlet. It took a lot of stealth to avoid Hayden Lovell when she was home for a couple of days. But five weeks?

      “I have every confidence you can pull this off,” Madelaine continued. “And when you do, the position as lifestyles columnist is all yours.”
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      “Seriously, man? The Chipmunks?” Deputy Sheriff Hayden Lovell complained as he toweled off his face. “Last I checked, this was a gym, not a daycare.”

      Xander Fisk, owner of the Ship’s Iron Gym, added more weights to the bar Hayden was using for chest presses. “It’s the most wonderful time of the year. What can I say? I like to keep my clients in the spirit by piping in the holiday tunes.”

      Beside him, Simone laughed. “More like you like to remind everyone who works-out here that gym memberships make the perfect gift.”

      “You’ve uncovered my evil secret, Deputy Wills.” Xander winked at her. “Nothing gets past your work-wife, does it, Lovell?”

      Hayden shook his head at them both. “All I’m saying is Christmas music has been playing twenty-four seven since Halloween.” He lowered himself back to the bench, wrapping his fingers around the weight bar. “It’s as if Thanksgiving has been totally obliterated from the calendar.”

      “I haven’t forgotten about Thanksgiving.” Simone patted her flat belly. “Why do you think I’m in here working out for a second time today? I’m pregaming for my grandma’s sweet potato pie.”

      “That explains it, because there’s no way you’re here for this guy’s scintillating company.” Xander gestured at Hayden. “What flew up his butt today to turn him into such a Grinch?”

      “Nothing,” Hayden grumbled. “Could you concentrate on spotting me here, dude?”

      Simone laughed again. “If having a gorgeous woman offer you thousands for a piece of furniture you built is nothing, then”—she shrugged— “nothing.”

      Xander let out a whistle. “Dude, you sold the captain’s desk? Way to go. I told you that you’re a gifted woodworker. Mark my words, that side hustle of yours will make you rich and famous one day.”

      Hayden gave up the pretense of lifting weights and sat up on the bench. “Allow me to repeat myself. It’s nothing. Just some decorator from New York who walked into my mom’s yarn shop, saw the desk, and decided she had to have it for a client, so she bought it. End of story.”

      “Some decorator from New York who was interested in more than just our guy’s desk, if you know what I mean.” Simone gave Xander a playful shoulder check. “You should have seen his mother. The tension between Deputy Dog here and the decorator was so thick that Mama Lovell was practically naming her future grandchildren.”

      Hayden huffed as he stood. “You should really take up writing romance books, Simone. Your imagination is out there.”

      “I know what I saw.” She flicked him with her towel. “You’re just too closed off to recognize the opportunities right in front of your face.” She nudged Xander again. “Livi—that’s the hot blonde’s name—is staying at the Tide Me Over Inn. Hayden is giving her a tour of his workshop this evening. Wink, wink.”

      “Oh, for crying out loud.” Hayden shot a glare in the direction of his fellow deputy. “She has other clients who might be interested in some of my pieces, that’s all.”

      Simone’s cackle rang out within the gym. “Honey, she’s the only one interested in your” —she made air quotes with her fingers— “pieces.”

      Xander laughed.

      “That’s it. I’m outta here.” Hayden pulled his earbuds from his pocket and stalked off toward the treadmills. He’d drown out his ridiculous friends and the overdone Christmas music with some Eric Church while getting in a few miles of cardio before his meeting. “Let me know when the sheriff comes by. We can head downstairs together.”

      Hayden, Xander and several of the other veterans in town got together weekly to lend support to one another when the demons haunting them from their deployments raised their ugly heads. Theirs was a shared camaraderie that few could relate to. Hayden counted himself lucky that, even in a town as small as Chances Inlet, he had a band of brothers when he needed them. Tonight, they were organizing the town’s toy drive. He adjusted the wrap on the blade that served as his lower left leg before stepping onto the belt.

      Xander followed him over to the treadmill. “The sheriff can’t make it tonight. Apparently, Livi the Designer isn’t the only important guest at the Tide Me Over.”

      Hayden rolled his eyes at the way his friend sing-songed the designer’s name. He punched up the incline.

      “Kind of weird, though. Everett West is the last person I expected visit a place like Chances Inlet.”

      That got Hayden’s attention. “The war correspondent? Really? What’s he doing here?”

      “Rumor has it he is writing his autobiography.”

      “I thought he already wrote that. They’re serializing it in Vantage magazine.” He frowned. “He doesn’t paint the military in a very good light.”

      Xander grimaced. “I know. Apparently he hasn’t finished writing his tell-all. Word is he is staying at the inn through the end of the year. I really hope Elle keeps him on task. I’d rather he didn’t get a chance to spread his sour grapes all over town. He’s a Debbie Downer who couldn’t care less about ruining everyone else’s holiday.”

      Hayden stumbled ever so slightly. “Elle?”

      The red-headed, whirling dervish with cloud-gray eyes he’d been trying to convince himself he could live without had come home for Thanksgiving after all?

      “Yep. Sheriff said she’s in charge of keeping him on task.”

      Another stumble. “Elle will be in Chances Inlet through Christmas?”

      “Could be through New Year’s if West doesn’t finish before then.” He moved off in the direction of his office. “I’ll come get you in twenty.”

      Hayden barely heard.

      Elle McAlister is in Chances Inlet. Right now. And for weeks to come.

      He let out a long-suffering groan. Simone jumped on the treadmill next to him. He didn’t dare glance over at her, but he could feel her gaze boring into him. When he couldn’t stand it any longer, he looked her way. Her eyes were practically dancing out of their sockets.

      “Ruh roh. The plot thickens,” she said before disappearing into the women’s locker room, a maniacal laugh trailing her.

      Ruh roh was right.
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      It turned out that Everett West, the veteran war reporter everyone adored, was an asshole. And a cantankerous one, to boot. She’d only known the man for seven hours, and Elle was already questioning whether the lifestyles columnist job was worth it. He’d shown up at the airport five minutes before they were supposed to board, looking like he was channeling Ernest Hemingway, dressed in a khaki fishing vest, a flannel shirt, and thick-soled Timberland boots. The ridiculous boots let out a shrill shriek whenever he crossed the tiger-wood floors of her mother’s inn.

      Any attempts by Elle at conversation were rebuffed throughout the flight. Mr. West was more concerned with keeping the ice fresh in his glass of Scotch—when he wasn’t dozing off. Elle had to work to contain her pique that he didn’t bother to work on his manuscript while they were en route. The first-class seats courtesy of Vantage certainly afforded him enough elbow room to type.

      “Thank you for including me at dinner this evening,” he said to Elle’s mother.

      It was the longest sentence she’d heard the man utter all day.

      “The pleasure is all ours,” her mom replied. “Tomorrow, Elle will show you around town, and you can choose from any number of restaurants for dinner. Of course, you’re welcome to use the kitchen whenever you’d like. I’m sure eating out for every meal can get tedious.”

      Elle opened her mouth to say that Mr. West wouldn’t be dining out. She fully intended to act as his personal Uber Eats for the next five weeks. Anything to keep him on track to finish his book.

      Except he was a regular chatterbox now. “You’d be surprised at the meals I’ve had to endure while out in the field, Mrs. Hollister.”

      It was still weird for Elle to hear her mother called by a different last name. Donald McAlister, Elle’s father, died suddenly four years ago, rocking the McAlister family—and Chances Inlet—to its core. A year later, Lamar Hollister arrived to serve as the town’s new sheriff. He claimed it was love at first sight for him. Elle’s mom took a little more persuading—the man was five years younger, after all. In the end, Lamar prevailed and the two had just celebrated their first anniversary as husband and wife.

      Elle’s mom stood to clear the dinner plates. “Oh, please, call me Patricia. I hope you saved room for dessert. My daughter-in-law sent over a wonderful lemon cake. It’s one of the most popular recipes from her new cookbook.”

      “I’ve endured a few of those MREs in my day, West,” Lamar tossed out.

      The hint of challenge in his voice surprised Elle. The sheriff was normally very diplomatic and careful with his words. Mr. West leaned back in his chair, resting his elbows on the arms and steepling his fingers above his chest as he seemed to size up Lamar.

      Elle’s eyes darted back and forth between them. It was a bit uncanny how alike they looked. Both were about the same height—just over six feet if she had to guess—with the same well-maintained physiques. They were lucky to still have full heads of thick hair, graying attractively at the temples. Where Lamar’s hazel eyes were curious and welcoming, however, Mr. West’s green ones were wary and forbidding. And his nose looked as though it had seen the business end of more than one fist.

      “You served.” The words came out of Mr. West’s mouth more as a proclamation than a question.

      Lamar held up three fingers. “Three tours.”

      “Afghanistan?”

      The sheriff nodded. A pained expression passed over Mr. West’s face so quickly, Elle would have missed it if she wasn’t so intent on tracking the obvious posturing between the two men. There was a subtext here that she was having trouble decoding. She knew from her many conversations with her best friend that the scars veterans brought home weren’t always physical ones. Was Mr. West dealing with some sort of internal trauma left over from his time embedded with combat troops?

      She’d barely had time to rush through the first four chapters of his memoir before the flight today. No way did she want to look like a groupie by having him catch her reading it on the plane. So far, the book had been all about his life before becoming an international correspondent. The writing was excellent and his upbringing challenging. Elle got the nagging feeling she was missing something, though.

      “A number of veterans live in Chances Inlet,” Lamar continued, his words sounding like a warning to Elle’s ears.

      Mr. West picked up his whisky glass and sloshed its contents around. “I’m sure there are. Small towns like yours are always proud to support their country, with many fine young men and women stepping up to serve. Thank you for doing so.” He saluted Lamar with his glass. “I’m not here as a war correspondent, though,” he offered as reassurance. “I’ve never had the pleasure of spending the holidays in a quaint town such as this. I look forward to checking out all the cutsie activities I always see in those Christmas movies. I’m sure there has to be a gingerbread house-making contest somewhere in Chances Inlet.”

      Elle choked on her gasp. “Oh, we don’t have any of that here,” she managed to say. “Besides, you’re going to be very busy finishing your book, remember?”

      Both men focused their attention on her. Lamar arched an eyebrow ever so slightly. Mr. West, on the other hand, regarded her with bemused arrogance. He didn’t like the idea of having a babysitter while he worked, that was for sure. Not that she could blame him. But here they were, and Elle was determined he would finish the book on time.

      Her future rested on it.

      “Look who I found.” Patricia entered the dining room carrying a tray of neatly sliced lemon cake. She was followed by an elegant young blonde woman wearing a gorgeous smile and the Stella McCartney boots Elle had coveted online for weeks.

      “Oh, wow. You’re Everett West,” the woman gushed as both men stood from the table. “My parents used to watch you on the network news every night.”

      Mr. West coughed out a laugh, but his smile seemed genuine. Not that Elle would know, because he had not deigned to toss one her way.

      “In the flesh.” He offered her his hand.

      The other woman blushed as she held it with both of hers and pumped it up and down. “I’m sorry. That sounded ridiculous. I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “None taken,” Mr. West said. “I realize network newscasters are dinosaurs. Your generation would rather get your news in bits and pieces from social media.”

      Elle felt his side-eye directed her way as he spoke the words.

      “This is Olivia Turner,” Elle’s mom explained. “Livi is heading up the restoration of the Seaward House on Bald Head. It’s being converted into a premiere, all-inclusive destination wedding venue.”

      Livi held up her hands. “Just the decorating portion of the restoration. Art is my jam. Math, not so much.”

      “Livi, this is my daughter, Elinor. You two should have a lot in common since you both live in New York City. Elle and Mr. West will also be here throughout the holiday season. They are working on his book.”

      Mr. West made a noise that sounded a lot like a snort at her mom’s suggestion that Elle would be working on his book. Elle ignored him.

      “I love your boots,” she said instead.

      Livi looked down at them proudly. “Aren’t they great? They’re dupes. One-third the price.”

      “No way!”

      The other woman nodded. “I can give you the link if you want.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please.”

      Livi returned her grin, and Elle felt herself relaxing for the first time today. The woman would be a refreshing antidote to Mr. West’s surliness these next few weeks, that was for sure.

      “Anybody home?”

      Her eased demeanor was short-lived, however. The familiar voice had her body tensing again while waves of embarrassment crashed through her belly. She willed her cheeks not to flush as Hayden Lovell strode into the dining room. Dressed in worn denim jeans and a fisherman’s sweater, he looked totally unaffected by her presence, damn him.

      But then why should he be? I was the one who threw myself at him after drowning my breakup heartache in Long Island iced tea. I was the one who made a total fool of myself and wrecked the one true relationship in my life.

      “Just in time for dessert,” her mom was saying. “You’ve met Livi. Allow me to introduce Everett West.”

      “Sir.” Hayden gave the other man a brusque nod.

      “And of course you know Elle. These two were thick as thieves growing up,” her mother explained for the benefit of her two guests.

      “Really?” Livi said, her tone a bit incredulous.

      Yes, girl. He was my best friend for twenty-three years. Until I screwed it up.

      For his part, Hayden’s expression was inscrutable. “Hey, Elle,” he said. “Good to see you.” The fact that his words lacked any real enthusiasm stung.

      “What have you got there?” Lamar gestured to a piece of paper Hayden held.

      “Oh.” He handed it over to Livi. “They were handing these out in town. It’s a schedule of all the events Chances Inlet has planned for the next few weeks. I thought Livi might be interested.”

      “Ooo!” Livi exclaimed. “A gingerbread house-making contest. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      Elle’s stomach dropped to the floor.

      “You don’t say?” Mr. West practically growled beside her.

      “Hayden and Elle won that competition a few times, if I’m not mistaken,” Lamar said.

      Elle shot the troublemaker a pleading look, but he was already tucking into his piece of cake.

      “Is that so?” Livi asked. She turned and aimed a dazzling smile up at Hayden. “You are very talented at building things. I’m not surprised.”

      Hey! Two people were creating those gingerbread houses! I contributed!

      Mr. West reached for the sheet of paper. “May I?”

      It was all Elle could do to keep from grabbing and ripping it up.

      Of course he took his time perusing the damn thing. “A Turkey Trot 5k on Thanksgiving. Children’s holiday readings at the bookstore on Friday. An ugly sweater party and holiday cocktail-making contest at Pier Pressure,” he read out loud. “The annual tree lighting. A holiday flotilla and concert.” He nodded at Livi. “A gingerbread house-making contest. A magnolia wreath demonstration and exhibition. A craft bazaar.  A snowman-in-the-sand contest⁠—”

      “We don’t have one of those!” Elle snatched the paper from Mr. West.

      “Actually, we do. It’s new this year,” Lamar said.

      To her humiliation, there it was in black and white.

      “Oh, wow. I’ll bet you’d be skilled at that, too, Hayden,” Livi cooed. “I can offer some great advice for the aesthetics. We should enter together.”

      Why the heck was Elle’s chest suddenly tight?

      Hayden cleared his throat softly. “If I can fit it into my work schedule, sure. That would be fun.”

      Livi beamed as if he’d just told her chocolate cake had no calories.

      “My editor has given me an all-expense paid trip to a picturesque small town for the holidays. I plan on participating in all these events while I’m here,” Mr. West announced.

      “Your editor paid for you to get out of New York City so you can get some work done,” Elle snapped as she tossed the paper onto the table. “You won’t have time for any of this.”

      She didn’t need the shocked silence in the room to tell her she’d gone too far. Way too far. Since when had she become so bitchy?

      “Elinor,” her mother chastised her, deservedly so.

      Mr. West held up his hand. “My jailer has spoken. I’d better get my tail back in the chair.” He inclined his head toward Livi. “Ms. Turner, it was a pleasure meeting you. You as well, Deputy. Patricia, thank you again for a delicious meal. However, it seems I didn’t work hard enough to deserve my dessert this evening.”

      Elle sighed as she fought to keep her eyes from rolling.

      “If you could point me in the direction of the study you offered that I may use?” he added.

      “I’ll show you,” Elle said. She had no desire to face her mother right now. Or to watch Livi Turner fawn all over Hayden.

      “I’ll wrap up the cake and leave it in the kitchen for you in case you want it later,” her mother called as Elle led him down the hall to the small study at the other side of the inn.

      A banker’s lamp glowed softly on the desk. Floor-to-ceiling oak shelves lined one wall of the room. Another wall featured wide, mullioned windows overlooking the inn’s lawn. Two leather chairs situated in front of the desk filled the rest of the space.

      Elle loved this room this time of year because her mother filled it with mementos and decorations personal to the family. All of them held memories of early McAlister Christmases. She tried not to flinch when Mr. West made a beeline for the carved Russian Santa on the desk. It was one-of-a-kind and a stunning focal point in the room. It was also her favorite.

      “My parents got that on the Alaskan cruise they took for their fifteenth wedding anniversary,” she said softly.

      He didn’t respond, seemingly transfixed as he gently ran his fingertips over the carving.

      Elle sighed. “Look, Mr. West⁠—”

      “Can we dispense with the mister?” He placed the Santa on the desk before spinning around and glaring at her.

      “Um, okay, Everett⁠—”

      “It’s West to you,” he barked. “And let’s get a few things straight here, Gidget. I’ve never missed a deadline. Ever. So you can untangle your panties and take your foot off my neck. I have no idea why Helen thought I needed some nepo baby to mind me, but you work for me, not the other way around.”

      Nepo baby?

      “I have some emails to answer, so you can go scroll on your phone somewhere else. I won’t need you for the rest of the night. Tomorrow, I’ll have some emails for you to finalize and send out.”

      Elle opened and closed her mouth. She owed him an apology. He was right to be angry with her. She had behaved totally inappropriately back there.

      Not that he made it any easier. They’d both been thrown into an awkward situation that neither wanted. Her role in all of this was to help him finish his book. She couldn’t pull the words out of him no matter how much she wanted to help. They were his words. But she could make things easier for him. And she would. Starting right now.

      “Yes, sir. If there’s anything you need, I’ll be around.”

      He reached for the bottle of Scotch on the sideboard. “Nope. I have everything I need right here.”

      Great. Just great.

      As if the night couldn’t get any worse, she almost plowed into Livi and Hayden at the end of the hall. He pulled the inn’s front door open and was about to usher her through. Elle owed this man an apology, too. Anything that would take them back to the way they were before. She hadn’t realized until tonight how painfully she missed her best friend. How much she needed him in her life. Especially if she was going to survive the next weeks with West.

      “Oh, you’re headed out?” She directed the question at Livi.

      The other woman practically bounced on her toes. “We are. Hayden is going to show me the night-life in town.”

      Elle snorted. “That should take all of five minutes.”

      Livi looked at Hayden adoringly. “I hope not.”

      Despite her throat being painfully tight again, Elle managed to push out words. “Have fun.”

      She meant it, too. Livi seemed decent enough. And Hayden’s happiness had always been important to her. They looked good together.

      “Night.” Livi practically floated out of the inn.

      With a heavy sigh, Elle headed for the stairs.

      “Belle?”

      Her heart skipped a beat at the nickname only Hayden used for her. He’d anointed her with it during her Beauty and the Beast days. She forced a smile before she turned around to face him. “Hey.”

      “You okay?”

      His eyes showed so much genuine concern that she nearly wept with joy. Maybe she hadn’t damaged their relationship as badly as she imagined. Perhaps there was a chance their friendship could be resurrected.

      “Yeah. Just trying to get this new work arrangement sorted out, that’s all.”

      He stared at her for several long heartbeats. “I hope you get it all figured out soon. Night, Belle.”

      “Night,” she whispered before hurrying up the stairs.
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      Elle always forgot how dark it was in Chances Inlet at night. And quiet. The only nocturnal sounds were the muted chime of the grandfather clock in the inn’s music room and the crash of the waves where the Atlantic pounded the beach a quarter of a mile away. One would think it would be easier to fall asleep without the never-ending soundtrack of New York City at night.

      Except it wasn’t.

      She’d managed several more chapters in West’s book, but the descriptions of battle and explosives weren’t exactly conducive to a peaceful night’s rest. Hanging her head over the side of the bed, she double-checked that her shoes and emergency clothes were tucked neatly beneath the nightstand. Too bad her nightly safety net didn’t provide its usual reassurance.

      “Argh!” She kicked off the covers and grabbed the pile of clothes.

      A walk always did the trick. She tugged on her leggings and pulled a sweatshirt over her sleep camisole before toeing on her sneakers. Two minutes later, she slipped out of the secret staircase smugglers and bootleggers once used to sneak in and out of the inn undetected. Her brothers had discovered the hidden passageways shortly after their father began the restoration of the centuries-old home a decade earlier.

      Elle loved that she could come and go from the inn without disturbing the guests. Her family hadn’t grown up there, so it felt a little awkward to share the space with strangers when she came back to visit. Her mother and Lamar lived in the carriage house behind the main house. Perhaps they were still awake, and her mom would make Elle her favorite tea. She always knew what to say and do to calm Elle’s racing mind.

      The carriage house was dark, however. Elle glanced at her phone.

      10:40.

      Breakfast came early at a B & B. No doubt her mother was fast asleep. A walk would have to do.

      She sucked in a deep breath of the night air, tasting the salt from the nearby ocean. Her feet were moving before her brain registered the route. Several of the houses in town were already decorated for the holiday. Though she suspected Mr. McDaniel kept the lights in his towering pine tree up year-round and he simply plugged them in after Halloween. Still, the familiarity of the gorgeous big tree with its colorful lights dancing in the night sky was comforting.

      Three doors down, the lights were on in the garage-turned-workshop. One of the windows was open to the night air. Elle peeked in. Hayden stood with his back to her, meticulously brushing stain on the top of what appeared to be a table.

      The image stole her breath. She was transfixed watching the muscles in his back move beneath his T-shirt as he worked. Lord, have mercy. When had his biceps become so pronounced? Or his shoulders so broad? Hayden had always been fit. His passion for distance running saw to that. Tonight, though, he appeared to be more ripped than usual.

      “Are you going to lurk out there all night like some Peeping Tom, Belle? Or are you coming in?” he said without turning around or missing a stroke.

      She sighed a laugh. The man had always possessed a sixth sense. She crawled through the open window, where she was immediately greeted with an enthusiastic meow as a cat rubbed up against her legs.

      “Nice to see you, too, Beula.” She reached down to give the silver British shorthair beauty a scratch between the ears. “It looks like life has been treating you well.”

      Hayden snorted. “She’s a skilled con artist, this one. She managed to convince my aunt she hadn’t been fed today and got herself a second dinner.”

      Beula swished her tail smugly. Hayden dropped the brush in a bucket and wiped his hands on a towel. Elle dragged her fingers over a cabinet that would look gorgeous in one of the Tribeca lofts her brother designed. The rest of the workshop was filled with equally beautiful furniture.

      “You’ve been busy,” she remarked.

      “You didn’t come crawling through my window this late at night to do inventory, Elle. What gives? Are you still having trouble sleeping? I promise you’re safe here,” he reassured her gently.

      This was why the man was her best friend. He got her. At first, Jeremy—the guy she once thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with—made fun of her nighttime idiosyncrasies. Then he’d belittled her about them, telling her she needed to grow up.

      Easy for him to say. He hadn’t been awakened by a 6.9 earthquake in the middle of the night. He hadn’t been stranded in Croatia with nothing but the camisole and shorts she’d worn to bed for days. No shoes. No phone. That wasn’t an experience one got over quickly. Her quirk about needing to be able to grab her clothes and shoes at a moment’s notice was her way of coping.

      Except that wasn’t what had kept her tossing and turning tonight. It was the need for a long overdue conversation. She sucked in a breath before she turned to face him.

      “Actually, I’m here because I owe you an apology. Hayden, I’m embarrassed and so sorry for the way I behaved last New Year’s. It was⁠—”

      “It was nothing.” He waved a hand in the air. “Don’t even think about it. I don’t.”

      He didn’t?

      She’d kissed him as though she had the right to and practically begged him for more. And that was just the part of the night she remembered. Yet he didn’t even think about it? She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or insulted.

      He must have sensed her conflict because his expression softened. “Elle, you were heartbroken after discovering Jeremy was cheating on you. You’d had a few too many drinks. It happens. I’m just glad it was with me who took you home to sleep it off and not some stranger in the bar.”

      Well.

      When he put it that way, it made more sense.

      Sort of.

      “We’ve been friends for practically all our lives. I would never think less of you for what went down that night,” he added.

      Relief washed over her at his words. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that. I’ve missed you.”

      The grin he gave her nearly melted her heart. “I’m still here. And still very much your friend.”

      Elle launched herself into the familiar embrace of his arms. “I’m so glad you don’t hate me,” she murmured against his chest.

      “You know you could have said something sooner.” He braced his hands on her shoulders and stepped back, shooting her a stern look. “You’re important to me, too. Now tell me why you were so weird tonight. Maybe I can help you figure things out.”

      She pressed her hands to her eyes. “I was so rude. But this whole thing with West is crazy stressful.”

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s late. I’ll walk you back to the inn. You can fill me in along the way.”

      He shrugged into a sweatshirt and motioned for her to lead the way out the door.

      “He hasn’t finished his book,” she explained once they were on their way. “The publisher thought it would be a good idea for him to get out of New York and find someplace quiet to write. Jeremy suggested my mother’s inn.”

      “Jeremy?” Hayden didn’t bother to keep the distaste from his voice. “I didn’t realize you two were back together.”

      “Oh, we are not back together. And we never will be. But his grandmother is the publisher, remember? For some reason, the subject came up, and Jeremy mentioned the Tide Me Over Inn.” She shrugged. “Beats me why he’d want to throw business my mom’s way.”

      Hayden scoffed. “West might turn out to be the guest from hell.”

      Elle laughed. “He can be quite contrary. And I was sensing some strong undertones from Lamar.”

      “His book has rankled some veterans.”

      “Ah. I’m just working my way through it now. Honestly, my only concern is that the man finish it. He doesn’t have time to be distracted by all the Christmas activities in town.”

      Hayden steered them past a tree root sticking up in the path. “I thought you were a reporter. Since when is it part of your job to watch over authors who are late on their deadlines?”

      “Apparently, my skill set involves helping others. Who knew?” she joked. “The truth is, if I can help West finish his book on time, there’s a huge opportunity waiting for me back in New York. I’ve been offered the position as a lifestyles columnist at Vantage.”

      He whistled. “Wow, Elle. That’s fantastic. And it’s about time.”

      She felt herself puff up at the enthusiastic way he responded. “Mm-hmm. I’ll finally be doing something tangible with my life.”

      Hayden let out a groan. “Not this again. You’ve got to stop measuring yourself up against the Fab Four. Any job you choose is tangible, as long as it fills you up and you enjoy doing it.”

      “Oh, this job will check all those boxes.” At least she hoped so. “I’ve already got some fun ideas.”

      They were silent for a long moment as they came to the part of the path that stretched parallel to the beach. It was low tide, and the ocean was peaceful. Moonbeams bounced off the waves as they crawled toward the sand.

      “And best of all, it’s in New York,” Hayden eventually said.

      “Of course. That’s where all the action is.”

      “I don’t remember it being on your radar growing up. I wondered if you might relocate someplace else after things fell apart between you and Jeremy.”

      He was right. Elle had never imagined herself living somewhere as big as New York City. She’d tested the waters one summer while in college when she interned for Cosmo, but the city’s allure eluded her back then. Elle only followed Jeremy to New York after the Peace Corps because she assumed what they had would last forever.

      It hadn’t.

      The hustle and bustle of the city had grown on her, though, so she stayed. Given that she still hadn’t decided what to do with her life and her career options were limited to her job at Vantage, she saw no reason to live anywhere else right now.

      “It’s not like I’d ever come back to Chances Inlet. Besides, it’s hard to envision the future when you’re a kid,” she replied. “Neither of our lives turned out how we expected.”

      She realized how insensitive her words were as soon as they left her mouth. Between the two of them, Hayden’s life was the furthest from anything either of them imagined. A stupid, thoughtless act changed the trajectory of his future in high school, sending him into the military and combat, where he’d lost not only his leg, but also a promising future as an athlete.

      Elle slipped her hand into his and attempted a subject change. “Tell me about what you’ve been up to this past year. More importantly, how was your date with Livi tonight?”

      He squeezed her hand. “It wasn’t a date. She bought the captain’s desk from Knotical today and wanted to see what else I have in stock.”

      “Seriously? I love that piece. I’m not surprised Livi liked it. She has excellent taste. I am surprised your mom agreed to part with it, though. It’s the centerpiece of her store.”

      They meandered up the long drive, still hand in hand.

      “I’ve long since given up trying to figure out how my mother’s mind works.”

      “Same. But I can tell you from a woman’s perspective, Livi seems very into you.”

      He made a rumbling sound.

      It was her turn to squeeze his hand. “I’m serious. You two look very cute together. You should definitely seek out some mistletoe while she’s in town.”

      “That’s enough out of you, Belle.”

      “Can I help it if I want to see you settled with someone who is not only nice, but has impeccable taste in shoes?”

      When they reached the inn, he tugged his hand away. “I’m perfectly happy with my life just the way it is.”

      It was difficult to make out his expression in the dark, but his tone seemed to hold a smidge of bitterness.

      “Got it,” she said, not wanting to upset the truce she’d just negotiated. “No matchmaking my best friend with anyone while I’m here for Christmas.” She smiled broadly. “I’ll just be happy you’re still willing to have me in your life.”

      Hayden mumbled something as he looked at the sky. “You were the one who misread the situation,” he said when he looked back at her again. “You were never out of my life. And you never will be. What happened last year didn’t mean anything. Let’s go on as we always have and forget about it.”

      “Mmm,” she said because really? Did he have to keep trivializing it by saying it didn’t mean anything? Was her kiss that bad? She decided to ignore her ego and embrace the happiness she felt at repairing their relationship.

      “Will you be able to sleep?” he asked.

      Elle nodded. Like he said earlier, she was safe here. And she and Hayden were going to be okay.

      “Good.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m glad you’re home. I’ll see you at the starting line of the Turkey Trot.”

      She opened her mouth to object. She wasn’t in shape for a 5k. He put a finger to her lips.

      “No excuses. It’s a holiday tradition.”
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        * * *

      

      Everett trailed his finger along the delicately carved wreath adorning the wooden Santa’s head.

      “You would love this one, Keeley. He looks a lot like the Santa we picked up in Belarus that Christmas. He’s carrying the same ornate staff and has similar pearls embedded into his coat.”

      He set the Santa back down on the desk in the dark office with a sigh. The bundle of Keeley’s journals resting in his messenger bag continued to taunt him. Two years later and he still couldn’t get the nerve up to read them. He reminded himself he needed to get over being chickenshit if he wanted to fulfill his contract.

      Opening those journals would be like opening Pandora’s box, though. As it was, he was hanging on by a thread emotionally. A sound outside pulled him from the inner debate that plagued him day and night.

      Everett moved to the window. He watched from behind the drapes as a man leaned down and kissed a woman on the forehead. It was the deputy but not the woman he’d left the inn with earlier.

      “Well, well, Keeley. It seems there may be more to Gidget’s story than meets the eye.” He chuckled to himself. “Of course, you’d adore her. Another spunky redhead who wears her heart on her sleeve. She’s fierce, like you.” He wrapped his fingers around the back of his neck. “Perhaps her resemblance to you has me so off-kilter. Helen had to know how the young woman would rankle me, damn her.” He slumped down into one of the desk chairs. “I miss you, my love.”

      Everett sipped his drink and watched the deputy walk away from the inn. He couldn’t help but notice the other man looked as lonely as he felt.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden enjoyed his coffee to the tune of more holiday music the following morning. This time it was Amy Grant singing “Tennessee Christmas.” Next to him, Simone was practically making love to a cranberry scone.

      “Mmm,” the woman moaned. “Tatum, these are so good, girl. But you know I’m jonesing for your eggnog loaf. You’re killing me, making me wait a whole year for a slice.”

      “Not until after Thanksgiving,” Tatum Fisk, the owner and chef of the Queen of Hearts Bakery said. “They wouldn’t be special if you could buy one every day.”

      “As a fan of Thanksgiving, I thank you for not rushing the season,” Hayden said.

      “I swear this guy is worried everyone will forget the Turkey Trot or something.” Simone mocked him with a bow. “No one will take away your champion’s crown, Lovell. Don’t worry. It will be safe for yet another year.”

      Tatum chuckled. “Speaking of championships, he’s gunning for the gingerbread house-making medal, as well. Rumor has it, you and Elle McAlister used to dominate that one, too.”

      Simone’s eyebrows shot to the top of her forehead. “You are making gingerbread houses this year? With Elle?”

      “No.” Tatum answered before he could. “With the decorator, Livi Turner. She talked him into it last night when they stopped in here for dessert.”

      Hayden groaned at Simone’s over-the-top reaction of feigning choking. He smacked her on the back.

      “Whoa, ho.” She coughed out the words. “Dessert with the decorator. And gingerbread house making. Does Elle know about this?”

      A customer at the counter flagged Tatum down. “Don’t answer that until I get back. I want to hear the answer.”





OEBPS/images/sunhome-logo.jpg
Sun Home Productions





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/advanced-reader-copy-1604-x-2560-px.jpg
AChances Inlet Novel





OEBPS/images/holly-3.jpg





