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      Dear Reader,

      This book features characters from the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If any of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      Clipboard in hand, Mick Routledge leaned past the two-foot Christmas tree that perched at one end of the long-scarred counter, the only concession Willie Thompson made in his garage to the upcoming holiday. “I got those brake pads changed out for you and gave the whole car a good once-over. You had a small leak in your radiator hose that could’ve turned into something bigger, and we had one in stock, so I went ahead and changed that out, as well. Everything else looks good.”

      Essie Vaughn nodded and plunked her massive purse on the counter. “Thank you, Mick. I don’t know what I’d do without you keeping this old car going.”

      Mick knew it pained the older woman that her late husband was no longer around to keep up with the maintenance himself. As Mr. Vaughn had been one of his favorite teachers back in high school, Mick was happy to do whatever he could to ease the older woman’s burdens. “You know I’ll keep her going as long as I can.”

      He accepted her credit card and began ringing up the invoice.

      “Big plans after work tonight?” Essie asked.

      “Dinner with the Teagues. Erin’s making pot roast, and I’m not about to be turning that down.”

      Essie’s eyes brightened. “Oh, I think they were supposed to find out what the sex of the baby is today. Any word?”

      “Not a one.” He handed the credit card back. “I think they’re very much in the planning-to-surprise-everybody-when-Baby-Teague-gets-here camp.”

      Her face fell a little. “I was hoping to be one of the first in the know.”

      As dispatcher for the Sheriff’s Department, Essie usually was one of the primary gossip hubs in town. Any time she got to scoop Crystal Blue down at the diner, she was flying high for weeks. Mick privately thought Kendrick and Erin were taking personal delight in foiling everyone’s expectations.

      He pressed a hand to his chest. “I mean, Kendrick isn’t even planning to tell me, and I was best man at his wedding. They’re determined to keep the secret until the very last moment.”

      “Fair enough. It’s been wonderful to see them so happy since finding their way back to each other.”

      High school sweethearts, Kendrick and Erin had broken up and left town to pursue other dreams, marrying other people. Then they’d divorced, both coming back to Eden’s Ridge and ending up as teachers at the same high school where they’d fallen in love the first time. Kendrick hadn’t wasted a moment winning back the love of his life.

      “That it is. You know the entire high school football team has a baby pool going, right? Guessing birthdate and weight and all that jazz?”

      Essie brightened. “Oh, really?”

      “Sure do. If you wanna get in on that, it’s the quarterback, Mason Turner, who’s organizing it. Winner just gets bragging rights, because all the proceeds are going toward diapers and baby supplies, since the team knows neither of them are exactly raking it in on high school teacher salaries.”

      “What a wonderful idea. I’ll do that.”

      “You have a good holiday, Mrs. Vaughn. I’ll see you after the first of the year, when you’re due up for your next oil change.”

      Essie patted his hand. “You’re a good boy, Mick. Merry Christmas.”

      Mick waved her off and, as she was the last customer of the day, locked the door behind her with a sigh. It had been a long day, and he was looking forward to a meal with his friends before crawling into bed for eight straight. But first, home for a shower.

      The three bay doors were shut against the cold, and the rest of the staff had already left for the day. Mick found his boss, Willie, settling on the creeper, preparing to slide under the 1955 Chevy Cameo Carrier he was in the process of restoring.

      “I’m about to head out. You need anything?”

      “Nah. Gonna spend an hour or so wrenching on this beauty before I call it for the night.”

      “Text me when you’re done, so I know you didn’t get accidentally crushed.”

      The old man rolled his eyes and made a grumbling noise. “Worrywart.”

      Maybe he was, but Willie wasn’t getting any younger, and it made Mick just a little nervous how he stayed up here late most nights by himself. There wasn’t a damned thing wrong with looking out for the old man. And despite Willie’s grousing, Mick was pretty sure he appreciated the concern.

      He headed for the side door and the employee parking lot, calling back, “You know you love me.” The profane reply just made him grin. “See you tomorrow.”

      Mick settled into his truck, automatically checking to make sure the bakery box with the signature military-style coat of arms was undisturbed where he’d left it. He’d snuck across the street earlier in the day to Bad Boy Bakers to pick up some of the mini pear tarts that were Erin’s current pregnancy craving, both as a thank you for the dinner invite and as a bribe for information. Uncle Mick wanted the inside track on news of Baby Teague.

      Assured none of his coworkers had gotten into the box, he headed out. But he’d no sooner pulled onto the road than his phone vibrated with a text. Checking the readout, he saw the SOS, followed by a pin-drop with the texter’s location. Revising his plans, he sent a voice text to Kendrick that he might be a little late and turned his truck south.

      He found the little SUV at a relatively flat spot on the mountain road that headed out of Eden’s Ridge, emergency flashers lighting up the night. Its driver was bent over, struggling with the tire iron. She straightened as he pulled up behind her, and he saw evidence of tears on her face. Little could have galvanized him faster. He leapt out.

      “Ari? You okay? You hurt?”

      The teenager sniffed, wiping impatiently at her wet cheeks. “I’m fine, except I have this stupid flat tire, and it totally doesn’t matter that you taught me how to change it, because I can’t get the stupid lug nuts off! What is the point of knowing how to change a tire if I’m not strong enough to get the flat one off?” she demanded.

      Realizing her tears were entirely of frustration rather than something serious, he relaxed a bit. “It’s a fair question. And, yeah, sometimes it’s hard to combat the strength of an impact wrench. Let me help. Did you let your parents know what’s going on?”

      She stepped back. “No. I didn’t want them to know I had a flat. I’ve only had the car for a month.”

      He was well aware, as Ari’s mom, his foster sister Pru, had insisted he teach her all the basics of car care before allowing the teenager behind the wheel on her own.

      “Flats happen. They’re not gonna be mad, kiddo. Let’s see what’s what.”

      Retrieving a flashlight from his truck, he slowly rotated the rear driver’s side tire, checking for the source of the damage. “You just picked up a nail. Simple puncture. I’ll be able to fix that at the shop, no problem. I’ll swap out to the spare for now, and you can bring it by after school tomorrow so I can get it switched back. For now, let your folks know you’re running late and that I’m with you, so they don’t worry.”

      She sniffed. “Okay.”

      While she texted her parents, he put his back into wrenching the nuts free and made a mental note to get her a better tire iron than the one that had come with the CRV.

      Wanting to get her mind off things, he changed the subject. “So what’s the latest headcount for Christmas dinner?”

      “At last count, I think we’ve got another six fosters coming in from out of town. A lot of the solo sibs.”

      Ari’s parents ran The Misfit Inn, which had once been home to a gigantic family of foster siblings, of which Mick had been a part. Since their foster mother, Joan Reynolds, had passed away a few years before, her four daughters had converted the old Victorian into a bed-and-breakfast and added on a spa. They’d also done a lot of work to maintain and strengthen the family ties that Joan had established over twenty-five years. It had been them to pull Mick back into the fold when he’d returned to Eden’s Ridge a few years ago.

      As his unofficial niece continued to reel off the list of names, Mick made short work of swapping out to the spare. Once he had the lug nuts tightened, he lowered the jack.

      “There. All set.”

      “Thank you! You’re always so great about this sort of thing.”

      “You’re very welcome. What sort of thing?”

      “Rescuing people.”

      “Ah. All in a day’s work.” He mimed buffing his fingernails against his Carhartt jacket.

      “You’re coming to Christmas dinner, right?”

      “I am.”

      “Will you be bringing a plus one this year?”

      He carted the flat over to the bed of his truck and hurled it into the back. “Why would I be bringing a plus one? Anybody who I might bring also has a family and will eat with them, presumably.”

      “I don’t know. I just thought perhaps there was a certain nurse, who’s a frequent target of your particular brand of rescue, who might enjoy it. I’m just saying.”

      Mick rolled his eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you that Juliette and I are only friends?”

      “Only because you haven’t asked her out.”

      Because that had a little bit too much of a ring of truth to it, he put the kibosh on the conversation. “Friends,” he repeated. “Go on home. I’ll get this tire patched when I get to work tomorrow. Swing by the garage after school tomorrow, and I’ll put it back on for you.”

      “Thank you.” She started to throw her arms around him in her typical enthusiastic hug, then stopped. “I’m hugging you in spirit, but you smell like motor oil.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. I’m on my way home for a shower.”

      Mick waited until she’d cranked up and pulled away before getting back into his own truck. His brain went unerringly to the very woman Ari had mentioned. He’d meant what he’d said. From the moment she’d moved into the apartment next door, Juliette had relegated him to the Friend Zone. Never mind that he’d love to be more. His big-hearted, beautiful neighbor didn’t have the bandwidth for a relationship, or so she’d said on more than one occasion when he’d asked why she wasn’t dating anyone. Admittedly, she had a lot on her plate. He, of all people, understood that. So he’d contented himself with friendship for the past couple of years, doing what he could to take some of the strain off when she’d let him. Quietly doing anything else he could when she wouldn’t.

      But lately he’d been less and less content with that. It was coming to the point where he had to make a decision. Either he needed to take a chance on her and ask her out, and risk making their friendship weird if she said no, or he needed to turn his attention elsewhere.

      The idea of the latter left him scowling.

      He shook off the mood and pointed his truck toward home. He needed that shower, then he had a pot roast dinner in his future. That was something absolutely worth celebrating.

      And if he happened to run into Juliette on his way in or out of the apartment… well, saying hi was just the neighborly thing to do.
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        * * *

      

      Juliette Chen handed over the precious tub of silver sulfadiazine and made a mental note that they’d need to replenish their supply. “I want to see you again in a week to assess the state of that burn. And in the meantime, try to stay away from your furnace.”

      Glass artist Hale Copeland didn’t wither one iota beneath her gimlet stare. “You know I’ve gotta go where and when the muse takes me.”

      The muse had taken him just shy of third-degree burns on his arm when some of the molten glass he worked with had inadvertently dripped onto his arm because of the unexpected invasion of a raccoon in his studio.

      Juliette sighed and passed over the final paperwork. “At least make the effort to plug up the hole where the raccoon got in, so you don’t have a repeat. You might not be so lucky next time.”

      Hale saluted with his good hand and stepped out the door of the mobile medical clinic. The door slapped shut behind him, and Vicky Thornton, the nurse practitioner on duty, turned the lock. “Finally, through.”

      “Thank God.” Juliette sank back onto a stool, letting out a long, weary sigh. She’d been going since well before dawn, and she had miles to go before she got to sleep. Or tried to, anyway.

      The two women sat in companionable silence for two blessed minutes before they both started close-up procedures for the night, sterilizing supplies, stowing medications, and sanitizing every surface. It was all old hat by now, an almost meditative process that helped Juliette shift out of nursing mode. As she was organizing disinfectant supplies for tomorrow, Vicky laid a folder on the counter.

      “What’s this?”

      “A program for financial assistance for a nurse practitioner program. You’d be an amazing one. And Lord knows, we need more medical professionals here in Wachoxee County.”

      Juliette left the folder on the counter, knowing that if she picked it up, Vicky would take that as encouragement. This was hardly the first time she’d floated the idea of Juliette going back to school, but the idea of trying to take on schooling for an advanced nursing degree, on top of everything else on her plate, made her want to simply lie down on the floor to nap. “I’m well aware we’re in a medical desert.” It was a fact that had terrified her since her family had moved here when she was thirteen. “But I just can’t take on something else.”

      She pretended not to notice when Vicky’s face fell. “Well, if you change your mind, you can count on me for a letter of recommendation.”

      “Thank you for that. I do appreciate your vote of confidence.” And she did. Knowing that she did a good job, that she was appreciated professionally by her colleagues as well as by her patients, was often the only thing that kept her from drowning in guilt over her decision not to go into the family business.

      That same guilt was why her workday wasn’t over when they locked up the clinic and trudged to their cars. At least they’d been in Eden’s Ridge today and the drive back to her downtown apartment wouldn’t take but five minutes. She’d have time to give her geriatric potato of a dog a walk and feed him some dinner, before she turned up at Jade Palace to put in some hours there before they closed. And maybe, if she was lucky, she’d run into Mick in the hall. She could use the boost of one of his smiles and jokes to get her through the rest of the night.

      But though his truck was parked outside, she saw no sign of her neighbor as she let herself into her apartment above Webster Hardware. A scrabble of claws and a yip of delight greeted her as she opened the door. Derp staggered in his usual over-enthusiastic, drunken way toward her. At some point in the past, before she’d adopted him, the rotund little dog had likely had a stroke or some other sort of brain damage, as his gait was decidedly sideways. Out of long practice, Juliette adjusted her trajectory to intercept him, scooping his thick little body up for a cuddle.

      “Hey, baby boy.”

      Derp looked up at her with bulging, slightly crossed eyes full of adoration, his tongue permanently lolling out of one side of his mouth. Mostly brown, entirely round, with short, stubby little legs and a smushed-in face, she surmised he was at least partly pug, mixed with God knew what. He was one of those dogs who was so ugly, he was adorable, and she loved him to pieces. At nearly twelve, he was going gray around his muzzle, but he still enjoyed their short little walks.

      Dropping a kiss to his head, she quickly snapped him into his harness and carried him down the stairs and out the door that led out the back of the building to the resident parking. An alley stretched down the rest of the block behind the other businesses in town. She crossed over to the grassy patch on the corner and set him down, letting him sniff to find the right spot to do his business. That done, she took him on a meandering walk around the residential block behind, letting him sniff as much as she could before urging him to the end. Time was wasting, and she needed to get to the restaurant.

      Mick’s truck was gone by the time she got back. Juliette squashed the disappointment and tucked Derp under one arm to trot back upstairs. She wouldn’t have had time to actually talk to him, anyway. And hadn’t she promised herself she’d depend on him less where she could, to make up for all those nights he was the one who fed and walked Derp when she couldn’t get home in time? They were friends, nothing more. It wasn’t fair to expect anything else from the man.

      Settling her pup with his dinner, she refreshed the dog TV video stream he liked on YouTube and headed back out. In just the time she’d been upstairs, it seemed as if the temperature had dropped another ten degrees. She hunched into her coat and picked up her pace for the two-block walk down to Jade Palace. The neon Open sign glowed red in the window above the stylized pagoda palace painted on the glass. She tugged open the door and stepped inside, automatically checking to see if there were customers at the half-dozen tables out front. Only two were filled. Not bad for a Wednesday night.

      The moment her attention turned to her mother, Juliette knew she was having a bad day. Sue Ellen was on her familiar stool behind the cash register at the counter. The smile she aimed at her daughter was strained around the edges and a little vacant.

      “Mom? Are you okay?” Juliette skirted the counter, closing the distance as if she could somehow stop the chronic pain by her will alone.

      If only.

      “Oh, yes. I’m fine, honey. How was your day?”

      But Juliette was too busy assessing her, noting the trembling in her limbs and the massively blown pupils that indicated an ocular migraine.

      “It was fine. I’m here now. I’ll take over. You should go on up to bed.”

      It was a sign of just how badly her mother hurt that she didn’t argue. “Okay.”

      “Just wait here a second. I’ll get Skylar to go with you.”

      Shoving through the swinging door to the kitchen, she spotted her baby sister, purple streaked black ponytail swinging as she loaded orders into a bag, while Tiny—aka Joe Harrington, their cook—moved with surprising speed at the stove, managing multiple orders at once.

      “Hey, sis. Mom needs to go up. Why don’t you help me get her upstairs, and you can hit the books some more, okay? You’ve got that chemistry final tomorrow, right?”

      “I won’t turn down the chance to get some more studying in. Let me just finish bagging up these orders.”

      Juliette went back out front and set a placard on the counter indicating they’d be back in five minutes. When she went to help her mom down from the stool, Sue Ellen waved her away. Juliette curled her fingers into her palms so hard, the nails would likely leave marks. But she let her mother maintain the illusion of complete control in the public part of the restaurant. She knew that was important to her. Behind the closed kitchen door, Sue Ellen’s knees started to buckle. But Juliette was there, as she always was, to catch her. Skylar raced ahead of them, opening the back door that led to the stairs up to their apartment above the restaurant. The stairs Juliette cursed on the daily as she cursed the fibromyalgia that stole her mother’s vitality. It took both of them to get Sue Ellen up the flight and inside their apartment.

      “To the couch,” she insisted. “I’m not ready for bed yet.”

      Which really meant she didn’t think her legs would make it that far. But Juliette didn’t call her on it, just steered them toward the ancient tweed sofa.

      “Do you need anything before I go back down?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “I’ve got her,” Skylar said.

      Torn between wanting to stay and help, and knowing someone had to keep running the restaurant that was their family’s livelihood, Juliette squeezed her sister’s shoulder and did the only thing she could. Got back to work.

      There were two people waiting to pick up their orders when she got back to Jade Palace. Juliette dug up a professional smile and finished the transactions. The lion’s share of their income came from the takeout side of the business. It was the only reason her mom had been able to make it as long as she had, given the decline in her condition. She’d begun the business on her own thirteen years ago, after her husband had abandoned all of them, deciding that a chronic autoimmune disease and a surprise baby were too much for him to handle. It had been takeout alone to start. Only in the past five years had they added the handful of tables for dining in. Even those were bussed by the customers when they left. It was an unusual business model, but in their tiny town of three thousand, it worked.

      As soon as the customers were gone, she stepped into the kitchen and confronted Tiny. “Why didn’t you send her home earlier?”

      Tiny, whose primary claim to fame was a stellar career as a running back for the University of Tennessee before he tore his rotator cuff more than thirty years ago, twitched those massive shoulders. “I tried. You know how your mama is. She wouldn’t listen.”

      Yeah. She knew that.

      And she knew she needed to figure out something, because her mom was having more bad days than good lately. The restaurant was surviving, but they weren’t making a lot of profit. After operating costs, they had just a little bit more than they needed for living expenses. Juliette herself wasn’t taking payment for the hours she put in, and Skylar wasn’t getting as much as she deserved because the rest was going to overhead and rent and all the things. Juliette needed to dig into the books to see if she could massage the budget to find money for a new stove. They were on borrowed time with this one, and it was an essential expense. They couldn’t have a restaurant without it.

      Tiny put a plate in front of her. “Beef lo mien. I know you. You haven’t eaten yet.”

      Juliette sighed. “I haven’t. Thank you, Tiny.”

      She got through the last couple of hours of the night, taking and filling orders until closing time at eight-thirty. Tiny was the one who chased her out when she tried to stick around to clean up. It was a sign of exactly how exhausted she was that she didn’t argue with him.

      Like mother, like daughter.

      At least she had only two more days until she was actually off her primary job for longer than a weekend. The mobile clinic would be closed for several days, owing to the Christmas holiday. Not that she’d get a chance to actually rest. That luxury was for other people who didn’t have so many responsibilities. But at least she’d be able to sleep in before taking her turn at Jade Palace.

      The dream of that sleep filled her mind on the walk home, propelling her upstairs to her apartment.

      “Just a little while longer…”

      She unlocked the door and pushed it open, then stopped dead as she took in the chaos awaiting inside.

      “Oh, no.”
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