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      Thank you so much for picking up WAITING FOR YOU!

      This is a novella based in January Cove. If you’ve never “visited” January Cove in my other books, you’re in for a treat! This little beach town has captured the hearts of thousands of readers.

      The character, Cat, in this novella is from my other series called Whiskey Ridge, which is set in a small town in the Blue Ridge Mountains. I decided to bring January Cove and Whiskey Ridge together in this one of a kind book!
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      Drew Milton was a lot of things.

      He was handsome, everyone said so. From as far back as he could remember, girls were following him around, fawning over his sandy brown locks and his piercing green eyes. Of course, he loved the attention most of the time and never lacked for dates.

      He was smart. In fact, he’d almost been valedictorian of his high school class back in January Cove, but being a football star had been more important than studying for his last set of finals. Now, at twenty-eight, he was moving up the ranks of one of the top real estate development firms in New York City where he’d lived for almost five years now.

      He was unlucky at love. Although he’d never admit it out loud in the presence of other human beings, Drew was well aware that his exit from January Cove had originally been due to one very beautiful, very problematic high school girlfriend named Kate.

      Kate had been the love of his life, or so he’d thought from junior year all the way until he was out of college. They’d dated long distance during those college days, with her going to Duke and him attending The University of Georgia to get his business degree.

      And then one day, Kate said she’d met the love of her life during a trip with her sorority sisters. In Vegas. On the strip. Shortly afterward, they’d gotten married at one of those tacky little churches with the Elvis impersonator “minister” officiating.

      And she’d broken his heart.

      After college, he had come back to January Cove for a brief stint, but the memories were all too fresh. He made up an excuse about a job back in New York, much to his parents’ dismay. In reality, he’d only had an unpaid internship at the time, but he had worked his way into a paid job a few months later after surviving on a mixture of ramen noodles and paychecks from doing odd jobs for landlords around town.

      For years, he’d avoided trips back to January Cove, especially after learning that Kate and her new husband had moved back to town with their new baby in tow. He wasn’t still in love with her, but he also didn’t want to see her all the time either.

      He was caught between his love for his family and his need to maintain his tough exterior. And most of the time his family lost that battle. The guilt sometimes overwhelmed him, but not enough to come home.

      But now he had no choice. All the excuses in the world - made up or not - couldn’t keep him from going to January Cove now. His father - and his mother, really - needed him.

      Clark and Susan Milton were proud people, and they’d lived in January Cove for decades. They loved the residents there, the life they’d built with their two sons and their business - Sprinkles Ice Cream Shop.

      A real, old-time ice cream shop, Sprinkles was his parents’ pride and joy - next to him and his brother, Jared, of course.

      Jared was just two years younger than Drew, and he’d been back home to help his parents renovate Sprinkles for the last few months. In the process, from what Drew could surmise in phone calls and texts with his mother, Jared had fallen in love with a woman named Tabby.

      His brother had even called him last week to chat - brother to brother - about his new romance. It seemed serious, and Drew wanted to be happy for his brother. He really did. But as he watched every one of his buddies fall in love and ride off into the sunset, he had to wonder if his “princess” was ever coming.

      And did he even want her to?

      But it was the call he’d gotten from his mother yesterday that had now changed his plans for the foreseeable future. Seemed his father, thinking he was much younger and had way better balance, had taken a pretty nasty fall off of a ladder at home. Decided he could save on home renovations by doing some of the work himself, but instead ended up with an injured hip and a really screwed up knee.

      After surgery, he was laid up and not much use to anyone. That put Susan and Sprinkles in a bit of a pickle. It was the beginning of their busy season - late spring - and Susan couldn’t care for her ailing husband and run the business alone.

      Normally, Jared would’ve been the obvious choice, but he’d had to go back to Nashville temporarily to tie up loose ends at his business so he could come home to his new girlfriend.

      Basically, it was time for Drew to step up.

      “Mom,” he’d said when she first called, “you know this time of year is hard for me to break away. It’s the busy season in the real estate world…”

      “Yes, my sweet son, but it’s also the busy season in the ice cream world. And you have a staff to take care of your business. I’ve only got myself, and I can’t do it all.”

      The worry in her voice was hard for him to hear. She had two sons, but one had let her down immensely over the years. His mom and dad needed him, and he was going to make sure he was completely there for them just like they’d been for him his whole life.

      His mother had been right there to pick up the pieces when Kate had shattered his heart. His father had been there when he learned to drive, needed a coach for his rec football league, learned to throw his first football.

      It was his turn to pay them back.

      And so he was driving to January Cove with much of what he owned in the back of his Hummer, leaving his business in the capable hands of two assistants. They knew they could reach him on his cell any time, and they would likely make use of that device multiple times per day.

      As he drove into town, nothing much had changed. In fact, January Cove was like a place frozen in time, memories lining every street corner like parade watchers as he drove by.

      The corner where he’d broken his arm riding the skateboard his mother had said was a bad idea.

      The corner where he’d caught the bus everyday to school.

      The corner where he’d kissed Maryellen Nixon when they were in sixth grade, and her brother had punched him in the eye for doing so.

      A lot of memories were good ones, the kind that keep a person warm at night when they’re missing the only place they could ever really call home. But there were the bad variety of memories too, and those mostly involved Kate.

      As he drove, he found himself looking for her. Not because he wanted to see her necessarily, but because he wanted to be on the offensive when he did. Seeing her was inevitable. January Cove was a small town, and everybody knew everybody’s business. Kate would most certainly know he was in town before he could park his car.

      Drew parked in front of Sprinkles and took a moment to look up at the sign and smile. The place had a lot of memories growing up, and he had to admit that no place in New York had the butter pecan ice cream that Sprinkles did.

      “My baby!” his mother, Susan, squealed as she met him at the door as soon as the little bell dinged to announce his arrival. She threw her arms around his neck and held on for dear life.

      “Mom, you’re choking me,” Drew said through a constricted neck. Susan giggled and released her grip, putting her hands on either side of his face and staring into his eyes.

      She was a miniature woman, but strong as an ox. Her eyes reflected the color of his, and her smile was about as broad as her face.

      “Let me look at you! How is it possible that you’re even more handsome than the last time I saw you?” It was something she said to him - and Jared - every time she saw either of them. It was just something they’d grown to accept and love about their mother.

      “Yes, I am definitely more handsome. I’d rate myself a nine-point-nine in the handsomeness department,” Drew said dryly. Susan chuckled and shook her head.

      “Still got that sarcastic wit like your father, I see,” she said, straightening his collar and smiling up at him.

      “Where is the old geezer?” Drew asked with a smile as he put his duffel bag down on one of the bistro tables dotting the first floor of the shop.

      “He’s at home, but I can’t leave him long. He tries to do stuff, and the doctor has him on strict bed rest for another few days before he needs to start therapy.”

      “Therapy?”

      “Yes. That’s one of the things I need your help with, my smart son,” she said. “We need to find a qualified therapist, and I just don’t have the time to interview people…”

      He could see his mother’s exhaustion in her eyes. She was in over her head between the recent renovations of Sprinkles and Clark’s accident.

      “No worries, Mom. I’ll handle it. For now, I’m going to head to the house and get settled in. You stay here and get some work done. Your reinforcement is here,” he said.

      She looked so relieved that it almost brought a tear to his eye.

      “You’re room is just like you left it,” she said. “I even left those Star Wars posters on your wall, but I took down that one of the girl in bathing suit,” Susan said, turning up her nose. She had never been fond of Princess Leia in the gold bikini.

      “Sorry about that, Mom,” he said with a laugh as he kissed her on top of her head and grabbed his bag again.
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        * * *

      

      Drew pulled into the driveway of his parents’ home. Not much had changed there either, except for the new flagpole that was installed in the front flower bed and a new red birdhouse that he’d sent his mother last Christmas when he wasn’t able to come home.

      Or he just didn’t make the time to come home. Guilt raced through his veins for a moment before he stepped out of his vehicle.

      “Dad?” he called as he entered the house. The last thing he wanted to do was scare his father and possibly cause further injury.

      “In here!” his Dad called back. Clark Milton was a strapping man with broad shoulders and a booming voice. As a kid, Drew hadn’t strayed too far out of line for fear of what his father would say. He would’ve never hit his kids, that much was sure, but his presence alone was enough to keep his boys in line. When he spoke, his voice filled the room, and his presence was felt even in his absence which kept both of his boys in line most of the time.

      Drew walked down the hallway into what his father lovingly referred to as his “man cave”. It was really just a spare bedroom with a couple of plush recliners and a huge TV on the wall, but to Clark it was the world.

      “Well, there’s my son. Or do my eyes deceive me?” his father said with an eyebrow raised. On more than one occasion, Drew had been on the receiving end of some angry words from his father on the phone. When he missed Mother’s Day lunches and Christmas dinners. Or when he missed Thanksgiving.

      Drew never had a good enough excuse. His family knew him well enough to know he was avoiding January Cove. So any visits had involved his mother and father traveling to New York, or Drew renting a cabin in Nashville for the family. Anything to stay away from January Cove.

      “Hey, Dad,” Drew said, leaning down and hugging his father. Clark was laid up in the recliner with his leg resting on a large, fluffy pillow and a knee brace on. He also had a pillow bracing the same hip.

      Drew had never seen his father so vulnerable, and it made him sad to think his parents were getting older. His father looked smaller, more frail, but he still had that same larger than life personality even if he had less hair.

      “So I had to almost kill myself for you to come home?” Clark asked as he lifted a glass of watered down tea to his lips.

      Drew sat down in the recliner next to him and rested his forearms on his knees as he stared down at the faux bearskin rug on the floor. His Dad has his own special taste when it came to home decor.

      “Dad, you know I wanted to come home…”

      “Son, I love you. Always have, always will. But you’ve disappointed your mother so many times these last few years. I just don’t understand it. Your home is here, in January Cove. But it’s like you’ve been running away since…”

      “Since Kate?” he said, finishing his father’s sentence.

      Clark studied his son carefully, raising one of his bushy eyebrows and smiled sadly. “Yes. Since Kate.”

      “That was a tough time, Dad.”

      “She wasn’t the one for you,” Clark said, matter of factly.

      “Oh really? And who are you? Doctor Phil?” Drew asked with a chuckle.

      “Maybe, but I’ve got more hair,” he said, reaching up and running his fingers through his own thinning mane.

      “Let’s get back to the point of my trip… What the heck were you doing up on a ladder?”

      “I’m the man of this house. Who else is going to get up on a ladder?”

      “Jared? Another contractor?” Drew countered.

      “I could’ve done most of the work here by myself. Probably could’ve saved us thousands of dollars…”

      “Ah, and there’s my answer,” Drew said with a smile. His father had always been frugal and cautious with money, but his family had never wanted for anything. He’d made sure Christmases were fun, birthdays weren’t lacking and family vacations - however quick or close-by - were scheduled.

      “So you saved thousands and then had way more than that in surgery costs?”

      “That’s what health insurance is for,” his father said, waving his hand at Drew as if it was no big deal.

      “Well, I hope your health insurance covers a physical therapist because you’re going to need one.”

      “They do. In fact, my doctor recommended this company that sends physical therapists to your home. Said I need therapy at least three to four times a week, so I might want to hire someone who can live here for at least a two or three weeks.”

      Drew looked at the business card his father handed him and typed the number into his contacts on his phone. “I’ll call them later today and set up some interviews for this week,” he said.

      “And I assume you’ll be staying here too?” his father asked, although it sounded more like a command than a question.

      Drew laughed. “Of course. I’ve been told my room looks the same as it did when I left, so how could I refuse?”

      “You know your mother… She never likes to break with tradition,” Clark said shaking his head. “I tried to turn it into an office and she had a fit. Don’t tell her, but I have that Princess Leia poster hidden under your bed.” Drew had to laugh at that one.

      Drew was happy to be home. Happy to see his family, the house he grew up in, the people who were familiar to him. But he knew that he’d never feel comfortable until he confronted the one person who was unknowingly making him uncomfortable already.

      He had to find Kate.
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