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      To my wonderful, loyal readers:

      Thank you for loving the Sweet Tea B&B series. Although this is the final book in the series, these characters will always live in my heart. I hope they’ll live in yours, too.

      Thank you for reading my books. You’ll never know how much it means to me.
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      Kate stood in the small room, her hands sweating. It was one of those anxiety responses that a person couldn’t stop from happening. For her, it was a fluttering heartbeat and sweaty palms. Thank goodness she had a serious boyfriend because neither of those things would look good on a dating app.

      “Hey, Kate?”

      She turned to see a woman she’d met briefly a few minutes before standing in the doorway. “Yes?”

      “You go on in about twelve minutes. We’ll come get you shortly.” She shut the door, and Kate could hear her jogging back down the hallway.

      Everything moved so quickly in TV news, it seemed. She’d only briefly walked through the area where the set was, and she’d seen just a quick peek of the control room as they ushered her back to the small green room.

      Traveling to Atlanta by herself to be on “Good Morning, Georgia” was a challenge. She was used to having Mia, her daughter, or Cooper with her most of the time. It had been a good while since she’d had to do anything major on her own. The two-hour drive to the city hadn’t been so bad, minus the rush-hour traffic. She’d arrived just an hour ago, giving herself enough time to stop for coffee and a doughnut.

      When the show had called to invite her to come talk about the honey business, she’d been surprised but grateful. Sales were down a bit, and she was determined to make the business profitable. Her daughter would go off to college in a little over a year, and she wanted to pay for her tuition without Evie needing a bunch of loans.

      “We’re ready for you,” the woman said. Kate was terrible with names, so she just smiled and nodded. “Right this way.” The woman led her down the hallway toward the set area.

      “Do you know how long my segment will be?”

      “Probably about six minutes total. Three before commercial and three after. But don’t quote me on that,” she said, smiling at her.

      Could she talk for six whole minutes about honey?

      “Next up, we’re going to chat with the owner of Sweet Charlene’s, an innovative flavored honey company from our beautiful north Georgia mountains. Stay tuned!” The host, Muriel Nevins, was an Atlanta staple. She’d greeted Atlanta area citizens every morning for over twenty-two years.

      “Okay, come on,” the woman, who Kate now remembered was named Izzy, said as she led her to a plush blue chair across from Muriel. Kate was expecting Muriel to smile, shake her hand, and welcome her to the show. Instead, she got her makeup touched up and took a long sip of her coffee drink. She looked completely disinterested in having Kate there.

      Kate sat and waited for instructions, feeling very out of place. She was more of a small-town woman now. All this technology and rushing around was making her feel more anxious. Hopefully, Muriel would make her feel more comfortable once they started chatting.

      “It’s so nice to meet you in per…” Kate started to say.

      “Lita? She needs touching up. There’s a shine on her forehead that’s blinding me!” Muriel yelled. A makeup woman frantically ran toward Kate, a giant makeup brush in her hand. She moved it around Kate’s face and then disappeared into the darkness.

      “Five… four… three…” a man said from the shadows. Kate couldn’t keep up with the pace of what was happening.

      Suddenly, Muriel’s face changed, a big smile replacing her frown from seconds before. It was amazing how quickly she could change. “Welcome back! My next guest runs a sticky but sweet business in the quaint North Georgia mountains. Sweet Charlene’s honey is based on her late mother, and they have some new flavors this season. Please help me welcome Kate to our show.” She turned, her pearly white smile on full display.

      “Thanks for having me,” Kate said, feeling like the new kid at school, standing in front of the classroom.

      “So, tell me, what’s different about your honey?”

      “Well, we harvest all of it ourselves, and then we work with a local co-packer to add special flavorings. It’s a family-owned business that we named in honor of our late mother, Charlene.”

      “Oh, that’s lovely,” Muriel said in her fakest voice. “How did you decide to become a beekeeper?”

      “I… well, I’m not really a beekeeper. We have a guy who…”

      “Uh-huh. And what flavors do you have coming out?”

      “Going into summer, we have a wonderful peach honey as well as a maple syrup-infused honey.”

      “Sounds yummy,” Muriel said, grinning as she looked into the camera. “Where can our viewers find your honey?”

      “Well, we have a website, but we’re also at a lot of the local mountain festivals. You can also purchase it at our bed-and-breakfast, Sweet Tea B&B.”

      “Wonderful! I’m sure my staff will put your website link on our website. Isn’t technology great?” she said, again smiling into the camera and not looking at Kate.

      Realizing she was losing her small amount of airtime, Kate decided to be bold. “I’d also like to say that our honey is ethically harvested, and all of our flavors are natural and organic. We use no preservatives or chemicals in our honey, so it’s safe for every person, regardless of age or health status.”

      Muriel glared at her. “That’s nice to hear. Next up…”

      “Oh, and honey has so many wonderful health properties. It’s an anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and an anti-bacterial. Ours also has the added benefit of tasting great!”

      “Well, thanks for all of that great info, Kate! I’m afraid we’ve run out of time, though,” she said, poking out her bottom lip. She turned toward the camera again. “Join us after the commercial break when I’ll be with Chef Todd, cooking up a beautiful apple pie!”

      “And we’re out,” the guy in the shadows said. Muriel’s face dropped back to her normal scowl.

      “Thanks so much for having me…” Kate said, reaching her hand out. Muriel looked at it.

      “I don’t shake hands. It’s gross.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Kate stood up, eager to return to the green room and then leave the building.

      “For future reference, if you should ever get a chance to be interviewed on TV again, it’s common courtesy to allow the host to lead the conversation.”

      Kate nodded and started to walk away, but her sassy side got the best of her. “For your future reference, it’s common courtesy to care about what your interviewee has to say and not just about smiling at the camera with your big, fake, way-too-white teeth.”

      She turned and walked out, leaving Muriel standing there with her mouth hanging open.
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        * * *

      

      Mia held the fitted sheet in her hands and flung herself across the bed a little too far. She laid face first on the mattress, her nose smashed into the soft fabric.

      She felt like a cow. Instead of saying hello to people, maybe she’d just moo from now on.

      Pregnancy had been a learning experience, to say the least. Parts of her body she never thought could get bigger had, in fact, gotten bigger. This included her nose spreading so wide that she was sure it would soon touch both her ears. Why in the world was her nose widening?

      And then there was the lack of sleep because of the constant bathroom trips. Sure, there was a giant baby sitting on her bladder. It felt like the kid was occasionally doing tap dance routines on it. But she’d assumed the lack of sleep part came after the baby was born. Maybe this was just practice for years of sleepless nights in her future.

      She was thrilled to be having a baby. After all, it was her dream. She was so grateful that God was blessing her with a new little life. This was everything she’d ever wanted. Her only wish was that her mother could be there, but that wasn’t possible.

      She turned onto her back and pondered how she was going to get up from this awkward position. With only a few weeks left of her pregnancy, Mia couldn’t wait to get her body back. She would breastfeed, of course, but she’d have her internal organs back in their rightful homes. Lately, it felt like her stomach lived in her chest and her kidneys lived near her tailbone.

      Mia sighed as she stared up at the moving ceiling fan. She couldn’t be in a room without the ceiling fan running on high. Normally cold-natured, pregnancy had caused her to be constantly hot, like her baby was an internal furnace.

      She and Travis had opted not to find out the sex of their baby, wanting to be surprised during the delivery. The nursery would be gender-neutral, with lots of pale yellow, tan, and green. She hadn’t gotten to work on it yet, but it was on the list of things to do as soon as the B&B slowed down for a few days. They had names picked out for either gender, and they were fine whether they had a boy or a girl. It didn’t matter at all to either of them.

      “Aunt Mia? Are you okay?”

      She craned her head to see Evie standing in the doorway, a confused look on her face. “Oh, thank God, Evie! Can you help me up?”

      Evie rushed over and pulled on her arms, carefully helping her sit up. “What happened?”

      “I was trying to make the bed and sort of toppled over.”

      Evie giggled. “You looked like one of those stranded whales.”

      “You mean a beached whale? Thanks a lot!” Mia said, slapping Evie on her leg. “I thought you were at work?”

      Evie had recently taken a part-time job at the local ice cream shop to earn money for college. She had one more year of high school, and then she’d be gone. Mia couldn’t believe it.

      “I was. My shift ended at noon. Is Mom back from Atlanta yet?”

      “No. I expect her soon, though. She probably stopped for lunch.” Evie looked uneasy. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Mia smiled. “Honey, you have a terrible poker face. I can see that something is bothering you.”

      She sighed and hung her head. “I need to talk to Mom about something, and she will not like it.”

      “Do you want to tell me what it is?”

      She nodded. “My guidance counselor pulled me out of class yesterday and told me I could graduate early.”

      “How early?” Mia asked, her eyebrows knitted together.

      “In three weeks.”

      “What?” Mia yelped.

      “Apparently, my exam grades qualified me, and they can make it happen. I started applying to colleges last night.”

      “So you’re going to do it?”

      “I mean, why would I stay in school another year when I don’t have to?”

      Mia could understand her thinking. Who wanted an extra year of high school?

      “And you’re worried your mother is going to freak out?”

      “You and I both know she will.”

      “She’ll be so proud of you, Evie.”

      “I know, but she’s not ready.”

      Mia smiled. “Are you ready?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I think so. I’m going to hate leaving you and Mom here, but I’m kind of excited about college.” She laughed. “Never thought I’d hear myself say that.”

      “Where have you applied?”

      “I’ve applied at a couple of schools in Atlanta, but my dream school is UGA.” Many kids in the area wanted to go to The University of Georgia, but it was a tough application process. Few people got in, and Mia hoped Evie wasn’t setting herself up for disappointment.

      “I’m so proud of you, Evie,” she said, reaching over and patting her knee. “When you first came here, it was hard on you. I know the transition was so difficult.”

      She giggled. “Yes, coming from Rhode Island to a southern mountain town was a little… challenging. But finding out I had an aunt and a grandfather was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “So far,” Mia said, putting her arm around Evie and pulling her close. “You’ve got such a big, bright future ahead of you.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Mia. Please don’t tell my mom yet. I just need to figure out a way to tell her.”

      “You have to do it soon, okay?”

      Evie nodded. “I know.” She stood up and held out both of her hands. “Now, come on. I’ll make the bed. I don’t want you stranded here all day.”
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        * * *

      

      Cooper stood in front of the newest zip line and looked at Travis. “You think people will do this one?”

      Travis laughed. “Only our most adventurous guests. That thing scares me!”

      The new line was a lot longer than the others, and it went over a pretty deep valley, providing outstanding views if the person zipping through the air was willing to look down.

      “Remember that one guy who was the adrenaline junkie? With the church group?”

      “Oh, yeah! I think his name was Phil. He didn’t act like a Phil. He acted like a…”

      “Hawk?”

      “I guess that would be a good name for a guy who likes to fly through the air.”

      Cooper sighed. “We’re about to get so busy.”

      Travis sat on the picnic table. “Yeah. Now that winter is behind us and spring has officially sprung, this place is going to be hopping. This will be my first time juggling a business and a baby.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to juggle babies, dude. Should I call the authorities?”

      “You’re a regular comedian.”

      He slapped Travis’s shoulder. “You know I’ll pick up the slack here as much as I can. That baby will be my niece or nephew.”

      Travis looked at him. “How do you figure that? You haven’t even proposed to Kate yet.”

      “It’s all in the timing, my friend.”

      “And what kind of timing are you looking for, Cooper? Do all the planets have to align for you to put a ring on that woman’s finger?”

      Cooper sat on the other side of the picnic table. “You know I’ve had a checkered past with women, Travis. A failed marriage. A failed engagement.”

      “What does that have to do with Kate?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you love her?”

      He stared at Travis. “Of course I do.”

      “Do you want to spend the rest of your life with her?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Then why the hesitation?”

      “I guess I don’t trust myself not to screw it up.”

      Travis laughed. “I’m sure you’ll screw something up. That’s the Cooper way.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Kate loves you, and you love her. Isn’t that enough?”

      “No. Lots of people love each other and end up divorced.”

      “You definitely shouldn’t get a job writing greeting cards, man.”

      Cooper stood up and stretched his back. “I’ll know when the time is right.”

      Travis joined him in standing. “I sure hope Kate is on the same timeline as you. She will not wait around forever, and she shouldn’t.”

      As Cooper watched Travis walk toward his truck, he felt his guts clench. What was his problem? He loved Kate more than anything, and he wanted to call her his wife. Why was he having such trouble asking her to marry him?
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        * * *

      

      Kate laid on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling fan. Somehow, she’d managed to sneak into the B&B, grab a pint of butter pecan ice cream, and flop onto the couch without anyone noticing. Of course, Evie was still at school, and the guys were at the adventure center. She assumed Mia had gone out to run errands or something.

      She watched as the blades of the fan went round and round. There was something oddly mesmerizing about it. It felt like a meditation. Or maybe she was just giving herself severe vertigo. She didn’t care. Any distraction from her embarrassing performance on Good Morning, Georgia was a welcome one.

      The ice cream sat on her stomach, rising up and down as she breathed. She jammed the silver tablespoon into it once more, shoving the cold, sugar-laden treat into her mouth and moaning. There was just something about drowning one’s sorrows in junk food. Broccoli could never do this for her.

      “Dear Lord, this is the saddest thing I think I’ve ever seen.”

      She turned her head to see her very pregnant sister standing behind the sofa, her hands on her hips. “Don’t judge me. You weren’t there.”

      Mia walked over and sat on the other end of the sofa, pushing Kate’s feet out of the way. “That bad?”

      “Muriel Nevins is a horrible woman. Don’t let her fake smile fool you. She’s the devil.” She scooped another giant bite and pulled it toward her face. Mia reached over and snatched the tablespoon from her hand, eating the bite herself.

      “Ice cream will not solve this, Kate.” She took the container of ice cream and set it on the coffee table.

      “But shouldn’t I at least try?”

      Mia giggled. “No. Now, sit up and tell me what happened.”

      Kate groaned and sat up, her back against the arm of the sofa. “There’s not much to say, really. Muriel wasn’t interested in talking to me about Sweet Charlene’s. She barely gave me any time at all. She talked over me, wouldn’t let me say anything. I don’t know why she has such a grudge against honey.”

      “Yikes. It sounds like Muriel needs to retire.”

      “Well, she certainly needs to go somewhere. I wanted to suggest somewhere really hot.”

      Mia slapped her leg. “Kate!”

      She laughed. “Sorry, sis. How are you feeling today?”

      “Fat, bloated, and nearing explosion status,” Mia said, rubbing her ample belly.

      “It won’t be long now. I remember how miserable I felt with Evie those last few weeks.”

      “Yeah, but you’re tall with a lot more room. I feel like a family of squirmy squirrels is living in my small body.”

      Kate chuckled. “I guess that’s one way to describe it.”

      The phone rang across the room, startling Kate. She walked over and picked it up, ready to take a reservation for the B&B. Busy season was definitely coming quickly.

      “Sweet Tea B&B, how can I help you?”

      “Is this Kate?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “My name is Talia Simon, and I’m with Deacon’s.”

      Deacon’s was the largest grocery store chain in the southeast. Kate had no idea why this woman was calling her.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I happened to be home this morning and saw your segment on Good Morning, Georgia.”

      Kate wanted to crawl under a rock with her ice cream. “Oh?”

      “First, I could tell that Muriel lady didn’t want to talk about your honey for some reason. Very odd. Anyway, I was very impressed by how you got the information out there, anyway. Nicely done.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We at Deacon’s would like to meet with you about carrying your honey in our stores. We have over four-hundred locations, so it would take some changes on your end as far as manufacturing goes. We can help with those logistics.”

      Kate felt like she couldn’t speak. Her tongue seemed to be cemented to the roof of her mouth. “I… um…”

      “What is it?” Mia whispered, waddling closer to her.

      Kate put her index finger to her lips. “I’m very honored you’re so interested in Sweet Charlene’s…”

      “I know this is a lot to take in, so I’d like to come meet with you if you don’t mind? See the B&B and honey operation?”

      “Of course,” Kate stammered. “When would you like to come?”

      “Next week, if you have an opening?”

      Kate quickly opened the reservation book and scanned the names. “We actually have an opening starting on Tuesday.”

      “Wonderful! I’ll drive down from our Nashville headquarters on Tuesday.”

      “Great. I look forward to meeting you.”

      As she pressed end on the call, Kate stared at the phone in her hand.

      “Who was that?”

      “One of the heads of Deacon’s.”

      “The grocery store?”

      “Yes. They want to carry our honey in all of their stores.”

      Mia’s eyes widened. “What? How many stores is that?”

      “Over four hundred!” Kate said, a little too loudly.

      Mia put her hand over her mouth. “Four hundred? How on earth would we do that?”

      “I have no idea,” Kate said. “But we’d better figure it out before Tuesday.”
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