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Loving Words

A meddling gran, a protective brother, and a mysterious gnome in the Georgia mountains...

What could possibly go wrong?

Spending Christmas in the mountains with her family is exactly what Kennedy needs. Work has been stagnant, and Norina has always felt like home. But when her parents bail and her brother's smoking-hot best friend shows up instead, her underwear goes up in flames.

For Jack, a quiet holiday retreat with his best friend's family is just what his agent ordered, and the small-town, picturesque setting is instantly inspiring. Falling hard for his friend's sister, however, wasn't in his latest outline.

Their chemistry is undeniable.

Their timing couldn’t be worse.

As real life waits below the mountain, Kennedy and Jack must make a choice.

Cut their holiday romance short, or let it blossom into an unforgettable love story.
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Prologue
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Betty

I shoved the mixing spoon into the bowl and stirred the vat of my special cookie dough, its recipe passed down by my Great-Granny Mary. Nat King Cole crooned in the background, and the scent of apples and spices permeated the air thanks to my homemade potpourri simmering in the Crock-Pot.

My family would soon pour into my vacation cabin, located high in the Georgia mountains a few hours from our small beach town of Norina. The mere idea of seeing them all made my old heart swell with joy.

It didn’t matter that I’d seen some of them only weeks ago. I adored being around them, even my workaholic son who—

The cabin phone trilled, breaking into my thoughts and had me looking up at the visible wooden beams. “That good-for-nothing man better not be canceling on me!”

I glared at the shrilling phone hanging on the kitchen wall not ten feet from me. Wiping my hands on the apron at my waist, I let out an unladylike sigh. I rolled my head back and forth, sucking in fortifying breaths, and donned a chipper facade. “Hello?”

“Ma? Hey, Ma...” Clayton said, his tone taking on its own fake persona.

“Hi, darlin’, are y’all almost here?” I asked, knowing very well he was not.

Sigh. “No, Ma, we’re not. We were about to head out for our flight when—”

I set the phone on the countertop and walked away. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed the bottle of wine I’d almost finished by my lonesome the night before. Have kids, they said. They’ll fulfill your life, they said, I thought at the same time I mouthed the words. I didn’t bother with a glass and brought the bottle to my lips.

Peering back over my shoulder, I figured he’d be coming back down from his excuse. I tipped back my head and silently growled into the air.

I loved him. I did. There was no way I’d ever regret having him. After all, he’d given me grandbabies who I loved more than the air I breathed.

“Kennedy said she’d be there in about an hour,” Clayton said as I pressed the cold receiver to my ear.

Kennedy had called earlier with her ETA, so my gaze flicked toward the digital clock on the microwave. More like ten minutes, which means you waited forty-five minutes to call me to cancel.

“I really am sorry, Ma. I’ll make it up to you when we return to town,” Clayton said.

“Okay, sugar. I’ll talk to you soon.” After setting the receiver back on its cradle, I drained the last of the wine, raised the bottle into the air, and sighed. “Until later, my love.”

I lifted the lid to the trash can and tossed in the empty bottle while barely looking. At the sink, I scrubbed my hands clean before returning to my cookies.

The front door opened ten minutes later, right as I closed the oven door.

“Granny?”

My stomach fluttered with happiness as my face split into two with the force of my grin. “Kennedy!”

The raven-haired beauty met me at the kitchen entrance. Our arms wrapped around each other in a tight embrace. I’d not seen my granddaughter in a couple of weeks, but I missed her like I’d miss my right arm. The girl was everything to me. She had a gooey center that melted my heart, even if her outer shell could be as bitter as coffee.

“Oh, sweetheart! I’ve missed you!” I cooed and pulled back to take her in.

Kennedy’s eyes spoke volumes. The child was tired, and new sadness seemed to shine through.

“I’ve missed you too! I can’t believe you came up by yourself so early!” Kennedy said.

“Quiet before the storm,” Kennedy and I said in unison before bursting into a fit of giggles.

“Well, the cookies will be ready soon. Why don’t you go on up and drop off your things in the red room so you can freshen up?”

“Red room?” Kennedy asked, her brows pinching together.

I pressed two fingers to her forehead and smoothed the lines marring her young skin. “Don’t do that. You’ll give yourself wrinkles!”

Kennedy waved my hand away. “Why am I in the red room and not the pink room like normal?”

I grabbed the cleaning cloth as I clenched the muscles in my jaw. “Your dad just called. They won’t be making it this year—”

“Seriously?” Kennedy snapped, causing me to flinch.

“So, I want you to enjoy the red room instead!” I said.

“They’re not coming?” Kennedy asked, dropping back her head with a sigh.

I bit back a chuckle at the girl’s resemblance to me. “Darlin’, he’s my son and your father, but we both know your parents are shit at family traditions.”

Kennedy shook her head. “I should have known they’d come up with some excuse to bail.”

Ignoring the sorrow behind Kennedy’s words, I said, “Your brother should be here tomorrow, right?”

Kennedy nodded. “I think he said either late tomorrow or the following morning. It all depends on when the jury deliberates.”

“That’s fine. It gives us time together,” I said, grabbing Kennedy’s hands and giving them a squeeze.

The oven beeped, and I turned toward the sound. “Go on, and I’ll have these cookies ready for you by the time you return.”

A few minutes later, the cookie tray on the stove, I heard the door to Kennedy’s room close. Grinning, I set the cookies on the cooling rack.

I hoped Kennedy would find herself in a better mood in the coming days. Peering over at the undecorated pine tree, I barely stopped myself from laughing like an evil witch. There was nothing a little Christmas magic couldn’t fix.
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​Chapter 1


[image: ]




​Kennedy

The red room had always been my parents’ room when we came for holidays. They usually arrived late, but this was the first year they’d canceled entirely. I couldn’t believe Dad didn’t bother telling me they weren’t coming when we spoke on the phone earlier.

I tossed my overnight bag and my briefcase onto the bed, a king size covered in a plush, cream-colored comforter. It contrasted well with the red wallpaper embossed with an ivy-and-rose design. When Harrison and I were young, we always tried to sneak into this room to look for presents. My brother had been, and still was, more adventurous than me. We butted heads more than I cared to admit, but I loved the big jerk. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for him, and I knew the feeling was mutual.

I pulled open the curtains to allow in the afternoon sun. This was the best part of the red room. The view was breathtaking. Instead of windows, two glass doors with ornate scrollwork on the frame stood in their place. Just past the door, two lounge chairs took up 90 percent of the small balcony. It was the perfect spot to relax and drink a good cup of coffee.

“Kennedy,” Gran called. “Cookies are ready. If you want them gooey, get your butt back down here.”

“Coming, Gran!” Smiling, I grabbed my purse, then shut the door and headed back downstairs.

“Get settled?” Gran asked.

“Not really. The view distracted me.”

Gran chuckled. “It was your grandad’s favorite too.” Sadness filled her eyes momentarily before she went on. “He’d love knowing you have taken it over.”

“For this year anyway.” I bit into one of her famous chocolate chip cookies and groaned. “My friends don’t believe me when I tell them these are better than sex.”

Gran barely swallowed her tea before bursting out in a belly-rolling laugh. We finished off the cooled dozen in silence. Two dozen more cookies still cooled on the rack. Gran would save those for Harrison when he arrived. I took the dirty plate to the sink and washed it, dried it, and put it back in the cupboard. The kitchen had a dishwasher, but Gran rarely used it.

Harrison and I used to fight to see who got to help her wash them every day. “Gran, have you heard from Happy yet?” I checked my phone, but he still hadn’t replied to my last text.

“No, dear, but I’m sure he’ll reach out when he has a moment.”

That sounded about right. “I need coffee to wash all the sweet down with.” I picked up my purse. “I’m going to run down to the Perky Bean before they close. Do you need me to pick up anything for you?”

I pulled my jacket from the rack by the door and buttoned it up as I waited for her answer.

“Oh, if you would be a dear and pick up another bottle... no, make that two bottles of wine?” She smiled, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “I do believe I’ll need it when your brother arrives.”

I laughed. “How about I make it three just to be safe—and the makings for mimosas as well?”

“Perfect. I knew you were my favorite grandchild for a reason.” Her laughter followed me out into the blustery wind. I took a deep breath, loving being back in the mountains. In the city, I never truly got to relax. There was always something that demanded my attention. Christmas in the Georgia mountains helped me survive the rest of the year.

I hit the auto start on my remote, giving my seat time to heat up, as I padded to my car. I could handle a cooler interior, but this vehicle spoiled me with its fancy heated and cooled seats. I pulled my collar up and sank onto the driver’s seat.

I could already taste the white chocolate macadamia brew with two extra shots of espresso, a pump of sugar-free caramel, three squirts of liquid stevia, and all the whipped cream.

The ride into Creekside Falls took only about ten minutes. The closest town to us was Dahlonega, where the first gold rush happened in Georgian history. It also had an amazing local vineyard, whose wine was sold in Creekside Falls as well. It was Gran’s favorite. I would pick up a couple of bottles for her to enjoy, but a case wrapped under the tree would be a perfect surprise gift for her.

I pulled into the parking lot of the Perky Bean, the open sign blinking a bright pink and purple. The building was old brick, which the owners had been letting the local high school art classes paint murals on for over ten years. The awning was black and white, and the sign above it had a large coffee cup on a saucer with a spoon.

I could already smell the aroma and I hadn’t gotten out of the car yet. I parked and took the five steps or so to the shop. I couldn’t help but smile when the tinkle of the bell above the door announced my entrance.

“Kennedy! I wondered when you would be back in town.” Dixie was an old childhood friend—and the daughter of Penny, the owner of the Perky Bean.

I returned the hug she gave me. “Hey, Dixie, it’s good to see you. Back from college for the holiday?”

Her face lit up with joy. “Nah, girl, I graduated that shit a year early. I walked this past May.”

“That’s amazing. I bet Penny is so proud of you.”

Dixie’s smile dropped. “She would have been.” A tear slid down her face, but she wiped it away quickly. “She passed in February suddenly. She had a urinary tract infection that she ignored for too long. It turned septic, and Mom’s immune system was already compromised, so when she went into septic shock, she passed within a few hours.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “I am so sorry to hear that. Gran didn’t say anything about it. Your mom was an amazing woman. I’ll miss her.”

Dixie pulled back and gave me a watery smile. “I did help her create an off-menu menu.” A sparkle came back to her eyes.

I grinned. “You mean like the big S coffee shop?”

“Yup, and you, Miss Kennedy, have a drink on it.” Dixie wiped her hands on her apron, moved back behind the counter. “Mom kept these flavors stocked specifically for you.”

The macadamia nut coffee hit my senses, and I sighed. “She didn’t.” I laughed.

“She did. The white-chocolate-macadamia-nut blend has officially been named the Kennedy.”

The sounds of the coffee grinding, the espresso perking, the milk frothing, and of course the whipped cream getting dolloped on top were music to my ears. Dixie moved and flowed as she put everything together, creating a dance of deliciousness as she went.

“Ta-da! This one’s on the house.” She placed the tall cup on the counter.

I wrapped my hands around the cardboard sleeve, still able to feel the heat from the brew, and inhaled the magical-bean aroma. I took a tentative sip, and my eyes rolled back in my head as I moaned.

“Now I have to have what she’s having,” a deep voice said, startling me, “if it makes her moan like that.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see who that voice belonged to. The stranger winked and flashed a panty-melting smile in my direction. He was hotter than the Kennedy in my hand. I felt a blush rise up my neck.

“Only if you can name the drink,” Dixie replied, flirting. “It’s part of our off-menu menu.”

“Thanks, Dixie, I still need to grab a few things for Gran. I’ll see you soon.”

Dixie laughed. “They just got a new shipment. Betty will love the new red that MayaRosa created for the holidays.”

I raised my cup above my head as I left the shop. “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow, bright and early.”

I let the door close before Dixie—or the owner of that deep voice—could say another word. I sighed and took a drink of the liquid heaven in my hand.

Right there in the window of Let’s Wine 2gether, the town’s wine shop, was a big display of the MayaRosa Vineyards holiday wine.

A male voice echoed from the back. “Be with you in a jiff.”

“That’s fine, no rush,” I replied as I perused the aisle of wine they had beyond the MayaRosa selection. Gran liked all wine. Red, white, sparkling, pink... It didn’t matter to her. Most people liked one type over others. Not my gran. She liked all of her fermented grapes.

A unique bottle caught my eye, an Italian Moscato called Voga. It looked like a souped-up posh water bottle. It was a bit on the expensive side for me, at just over twenty dollars. A starving journalist leaned toward cheaper brands that were seven dollars or less. Even so, I wanted to splurge a little.

The wine was a quick way to suck up to Gran and Harrison. I needed them liquored up before I dropped my big news on them.

“What can I help you with?” an older gentleman asked as he walked up.

“I’d like a bottle of Voga.” I returned his friendly smile. “And two others you would suggest in the seven-to-ten-dollar range.”

“Any particular blend?”

“Nope, Gran doesn’t have a preference.” I took a sip of my coffee. “Oh, and a case of the MayaRosa holiday blend.”

“That’s a smart choice. Their holiday blends are limited editions.” He put the three bottles on the counter and grabbed a case of the holiday blends from behind it. I was thankful it was a white box with no labeling. “Would you like this one wrapped?”

My eyes widened as I looked at him. “Do you do that?”

“Yes, on special occasions.” He laughed as he rang up my purchases. I tapped my credit card on the pad and cringed internally until it went through.

“Wait here. I’ll get this wrapped up and help you carry them to your car.”

“Thank you.”

I looked around while he did his thing. It was a cute wine shop. Wine barrels were mounted along the walls, each showing the vineyard logo it came from. The floors and shelves of the aisles were made from old barn wood and scuffed with age. It was a wine cellar above ground, with a few more expensive bottles behind glass and key.

I frowned at the bottom of my cup. Looking around, I spotted a trash can and threw the cup in. I pulled my keys out of my pocket and hit the remote start button I so loved.

I cushioned the wine in the back seat with a blanket I kept in the car and buckled it in.

“Kennedy, wait!” Dixie met me with two large to-go cups. “One for now and the chai latte for your gran.”

“Thank you!” I said. “You’re an angel.” I set Gran’s drink into the cupholder in my car. “I’m sure I’ll see you again tomorrow.” I sipped from the second cup and grinned. “An angel!”
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