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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Kaitlyn Russo twisted the key in her hand but the front door to the Sweetwater B&B didn’t budge.

         “Great. Just great,” she muttered under her breath, which floated away in a little white puff of air. Shivering and wishing she’d worn a heavier coat, she turned the key again, pressing her full weight into the door as she did. This time it flung open and promptly dumped her on the pinewood floor inside. Dust flumed under her nostrils. With a cough, she looked up and inspected her grandparents’ old bed and breakfast.

         Scratch that. Her bed and breakfast.

         She climbed to her feet, grabbed her luggage, and then closed the front door to bar the wintry cold. Turning on the light in the front room, she surveyed the homey design with high wood-beamed ceilings, a detail that, as an interior designer, she’d always loved. The furniture was a tasteful blend of antique and contemporary. This place was exactly how she remembered it from her infrequent childhood visits, minus the dust mites.

         Nothing a little hard work couldn’t fix.

         But first she had plans to meet with the lawyer handling her grandmother’s estate. He’d be arriving sometime in the next half hour. When she’d spoken to Mr. Garrison by phone earlier, he’d mentioned something about another person in Mable’s will. Kaitlyn couldn’t imagine who that would be. Other than her parents, who’d inherited various other family heirlooms, her grandmother didn’t have any living family. The Russos were a dwindling clan—all the more reason to keep their legacy alive.

         From the corner of her eye, Kaitlyn saw movement in the window. Then a dark figure filled the space behind the curtain. Something told her this wasn’t Mr. Garrison. Lawyers tended to be civilized people who knocked on doors. Maybe a squatter had been camping out here since her Grandma Mable’s passing last month.

         The shadow slipped out of sight. A moment later, she heard a shuffling sound behind the front door.

         Terror sliced straight down her middle, and her heart kicked into a choppy staccato. She dashed to the fireplace and lifted one of the long metal pokers used to move hot coals. It could second as a lethal weapon if necessary.

         Like it had for her, the front door didn’t release immediately. Why, oh why, didn’t I lock it after myself? If she were still in New York, she would have.

         The intruder gave the door a firm push, and it swung open, crashing against the wall behind it and making Kaitlyn scream.

         Standing before her was a broad-shouldered man with dark eyes, wavy, overgrown hair, and a close-trimmed beard. He was dressed in a nice pair of jeans and a weathered leather jacket. Her gaze fell to his brown mountain boots. Definitely not homeless, she decided.

         She held the fire poker up like a sword. “Don’t come any closer,” she warned with a shaky voice.

         “Are you planning to use that on me?” His voice, in contrast to hers, was deep and gruff. And if she wasn’t mistaken, there was a little humor threading through it.

         Was he teasing her? Because while, yes, he was larger than her, she was the one holding a pointy metal death stick. “I might,” she said, wishing there wasn’t a warm, tingly awareness settling low in her belly, competing with the fear still coursing through her veins. Rugged good looks had never been a more accurate description. This guy had it down to an art form.

         He held up his hands in surrender. “So, you’re little Katie Russo?”

         She cocked her head to one side. “How do you know that?”

         “Mable spoke of you often.”

         Kaitlyn lowered the metal poker just a notch. “She did?” she asked, keeping her eyes pinned on him.

         “Your grandfather too—when he was alive.”

         Grandpa Henry had died several years earlier, leaving Grandma Mable to run the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast alone. They’d been the only two people in the world to call her Katie, and her mom had always been vocal about her objections, preferring the formal name Kaitlyn instead.

         “My name’s not Katie. It’s Kaitlyn. And you could’ve read that on my luggage there by your feet.” She’d met her fair share of con men living in the city. Guys who could conjure a name with only a pair of initials. “A simple inquiry into this place could’ve told you who my grandparents were.”

         The man stepped forward and offered his hand. Kaitlyn didn’t move to shake it.

         “I’m Mitch Hargrove. I grew up around the corner. Mable and Henry used to take care of me after school while my mom worked. They kept me supplied with milk and cookies and helped with my homework.”

         That sounded exactly like something her grandparents would do.

         “In exchange, I did odd jobs for them here at the inn during the school year. During the summers, my mom and I RV’d with my aunt, much to Mable’s disappointment. She always said she wanted to introduce us.”

         He continued to hold his hand out to Kaitlyn. “Guess Mable finally got her wish. She always was a stubborn one.”

         Reluctantly, Kaitlyn returned the rod to its place on the hearth and slipped her hand in his. Rough, calloused skin dragged across her palm as they shook. “I think I remember my grandmother speaking of you. She had a photo of you on her nightstand.” Kaitlyn was only able to come for a brief visit once each summer, the trip sandwiched between various camps her parents had enrolled her in. Each year, the photo on her grandmother’s nightstand was updated with a more recent version of the boy with the magic eyes. That’s how Kaitlyn had thought of him back then. Dark, magic eyes that seemed to jump out of the frame. In all honesty, the boy in that picture was her first crush.

         And now he was standing in front of her.

         Pinning her gaze to his, she recognized those eyes, changed only by a shimmer of something that resembled sadness. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said quietly.

         “You’re family. I’m just”—he shrugged—“the neighbor boy. I’m supposed to be offering my condolences to you,” he said.

         Kaitlyn swallowed thickly. Mitch was almost a foot taller than her, which required her to look up at him. “Thank you. So, did you break into the B and B to introduce yourself?” she asked.

         “Jacob asked me to meet him tonight. Since I already have a key, he told me to come inside and wait where it’s warm.”

         “Jacob Garrison, the estate lawyer? Why would he want to meet you here?”

         “Seems Mable left half this place to me.” Mitch’s gaze roamed around the front room as he said it.

         Kaitlyn shook her head, feeling breathless with panic. “No. You must be mistaken. I inherited this B and B.”

         His gaze dropped to hers. Mistaken, but holy moly hot. Her cheeks flushed, and she looked away, reminding herself of her resolution on the drive down Interstate 95. This was a fresh start for her, an opportunity, and she wasn’t going to blow it.

         “All I know is what I was told,” Mitch said.

         As if on cue, someone knocked on the front door.

         Mitch held up a hand, signaling her to stay where she was. “Wouldn’t want you to threaten Mr. Garrison with that fire poker,” he teased.

         Kaitlyn watched as he opened the door to an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a dark-gray suit buried under a heavy coat.

         Despite the cold, the man smiled warmly from the porch. “Hey, Mitch. Good to see you.”

         “You too, Jacob.”

         They shook hands, and then Mitch gestured the man inside, closing the door behind them.

         “Mr. Garrison, I presume,” Kaitlyn said, stepping forward and shaking the older man’s hand.

         “That I am. Nice to finally meet you, Ms. Russo. Your grandparents spoke of you often over the years.”

         “Please, call me Kaitlyn. Thank you so much for coming. I know it’s late.” She’d offered to meet Mr. Garrison tomorrow at his office but he’d insisted on seeing her as soon as she arrived in town. He’d apparently asked Mitch to come as well. And that little tidbit wasn’t sitting well with Kaitlyn at the moment.

         “No problem at all. I’m on my way home, actually,” Mr. Garrison said.

         “Well, let’s sit and get to business, shall we?” She moved toward the room’s high-backed Victorian couch and sat down. “I would offer you a warm drink but I just arrived myself. I’m not sure what’s in the cupboards.”

         “Oh, I’m fine.” Mr. Garrison sat next to her and laid a briefcase on the coffee table in front of them. She watched as he pulled out a file. Hopefully, it would set things straight. She was the owner of the Sweetwater B&B, and only her.

         Mitch sat in a matching antique chair off to the side and leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. His chest was thick and broad like a linebacker’s, although his appearance made her think of a man who’d emerged from a mountain cabin rather than a football field.

         Kaitlyn pulled her gaze back to Mr. Garrison. What if she’d misunderstood on the phone? What if this place wasn’t hers after all? She’d purchased a used car and had moved out of her pint-sized apartment in New York City, taking everything she owned with her. She had no home or job to return to because she didn’t plan on going back. It’d been a rash decision, yes, but she hadn’t really had another viable option. This was it, her only lifeline, and she’d latched on with all the grit and determination that had once made her an up-and-coming interior designer.

         “So.” Mr. Garrison clapped his hands together. “Congratulations, you two. Looks like you’ll be business partners.”

         Kaitlyn straightened. “I’m sorry. What?”

         “Mable left you half of the Sweetwater B and B,” he told her and then looked at Mitch. “And you the other half. I’m sure you know the Russos thought of you as a grandson, Mitch. They were very proud of your service as a military police officer.”

         Kaitlyn’s eyes darted between the two men. “Excuse me, Mr. Garrison, but I was under the impression that I was the new owner.”

         “You are. Along with Mr. Hargrove.” Mr. Garrison pointed at the papers in front of him. “Says so right here. Under one condition that your grandmother spelled out in no uncertain terms.”

         Kaitlyn’s head was spinning. “Condition?” she asked.

         Mr. Garrison nodded. “That’s right. The condition is that you and Mr. Hargrove must run this place together for the first two months after signing these documents.” Mr. Garrison settled his glasses up on his long, narrow nose as he read. “Both parties must stay in Sweetwater Springs and run the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast on Mistletoe Lane as a fully functioning inn for exactly two months from the date of signature. If either party declines, the bed and breakfast is forfeited for both parties and turned over to charity.”

         “What?” Kaitlyn sat up straight, panic gripping her as it had when she’d thought Mitch was an intruder. And he was. She did not want him here, claiming half of what she’d thought was solely hers.

         “No way I’m staying in Sweetwater Springs for two months,” Mitch said flatly. “I love Mable but charity can have this place.”

         Kaitlyn shot him a scornful look. “This was my grandparents’ business. We can’t just let it go.”

         “I hate to break it to you but this place has been declining for years,” Mitch said. “Mable rarely had a full inn. Any charity we offered it to likely wouldn’t even take it. A bed and breakfast requires time and money. I say we save ourselves the trouble and forfeit now.”

         “We are not forfeiting,” Kaitlyn snapped between gritted teeth. She didn’t care how big or attractive Mitch Hargrove was—and he was big and attractive—she’d lost too many fights lately. She was fighting for this B&B with every ounce of strength she had. “Is there any way to get around the legal terms?” she asked. “So I can run the B and B and Mr. Hargrove can go on his merry way?” Which would be best for everyone. The sooner, the better.

         Mr. Garrison frowned. “I’m afraid not. The will is detailed. Mable was insistent that you two work here together. Leaving the inn to the both of you was her final attempt to revive this old place.”

         Mr. Garrison angled himself to look at Kaitlyn. “Mable was proud of how creative you are. She said you could turn menial things into magic.” He turned back to Mitch. “And she said you could fix just about anything. Between the two of you, she was adamant that the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast could be transformed back into the jewel it once was. Her words, not mine. Two months. That was Mable’s terms, and she asked me to make sure that’s what happened.”

         Mr. Garrison’s gaze flitted between them. “She knew it would take the talents of both of you combined.”

         Kaitlyn stared at Mitch. She’d liked him a whole lot better when she’d thought he might be trying to kill her.

         “So,” Mr. Garrison said on an inhale, “do you accept or not?”

         “No,” Mitch barked at the same time that she said, “Yes.”

         Kaitlyn folded her arms across her chest. How dare he even consider refusing her grandmother’s final wish. “We’re not giving up on this B and B.”

         “Do you have money for repairs? Money to keep the lights and heat on for guests? This inn is a money pit. We’d be fools to go into business together.” Mitch shook his head. “And I don’t know about you but I have a life to get back to. Two months of trying to avoid the inevitable isn’t in my plans.”

         “I have a life,” Kaitlyn shot back. Albeit one that seemed to be in shambles lately. Apparently, Grandma Mable had been struggling too. How had Kaitlyn not known her grandmother was under so much financial strain? Not that Kaitlyn could’ve helped. All she’d really had of value when she’d driven down from New York to the North Carolina mountains was hope, and even that was dwindling fast.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mitch was having a hard time listening to Mr. Garrison. Partly because he was too distracted by little Katie Russo all grown up. She was gorgeous, yeah, but also feisty enough to threaten a six-foot-one former marine with a poker stick. He could’ve disarmed her faster than she could bat those long eyelashes of hers, if he’d wanted to. He’d enjoyed watching her think she had the upper hand though. He’d enjoyed watching her, period.

         “The B and B doesn’t make a profit?” Kaitlyn asked as Mr. Garrison laid out the paperwork.

         “Not in recent years, no,” Mr. Garrison said apologetically.

         Mitch already knew this. He’d always visited Mable whenever he’d come off a deployment and returned to Sweetwater to see his mom. Since Henry’s death, Mable had been struggling financially. She’d never seemed undone by it though. She was a strong woman, didn’t give up easily, and was as stubborn as the valley here is deep. Mable was always expecting a surge of new business. Always hoping the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast would return to its glory days.

         “This business belonged to my grandparents. It means something. At least to me.”

         Mitch swallowed, remembering how he’d sat in this very room after school. As a teen, he’d worked behind the scenes at the bed and breakfast on weekends too. Mable had taught him to cook fancy breakfasts and fold napkins just so. Henry had taught him to care for the landscaping. There weren’t a lot of good memories locked up in this town for Mitch but the Russos and the Sweetwater B&B were some of them.

         He turned to Mr. Garrison. “So, you’re telling me that in order for Katie to keep this place, I have to stay in Sweetwater Springs?”

         “Kaitlyn,” the woman in question snapped.

         “That’s correct,” Mr. Garrison said.

         “And if I leave?”

         “Then she loses the business as well.”

         Mitch rubbed a hand over his forehead. Thanks a lot, Mable. He couldn’t stay in Sweetwater Springs—wouldn’t—and she’d known that. The last few times he’d come to visit, he’d mentioned that he wasn’t reenlisting in the corps. Mable had known he would have time available. But she’d also known he was planning on taking a contract job running security in Northern Virginia. He knew quite a few ex-military who’d done the same kind of work after getting out. The job offered good money. Too good to pass up. This would complicate things.

         “Two months?” he clarified.

         “Two months. And what a perfect time. You’ll be home for the holidays, Mitch,” Mr. Garrison said, as if that was a selling point.

         Mitch hadn’t been home for the holidays since he’d joined the military when he was eighteen years old. There was a reason for that. One that made the stipulations of Mable’s will feel more like a death sentence than a vacation.

         “How you go about running things isn’t specified,” Mr. Garrison continued. “After the two months are up, we’ll complete the paperwork and the bed and breakfast is yours to sell or do with as you choose.”

         “Please,” Kaitlyn said, turning to Mitch, her brown eyes wide and hopeful.

         He didn’t know this woman from a stranger off the street. He didn’t owe her anything. But he did owe Mable and Henry. They’d practically raised him while his mom worked two jobs. Mable and Henry had stood by him after the accident too. He’d never forget their loyalty. “I’m not making any decisions tonight,” Mitch finally said. Especially not a decision that would cost him the next two months of his life.

         “Of course. The clock doesn’t start until you sign the preliminary paperwork though,” Mr. Garrison advised.

         Mitch nodded, catching the look of disappointment in Kaitlyn’s eyes. He couldn’t help that. This deal was a lot to ask.

         The lawyer closed his briefcase and stood. “Just give me a call when you two make your decision.”

         “We will.” Kaitlyn followed him to the door. “Thank you for coming.”

         “Of course. Anything for Mable.”

         That should’ve been Mitch’s immediate answer too. Anything for sweet, caring, kind Mable Russo.

         Anything but this.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Look, it’s been a long day,” Mitch said, turning to face Kaitlyn, who stood only a few feet away. “Neither of us were expecting this…complication. Let’s get some rest and revisit how we’ll handle things in the morning.”

         She hugged her arms around herself, lifting tired, beautiful eyes to meet his. “Yeah, you’re right. The drive from New York was exhausting. We can meet back here first thing and look over the papers Mr. Garrison left us.”

         “Meet back here?” Mitch didn’t like the sound of that. Since he was 50 percent owner, he thought he would at least get a room at the B&B.

         “Well, you’re not staying here. This is where I’ll be sleeping.”

         “It’s a bed and breakfast. It’s meant to house more than one person,” he said.

         “Yes, when it’s open, but we’re not open. Yet.”

         An argument rose in his throat and settled on the tip of his tongue. Then his gaze caught on the poker stick resting against the wall behind her. He’d unintentionally scared her when he’d gotten here. Understandable, considering he was a stranger who appeared to be breaking and entering. As much as Mable had told him about her, she obviously hadn’t told Kaitlyn much about him. A young, single, beautiful woman had every reason to be wary of a strange man staying under the same roof.

         “Fine,” he said, wishing he wasn’t such a nice guy, because he didn’t want to impose on his mom. He hadn’t even told her he was coming to town. His mom, being the workaholic she was, would’ve insisted on cleaning and cooking and driving him absolutely nuts with all her doting. She had enough to do without taking care of him. “I’ll sleep somewhere else tonight and be back at seven a.m. tomorrow.”

         Kaitlyn’s jaw went lax. “Seven? Isn’t that a little early?”

         He smiled. “Get used to it. If you’re set on running this place, Mable was up at four thirty every morning cooking breakfast for her guests.” He got a little satisfaction as the realization dawned on his would-be business partner’s face. He guessed she hadn’t thought that far ahead. It didn’t seem like she’d thought about this at all.

         Gesturing behind him at the door, he said, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Bright and early.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Kaitlyn dragged her tired body and suitcase past the wooden staircase and headed down the long hallway to her left. She remembered that her grandmother had always stayed in the downstairs bedroom near the kitchen and laundry area. The three rooms were blocked by a swinging door and made separate living quarters, which, even on their own, were much larger than her city apartment had been.

         What Kaitlyn didn’t remember is her grandmother waking so early to cook breakfast. Then again, like a good hostess, her grandmother had the first meal of the day ready when she’d stayed over. Kaitlyn was none the wiser about when or how it’d been prepared.

         Four thirty? Well, if that’s what she had to do, so be it. This was a new life for her. A godsend. At least that’s what she’d thought on the drive down. Now doubt niggled in the dusty recesses of her mind, not unlike the inn’s unkempt corners. This place was run-down, and she’d already spent a good portion of her savings on a used Ford Taurus to get here.

         With a sigh, she dropped her luggage on the bedroom floor. The room was spacious with a king-size bed on one side fitted with a handmade quilt that Grandma Mable had likely made herself. An antique dresser sat along the wall and a rocking chair invited Kaitlyn to sit and possibly cry her eyes out later. Right now, she bent to unzip her suitcase and search for her favorite pair of flannel pajamas. As she sifted through her belongings, her cell phone rang against her hip. She pulled it from her pocket to her ear.

         “Well?” her best friend Josie said in lieu of a hello. Josie still lived and worked in New York. “How is it?”

         Kaitlyn climbed into the wooden rocker and clutched the phone to her ear. “It’s awful. I mean, the inn itself is gorgeous but it needs work. And according to my new co-owner, this place can’t even cover its own power and heating bills.”

         “I’m sorry—what?” Josie asked on the other end of the line.

         Kaitlyn sighed. “Apparently, I’m not even the full owner. Grandma Mable left this place to me and the guy who grew up down the street.” The image of the large, sexy man that Kaitlyn had spent the last hour with came to mind. “According to the will, Mitch and I have to run the bed and breakfast together for two months or we both forfeit to charity.”

         “Whoa. That’s an unusual scenario,” Josie said.

         Indeed it was. “After the time is up, we can do as we like with the B and B, and since Mitch doesn’t seem to care about staying, I plan to take out a loan and buy him out.”

         “There you go. That’s perfect.”

         Kaitlyn pressed her head back against the rocker and closed her eyes, grateful to shut out at least one of her senses. “Except he hasn’t said yes to the agreement. Also, since the business isn’t turning a profit, there’s no way the bank will give me a loan to buy him out. I thought this place would be my fresh start.” Those tears threatened behind her eyes. She swallowed hard, refusing to let them through.

         “Well, if this is really what you want, you can’t give up,” Josie said in the determined spirit that was her hallmark. “You have to make it a success.”

         Kaitlyn opened her eyes. “As much as I want to, I’m not sure that’s even possible.”

         Josie hummed thoughtfully into the receiver for a long moment. “Maybe it is. I think I have an idea.”

         Kaitlyn resisted the hope springing up in her chest. Josie was the queen of good ideas. That’s how she’d become such a successful magazine editor, managing the lifestyle section of Loving Life magazine. Josie had interned with the magazine fresh out of college and had immediately started impressing those around her, moving up the ranks.

         “Loving Life is doing a December cover story on the most romantic holiday getaways in America. I wrote the article myself so I can add in one more spot, if I want. In fact, I gamble to say that Sweetwater Springs, North Carolina, might be the most romantic holiday retreat in America. And the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast is the perfect place for couples, new and old, to stay while they discover the magic there.”

         “That would be a lie, Josie. Didn’t you take some kind of journalistic oath or something? This place is hardly the most romantic, and it’s nowhere near ready for business. The holidays are just around the corner.”

         “You just said you only have two months to make this happen. You don’t have time to think like that. Besides, I owe you. Whether you think so or not, I’m the reason you ever got a gig with Bradley Foster. That makes me partly responsible for—”

         “I don’t want to talk about that,” Kaitlyn said quickly, cutting her friend off. In fact, Kaitlyn would be happy to never hear celebrity extraordinaire Bradley Foster’s name again. “That wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known.”

         A slight pause hung between them.

         “Even so,” Josie finally continued, “if running that B and B is really what you have your heart set on, you can turn that place into whatever you want. It really can be the most romantic holiday retreat in America. And as my best friend, you better not make me a liar, because I’m adding Sweetwater Springs to my article tonight. The magazine goes into circulation a couple of weeks before each new month, so you better get your partner to agree and then get busy.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mitch cut his headlights before he pulled into his mom’s driveway. She was early to rise and super early to bed so he guessed she’d already be asleep. He’d considered calling one of his buddies in town for a place to stay but his mom lived around the corner from Mistletoe Lane, where the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast was located, so this seemed most practical.

         He grabbed his overnight bag—leaving the rest of his belongings in the cab of his truck—and headed up the front porch steps. There was a spare key in the flowerpot off to the side. It wasn’t a wise hiding location but he couldn’t convince Gina Hargrove of that. His mom was as stubborn as Mable had been. That was maybe one reason they’d been such great friends.

         He quietly let himself in and headed straight to the guest room down the hall. Shutting the bedroom door behind him, he stripped off his shirt and lay back on the twin-size bed of his youth, staring up at the ceiling. He couldn’t stay here. That was a fact. The money from the contract security job was double what he’d made as a police officer in the corps. Not only that, he had a past in Sweetwater Springs. One he’d rather not relive.

         The choice was clear. When he met back with Kaitlyn Russo in the morning, he’d just tell her there was no way he could make this arrangement work. It would break her heart since she was obviously determined to reopen Mable and Henry’s B&B but one day she’d thank him. The inn was a lost cause. There was no resuscitating it. Turning the deal down would be doing her a favor.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The aroma of freshly brewed coffee stirred Mitch to life early the next morning. He followed the scent down the hall and into the kitchen.

         “Hey, Mom.”

         His mother nearly dropped her mug of coffee as she whirled to look at him. “Where did you come from?”

         “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, immediately thinking of Kaitlyn and her poker stick from last night. “I got to town late.”

         “I didn’t even know you were coming.” She set her mug down and pulled him in for a tight hug. “It’s so good to lay eyes on you. I was beginning to worry. You got out of the military a month ago. Where have you been?”

         “Around,” he said. He had tried to get back for Mable’s funeral but he’d still had one week left to serve, and his request was denied. “I’m fine. You know that.”

         “I don’t know it unless you pick up the phone to tell me so,” she said in a voice reminiscent of the one she’d regularly used on him growing up. He’d had a few rebellious years that were no doubt the cause of her initial few gray hairs. Now, at fifty years old, Gina Hargrove had a head full of solid gray hair that she wore past her shoulders. She could probably attribute all of it to him, he thought.

         He walked over, grabbed a mug from the cabinet, and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Busy day ahead?” he asked.

         She took a seat at the small table off to the side of the kitchen. “No more than usual. I need to clean the Mallorys’ house today and then the Lances’ after that.”

         Mitch’s hand tightened around the mug. “I wish you wouldn’t work so hard.” She didn’t need to. He made sure of that, sending money home from every paycheck he got.

         “Hard work never killed anyone.” She continued to sip. “Soon as I pay this house off, I might slow down. You know, after Laura Brown retired, she found out she didn’t have enough money to live off. She lost her home and had to move in with her son and daughter-in-law. If that happened to me, where would I go? You don’t even have a place to live right now.”

         “That won’t happen to you,” he said. With his looming contract job in the works, he’d be even better able to ensure that her needs were met. His gaze dropped from his mother’s bloodshot eyes to her shaking hands. “What’s that about?” He gestured as he stepped toward her.

         She settled her hands down on the table. “Just tired. These old things are resisting any kind of work after cleaning up the debris and leaves around the Dennys’ rosebushes yesterday. That stuff will harbor pests if you don’t.”

         “Yard work? I thought you stuck to cleaning houses.”

         “Well, they asked me to help. What am I supposed to say? No?”

         “Yeah. That’s exactly what you say.”

         “It’s fine.” She waved a hand.

         It wasn’t fine with him though. Looking at her closer, he noticed she looked pale and tired.

         “So, tell me why you’re here,” she said, changing the subject.

         “Can’t a guy visit his mother?”

         She narrowed her eyes.

         “Fine. I need to handle a few things at the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast.”

         “Really? It’s been closed since Mable passed away last month.”

         “I know, but her granddaughter is in town working on the place.”

         “To reopen it?” his mother asked, pulling her coffee mug toward her again.

         “Doubtful.” Because he wasn’t going to fulfill his end of the will’s stipulations. He guessed Kaitlyn might be able to take out a loan and buy it from whatever charity it was left to when all was said and done. That was an option if she was as headstrong as she appeared to be.

         He took one more long sip of coffee and set his mug down. “Actually, I’ve got to get over there pretty soon. Mind if I use the shower?”

         “Of course not. This is your home and always will be,” his mom said warmly.

         He kissed her temple and looked down at her shaky hands once more. Something in his gut tightened.

         “And when you get home tonight, I’ll cook you something tasty for dinner,” she said. “We’ll talk some more. It’ll be nice.”

         He pointed a finger. “You’re not going to cook me dinner after working all day. I’ll cook for you.”

         “I’m not one of your marines. Put that finger away.” She rolled her blue-gray eyes.

         He was tempted to laugh at her stubbornness. Instead, he shook his head and headed down the hall to the shower.

         After a quick rinse, he dressed and drove his truck to the century-old inn at the end of Mistletoe Lane. It was a large two-story Victorian home with navy blue shutters. The wraparound porch featured several wooden swings for guests to sit and enjoy the mountain air and scenery. In Mitch’s mind, the view was the best part. From this location, the mountains dipped and rose over his cozy hometown nestled deep in the valley. He’d always thought they seemed to encase and protect Sweetwater Springs. But that was before the car accident. He’d been an inexperienced driver on the icy mountain roads that night and more than his life had veered off course.

         All in a blink of an eye. In a single heartbeat. Life had swerved left and had never made itself right again.

         His cell phone rang beside him as he parked in the B&B’s driveway. It was still early in the civilian world but not in the military.

         “Yeah?” he said, cutting the engine.

         “Mitch. Hey, man. This is Jim Smalley.”

         Relief flooded Mitch at the sound of the man’s voice on the other end of the line. It was his contact with the security firm in Virginia. Jim was supposed to call when everything was lined up. The sooner, the better. “Jim,” Mitch said, feeling a smile lift through his cheeks. This was the perfect excuse to give Kaitlyn for why he couldn’t stay.

         “Bad news,” Jim said, cutting to the chase. “There’s a hang-up with the funding for the job.”

         Mitch’s smile fell like a stack of heavy bricks. “How long?”

         “Probably not until right after the new year.”

         “I see.” Today was October twenty-ninth. What was Mitch supposed to do until January?

         “I’ll give you a call when I know more but I wanted to give you a heads-up. That’s how these contracts go sometimes. The job is yours when it opens, but I understand if you need to find something else.”

         “No. I’ll wait,” Mitch said. “Thanks for calling, Jim.”

         “Sure thing. I’ll be in touch.”

         Mitch disconnected the call and sighed. If he didn’t know better, he’d guess the infamous Meddling Mable was sabotaging his plans from heaven. Well, she must know that he was just as stubborn as she was.

         “Still not staying, Mable,” he said under his breath in case she was listening. Then he glanced at his watch. It was earlier than the time he’d agreed upon with Kaitlyn. Well, maybe having someone knock on her door at this early hour would serve as a wake-up call. Once Kaitlyn realized the reality of the situation, she could go back to wherever she’d been holed up all these years. New York, he thought he remembered Mable telling him. The delay in his contract job didn’t change his mind about staying in this town one bit. He’d been wise with his money over the years, not just sending some to his mom but also putting a portion away in savings. Two months without a paycheck—if it came to that—wouldn’t break him. Two months of staying in his hometown, however, just might.

         Climbing the porch steps, he felt a wave of sentimentality about the fact that Mable would never again greet him at the door with a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies. Even as a grown man, she’d met him with a batch—and he’d never resisted. For one, Mable Russo was a hard woman to say no to. Two, he’d always believed her cookies had some secret ingredient that made a person feel better just by taking a bite. He could use some of Mable’s cookies right about now.

         He rang the doorbell and waited. It took several minutes, which he assumed meant Kaitlyn was still asleep. Then the door opened, and she surprised him, dressed in a peach-colored sweater and fitted jeans with her dark hair pulled neatly into a ponytail. She definitely hadn’t just dragged herself out of bed.

         “Hi,” she said, holding a plate of chocolate chip cookies. “Sorry it took me a minute. Had to get these out of the oven.” A smile bloomed on her fresh face. No sign of pillow creases in sight.

         He looked between her and the plate, the scent of chocolate and butter circulating under his nose, mixed with something acutely female.

         “Grandma Mable didn’t have much in the cupboards. She did have the ingredients for cookies though. Except for the milk and eggs, but I stopped on the way into town for those staples last night.”

         Mitch’s mouth watered.

         “I thought this could be our breakfast. I have coffee too, if you want some.”

         It was hard to be anything but agreeable when she was offering him caffeine and sugar. He gave a quick nod and stepped inside after her. The front room seemed less dusty than it had the night before. The floors shined beneath his boots too. “Looks like you’ve been hard at work.”

         She glanced over her shoulder as she led him toward the kitchen. “It was a late night for me. I couldn’t sleep. Too excited.”

         “Yeah? About what?” Certainly not about this place. She’d cleaned, sure, but there was still a laundry list of things to be done. The inside of the house was livable, albeit dusty and in need of minor repairs. The outside had lost its curb appeal though. And most importantly, the place hadn’t drawn in real guests for a while. With the ski resorts that had popped up in the neighboring town of Wild Blossom Bluffs, Sweetwater Springs wasn’t as appealing to tourists. There was nothing here to grab their attention.

         “About being here, of course.” She set the plate down on the granite countertop—one of the few updates to the bed and breakfast in recent years—and gestured toward a stool. “Sit and I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

         “What’s so special about here?” Mitch asked, watching as she poured him a cup.

         She shrugged a shoulder, sliding his mug in front of him. “It’s gorgeous, for one. I remember thinking Sweetwater Springs was a magical place as a kid.”

         “Mable thought so too.” Mitch chuckled as he pulled the black coffee to his mouth. Bitter and smooth, just like he liked it. “And when I was a kid, I believed her.”

         “Not anymore?” She sat on the stool across from him.

         He met her eyes and hesitated. “Nah. Same as Santa Claus. The beard has been snatched, so to speak.”

         She frowned. When she did, he noticed the plumpness of her pink lips. He pulled his gaze away and stared down into the black abyss of his coffee instead. He wasn’t here for attraction. He was here to put an end to whatever well-intended but naive thoughts the Russos’ granddaughter had running through her mind. They could struggle for two months and then admit defeat—because this place was hopeless—or they could walk away now.

         And he was voting for the latter.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Kaitlyn’s heart had been racing ever since her conversation with Josie last night. If Loving Life magazine promoted the town and her B&B, then surely people would come. Maybe a lot of people. She’d almost argued with Josie when she’d made the suggestion. She couldn’t let Josie put her and the magazine’s reputation on the line.

         But if I can pull this off…

         Kaitlyn looked at Mitch, who was sampling one of her cookies. She hadn’t been thrilled about him being here last night but if she was going to do this, she was glad there was somebody here to help her. Josie said the magazine would be going into distribution sometime in the next two weeks. After that, the Sweetwater B&B needed to be ready for business. The thought of hosting happy couples was terrifying. And electrifying.

         The town itself was already living up to the claim. It was cozy and had so much to offer. There was a charming downtown area with quaint shops and good restaurants, and she couldn’t wait to try them. The town was enclosed in a mountain valley, and there was a park with hiking trails that passed natural hot springs and led to some of the best lookouts in the area. The stage was already set. Sweetwater Springs just needed a hook to draw people in, and this was it.

         “So,” Kaitlyn said, leaning over the counter. Mitch met her gaze, and her mouth immediately went dry. She’d never noticed it in his childhood photographs but his eyes were brown and green with a hint of blue too. They were like the stained-glass windows of the Trinity Church in New York. She’d made a point of walking by it every day, even though she knew a shortcut that would get her to the subway faster. Part of her had wanted to live in those stained-glass windows. And now Mitch’s eyes held the same appeal.

         She swallowed and dropped her gaze for just a second. “So,” she said again, clearing her throat. If he was going to be her business partner, and she fully intended to convince him to be, she needed neutral feelings toward him. “I have a plan to make this work.”

         Mitch chewed on a bite of cookie as he watched her. “You mean you haven’t come to your senses yet?”

         A frown tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Meaning do I want to walk away? No. And you’re not walking away either. If my plan works, we can have this place booked solid with a waiting list running into the new year.”

         He chuckled softly. Was he laughing at her?

         “I’m serious. My best friend, Josie, is the executive editor for the lifestyle section in Loving Life magazine.” If he recognized the name of the periodical, it didn’t show. “It’s one of the biggest, most widely read magazines in the country. Josie is about to run a feature on the most romantic holiday getaways in the country. Some couples like to have a little private time before they’re bombarded with family events.”

         He nodded. “Okay. What does this have to do with anything?”

         Kaitlyn ignored the irritation in his voice. “Well, I was talking to her last night and she offered to put Sweetwater Springs on the list. Not just on the list, she offered to put it at the top of the list.” A swell of excitement ballooned in her chest. The idea was genius. It would work. She knew it would.

         Mitch’s face held no expression. “Has she been here before?”

         “No, but she hasn’t gone to all the other places on the list either. That’s what Google is for. You can research pretty much everything about a place, to the point you almost feel like you’ve been there. Even this old B and B is online.”

         “Yeah, but the website showcases how it was ten years ago.” He glanced around the kitchen to make his point.

         Yes, the cabinets were old, and the color of the walls was tired but she could fix that. And although her parents had never been big on celebrating the holidays, decorating was her specialty. She held out her hands and realized they were shaking. Mitch’s laser-sharp eyes noticed too. So what? This meant a lot to her. She didn’t care if he knew she was nervous. “If this B and B is promoted in Loving Life, it’ll bring customers. Customers bring in money. Then the bank will approve me for a loan to buy you out at the end of the two months.”

         He narrowed his stained-glass eyes. She needed him to buy into the plan. There was no backing out once they got started. Turning the B&B on its head and transforming it into a romantic holiday haven wouldn’t be easy. But it was doable.

         “It’s a lie,” he finally said.

         “It’s not a lie. Sweetwater Springs is romantic. I’ve always thought so. And there aren’t that many repairs to be done here. Not really. I’m sure my grandmother has a tree and other festive décor. I’ll find it.”

         His mouth was set in a grim line.

         It was hard to take him seriously with a cookie crumb lodged in the corner of his mouth though. She focused on that as she pressed on. “Look, my grandparents must’ve meant something to you if Grandma Mable put you in the will.”

         “Mable and Henry meant a lot to me. But running a bed and breakfast isn’t my dream. I’m not cut out for greeting strangers and making them feel welcome. And I’m certainly not jolly old Saint Nick.”

         Obviously. “Great. Then you’ll get a payday and leave at the end of the agreement, which if we signed today, would fall on Christmas Eve.” She pointed to a calendar she’d conveniently laid on the counter. “See, that makes eight full weeks, which according to the fine print of the contract, defines two months. Then it’s a merry Christmas for both of us.” She watched him run a hand through his overgrown dark locks as he seemed to consider what she was telling him. Her fingers suddenly itched to run through his hair too. She’d never been attracted to a man with a beard before. Not until now.

         His jaw ticked on one side as he studied her. Then he lifted a finger and wiped his mouth, removing the crumb. “If I agree, I don’t want to be front and center. I’ll handle repairs, anything you need while I’m here, but this place is yours. You can buy me out at the end of the agreement. Even though I don’t think you’ll be anywhere near ready to do that by Christmas Eve.”

         “We’ll see.” She reached for a list she’d been working on last night. “I started writing down the things that need to be done. These are the jobs I think are better suited for you.”

         Most of the items she’d written down were small. The chimney needed to be swept. Lightbulbs and air filters needed to be changed. A fuse had blown for one of the rooms upstairs and there was no electricity running to it. One of the biggest repairs she’d listed was that there was no hot water in the house. She’d discovered that this morning after enduring an ice-cold shower, which she still hadn’t managed to warm up from.

         Mitch took a long moment scrutinizing the to-do list. “Fine. I’ll get started on this today,” he finally said.

         “Does that mean you’ll stay?”

         He hesitated, and it almost looked painful for him to nod even though physically she suspected he was in tip-top condition. “I’ll call Mr. Garrison and tell him it’s a go.”

         She squealed in excitement and, unable to help herself, ran around the kitchen island and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

         After her brain caught up with her body, she realized her chest was pressed up against the hard mass of his muscled body. And oh, heavens. He smelled divine, like pine trees and honey and alpha man. Her body buzzed with awareness.

         Squelching it, she pulled away.

         Mitch was staring at her, and if she wasn’t mistaken, his kaleidoscope eyes had gotten darker.

         She swallowed, wondering if he could also hear the boom of her heart in her chest. Just from that brief physical touch—which she would be sure to avoid from now on.

         Taking the list, he stood.

         “Sorry. I just got excited.” She offered her hand for him to shake. “Partners?”

         He slipped his warm, calloused hand in hers. More physical touch. Crap. “For the two months. Then I’m leaving,” he clarified.

         “Understood.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Three hours later, Kaitlyn collapsed on the sofa in the main room. She’d cleaned until she was breathless and sore, and she’d barely made a dent in the long list of to-dos she’d assigned herself. Pressing her head back into the couch cushion, she closed her eyes for a moment. Perhaps she could hire someone else to help her. Except she didn’t have money for that.

         Maybe she could ask her parents for help. But they hadn’t even approved of her coming here in the first place. Running a B&B was career suicide, her mother had told her on the phone as she’d packed. And then again on the drive down Interstate 95.

         Kaitlyn had gone to the New York School of Interior Design. She’d worked her butt off for the last couple of years building a solid reputation in her field. Little did her mom know that Kaitlyn’s career was already dead in the water though, thanks to Hollywood’s favorite action hero, Bradley Foster.

         Kaitlyn scanned the long list of things that still needed to be done before the article released in two weeks, resisting the sudden fear climbing through her like unwanted vines. This was just the cleaning. To make good on Josie’s promise, the inn needed to be merry and romantic too. That was the fun part. Maybe she could browse Pinterest for ideas.

         As she considered her options, her cell phone rang on the coffee table.

         Kaitlyn gave a quick glance at the caller ID and answered on the second ring. “Hey, lady.”

         “All right, the December magazine has gone to press. Your neck and mine are on the line so I hope you’re prepared to make this happen.”

         Kaitlyn’s mouth dropped open. “We just talked last night. It’s not even been twenty-four hours.”

         “Maybe in your world, but in mine, time moves fast. No rest for the weary, blah, blah, blah. Please tell me your partner is in.”

         Kaitlyn warmed just at Mitch’s mention. It was an unconscious, physical reaction. What is wrong with me? “He said yes.”

         “Perfect!”

         “Yes, it is.” Kaitlyn stood and walked to the mantel above the fireplace where several framed pictures were displayed. Her gaze paused on a photo of her grandparents standing in front of the B&B, the pride on their faces clear. A grand-opening sign hung behind them. Kaitlyn had always favored her father, who’d obviously gotten his looks from Mable. All three had the same dark hair and large, brown eyes. The same straight nose.

         Kaitlyn regretted that she hadn’t spent enough time with her grandparents to really know who they were. Not that she’d had any say in the matter as a child. Her parents preferred to spend their vacation time at fancy resorts and on cruises. Once Kaitlyn was in college, she’d always stayed in the city and spent her Christmases with friends who didn’t have anywhere to go, or she’d gone home with Josie. Because Kaitlyn had spent so little time here, coming to see her grandparents for the holidays just didn’t feel natural. Even so, she wished she’d come anyway.

         Josie cleared her throat on the other end of the line. “Listen to this. The Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast in Sweetwater Springs just might be the most romantic holiday retreat in America. How could an inn with an address on Mistletoe Lane be anything less? Each of the large, airy rooms, named after a few of America’s favorite romantic couples, features a breathtaking view of the North Carolina mountains. Stay in, snuggle, and read by the fire. Or take a walk under a blanket of twinkling stars. Make a wish on one and watch it come true as you live out your most romantic fantasies this Christmas season.”

         The breath caught in Kaitlyn’s chest. “Is that what you wrote?”

         “Something like that. I pulled a late night on your behalf. I described the town and then I pitched the bed and breakfast hard. I was praying the website was up to date.”

         Kaitlyn cringed. As Mitch had already pointed out, the website was slightly behind the times. “The rooms aren’t named after romantic couples but that’s a genius idea.”

         “I thought so too, especially since you’re such a romantic-movie buff.”

         “You’re a closet buff,” Kaitlyn accused.

         “I only watch them with you, and only for the popcorn and soda you provide.”

         Kaitlyn laughed, suddenly sad that she and Josie wouldn’t be having any of those girls’ nights in, watching movies and stuffing themselves silly, anytime soon.

         “Now go make it happen. I, on the flip side, need to get started on articles for the January issue of Loving Life.”

         “Or you could try sleep for a change,” Kaitlyn suggested.

         “In broad daylight? You must be crazy.”

         After they hung up, Kaitlyn went to retrieve her list from the coffee table. She grabbed a pen and added, “Update website.” She’d loved what Josie had written about the B&B. It made her want to come and visit this place herself. And she couldn’t wait to name the rooms. The interior designer in her already had the wheels spinning. The first room could be named after Anne of Green Gables. Anne Shirley and Gilbert Blythe were the first fictional characters to ever make her heart skip a beat. The room could be done in a multitude of pasture greens with antique furniture from the early 1900s.

         Yes. A smile molded her lips. This was exactly the kind of work that had thrilled her in interior design school. This was going to be amazing. She was going to transform this inn into everything the feature article Josie wrote had promised. In two very long, sleepless weeks.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mitch had been plugging away at the list that Kaitlyn had given him over the last few days. There were just a couple of items left to do but those would wait until tomorrow. Right now, he needed to check on his mom, who’d looked exhausted when he’d left her early this morning.

         He packed up his toolbox that he kept in the cab of his truck and gave Kaitlyn a wave on the way out, forgoing talking to her because, one, he was tired, and two, he’d been keeping his head down, focusing on his work—or trying to—instead of allowing himself to get distracted by her. She was definitely distracting. The way she walked. The way she twirled her hair around her index finger when she was lost in thought. Her every little mannerism was driving him insane. How the heck was he supposed to work with her for two months?

         Climbing in his truck, he drove to the stop sign at the end of Mistletoe Lane, turned the corner, and pulled into his mom’s driveway, letting out a deep sigh of relief when he cut the engine. His mother drove him crazy too but in a completely different way. No doubt she was inside preparing dinner just like she’d done every night since he’d arrived, even though he’d insisted she didn’t need to.

         He climbed out of his truck and headed up the porch steps. “Mom?” he called as he stepped inside.

         The TV was blaring as he entered. He was doubly accosted by a thin veil of smoke in the air. “Mom?” he said, adrenaline firing through his veins. Like a hound dog on a scent, he followed the smoke to the kitchen just as the alarm started shrieking on the wall overhead. There were two items on the stove top, one of which was bubbling over and spilling onto the hot surface with a sharp sizzle. He grabbed the handle to remove it and then jerked back as the heated metal stung his palm. “Mom?”

         The smoke detector continued to wail in his ear. Where the hell is she? He grabbed a dishtowel and pushed the overrunning pot to the back of the stove. Then he turned the stove’s dials off on the back panel. Finally, the alarm silenced.

         As he walked briskly back through the empty living room, he scanned the surroundings for his mom. He followed the hallway down to her room and paused at the sight of her lying across the bed. “Mom!”

         She wasn’t moving. Not at first. She began to stir as he grabbed one of her shoulders and gave an urgent shake. The smoke detector must have been loud enough to alert the neighbors. How had she napped through it?

         Her eyes fluttered open. “Oh, Mitch, you’re home,” she said groggily.

         “What’s wrong?” he asked, giving her an assessing once-over.

         She grimaced and scratched the side of her cheek. “Nothing. I guess I dozed off. I was just—” Her eyes widened. “The stove! I have food cooking on the st—”

         “Already turned it off,” he said, concern tightening his chest. “Mom, the smoke detector was going off, and you didn’t wake up.”

         Her brows pinched above red, tired eyes. “Really?” She sat up, moving slowly for a woman who never slowed down.

         “Are you feeling okay?”

         “Oh, I’m fine.” She laughed softly as if to think otherwise was silly. “It was just a long day between the two houses I cleaned. I only intended to rest for a minute.”

         Mitch didn’t like what he was hearing. He remembered being so tired when he was in boot camp that he would practically pass out as soon as his head hit the pillow. A grenade could’ve gone off and he wouldn’t have woken, as tired as he was. He didn’t like to think that this was how his mom was living these days. He knew she was serious when she cleaned houses. She scrubbed the floors and cabinets by hand, vacuumed, dusted. It was the reason everyone in Sweetwater Springs wanted to hire her. “The house could’ve caught fire,” he said.

         “Oh, I would’ve woken up eventually.” She patted his knee as he sat beside her on the bed. “Don’t worry about me. Are you hungry?” she asked, flipping the subject.

         “Do you ever stop?”

         She shook her head. “It’s not often that my only son comes home to visit. I love cooking for you.”

         “Not tonight.” He got up, walked over to the headboard of her bed, and propped up several pillows. Then he pointed. “You’re sitting right here and having dinner in bed tonight.”

         Her mouth fell open to protest.

         “No arguing. I’m serving you here, and I’ll eat beside you.”

         She chuckled softly. “Okay. That sounds nice.”

         “Good.” He watched her climb under the covers and sit up against the pillows. Then he went back to the kitchen and got to work finishing their meal. But he wasn’t hungry anymore. Instead, worry sat heavily in his stomach. His mom was one of the strongest people he knew. She was always caring for others and evidently neglecting herself in the process. While he was here, he’d change all that, he promised himself. At least that was one good thing to come out of this situation with the bed and breakfast. If he and Kaitlyn really could revive the place and she did buy out his half, then perhaps he could pay off his mom’s mortgage. He’d continue to send her money too, of course, and her days of working to the point of exhaustion would be over.

         “Here we go,” Mitch said, carrying their dinner plates into the bedroom a few minutes later.

         “You really are the best son a mom could have.” She secured her plate of baked chicken, brown rice, and green beans on her lap.

         He took the spot next to her.

         “It’s burnt,” she commented as she stabbed her fork into the dry chicken breast. “My fault.”

         “I like it burnt.”

         She snorted. “Liar. But I love you for it. You’ve been here a few days already. How long are you staying this time?”

         He swallowed the bite of chicken he was chewing. It tasted more like cardboard than actual food. It struggled to go down almost as much as his next words struggled to come up. “I’ll be staying longer than expected.”

         “How long?” she probed.

         “Two months.”

         His mom whipped her head to the side. “You’ll be home for Thanksgiving and Christmas!”

         Not by choice. “I have some things to take care of.”

         Her smile engulfed her face. “Well, this is reason to celebrate. Maybe we should open the bottle of champagne I keep in the refrigerator.”

         Mitch laughed unexpectedly. It felt good in comparison to the stress he’d been shouldering just being in Sweetwater Springs. “No. After dinner, you’re going to sleep while I clean up the kitchen.” He popped another bite of extra-crispy chicken into his mouth and chewed.

         She was quiet for a moment. “Well, if you’re staying for any amount of time, you should know that Brian Everson is—”

         Mitch held up a hand, every muscle in his body suddenly tense. “Stop right there.” He had a rule. He didn’t talk about the Everson family. He kept his distance out of respect and a promise he’d made when he was eighteen years old. Shutting the door on any information about the Everson family was for his own sanity. He was a fixer but no matter how hard he tried, he’d never be able to fix what had happened to Brian in the accident.
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