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      Flecks of white snow fluttered around the rolling hills, promising a quiet, beautiful Christmas on Miracle Mountain. Savannah Blake stood at the top of the front steps, closed her eyes, and leaned off the porch of the massive old retirement home turned Miracle Mountain Inn. One leg dangled and one hand gripped a column as she waited for the first drops of snow to reach her skin.  She loved the invigorating feel of cold on her face after a morning of hammering, sawing, and arguing with the GGs over all the renovation decisions. Who knew three women could be so difficult? Especially one’s that call themselves Gaggle Girls.

      One of the porch boards creaked then snapped. Her hand slid off the crunchy, peeling white paint. Her feet caught the top step, and she tumbled down to the snow-dusted grassy bed below.

      “Ow. Ugh.” She rolled to her side and pressed her hand to the damp soil to hoist herself up.

      Before she could climb to her feet, the front door opened and a rug smacked the railing over her head, sending dust, dirt, and old people smell all over her. “Hey, wait. Stop that!” She coughed and waved the air in front of her free of particles then wiped her eyes with her soiled hand, only to cause more grime to smear across her face.

      “Whatcha doin’ down there? We ain’t payin’ you to sleep on the front lawn. Besides, you’re gonna track more dirt inside, and I’m cleanin’ the floors.” Cookie sidestepped and peered at the broken porch board with a loud harrumph.

      Savannah wanted to argue that cleaning the floors in a construction zone, with bits of plaster, wood splinters, nails, and all sorts of dirty hazards about, was pointless. Yet, one look at the Cookie glare, with its trademark pursed lips and hunched brow, she snapped her mouth shut.

      “Now, get outta that dirt and clean off. You don’t wanna be dirty. Not today.”

      Savannah wiped her hands down the front of her jeans, spreading the dirt like a layer of frosting. “Why? Dirt kind of comes with the job. I can’t be as congenial as Sunny, you know.”

      Cookie huffed and pushed her lips out like a babbling fish. If fish babbled.

      “No one’s as perfect as Sunny,” Cookie declared. A hint of agitation over a fellow GG, and best friend, appeared at the mouth lines that deepened when she tensed. “Don’t matter. Now, you get cleaned up.” She swished her lips one more time for added emphasis. “I gotta cake baking, and I might give ya a piece if you’re quick about it.” Then she staccato-stomped through the front door.

      Herbie, Savannah’s assistant and once-most-trusted-friend-turned-traitor, crept from behind a bush the moment Cookie’s steps faded away. “Coast clear?”

      “Coward.” Savannah pulled herself up, tucked her hair behind her shoulder, and fluffed her flannel shirt free of dirt. “You could’ve saved me from the Cookie Chop.”

      “Oh no,” Herbie shook his head. “I don’t get messed up with that. She nearly chopped me in half with that glare of hers last time I tried to help you.” He lifted a few blueprint scrolls into the air. “I fetch, I carry, I hammer, I opinionate. I don’t engage in Cookie Chops. I like my ear attached to my head.”

      “As I said, coward.” Savannah grabbed the rolls of blueprints and hopped over the broken step. “Then get that hammer of yours and fix these steps before Sunny sees them or she’s liable to faint.”

      “On it.” Herbie yanked the remains of the broken board free. What he lacked in education, he certainly made up for in handyman skills. Wedging his hammer against a nail, he pried it loose. “You think they’re up to something? I saw them in a gaggle earlier, whispering, like they were conjuring that Gaggle Girl power they muster up sometimes.”

      Savannah froze mid-step. “The GGs aren’t planning anything. They can’t be. I’d know.” She shook off her trepidation and grabbed her tool bag. “It’s probably just all the fuss over this project. I mean, who would’ve thought three retirees could turn an old folks’ home into an inn?”

      “Don’t you remember the GG incident of 2010?” Herbie whispered, like a spy in the heart of enemy territory.

      She shivered at the memory. “I remember. The boat, the goat, and the waiter. How could I forget?”

      “And the police. Oh, and poor Mr. Stan.” Herbie shook his shoulders and danced around the lawn as if he’d stepped on a rusty nail. “I’ve never looked at a goat the same again. I mean, did they really have to shave him, paint him, feather him, and…and—”

      “Red eyes.” Savannah shook off the memory of that goat tied out front of poor Mr. Stan’s butcher shop. “Remember how long it took them to get the toilet paper off the boat and unclog the motor?”

      Herbie nodded. “And the waiter.”

      “Just a poor innocent victim in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Think he ever got rid of his nervous tick?”

      Sunny walked around the corner of the house in her oversized yellow hat and bright pink galoshes. “Hiya, you two. How’s your mornin’?” Her bright smile always seemed to match her manners.

      Savannah stiffened then slung her bag over her shoulder. “Fine. Just fine.”

      Herbie shifted nervously between feet, and Savannah wanted to back-hand him for giving them away.

      “Ah, you two talkin’ ’bout the GGs again. You best not let Cookie overhear. What’s it this time? The Flood of ’08? You know, that wasn’t our fault. We were just trying to help the fire department.”

      “No, we weren’t talkin’ ’bout that. No, ma’am.” Herbie picked up the broken wood plank, keeping his gaze to the ground.

      “No.” Sunny gasped in a delicate little breath. “You weren’t. Not that!” She dabbed at her brow with the back of her gloved hand. “Savannah, you best not say it aloud.” She leaned closer and cupped her hand to the side of her mouth. “You wouldn’t want to start Birdie on her diatribe again, about how she saved goats from extinction.” Her voice was faint and southern and full of charm as always despite her concern. The woman could tell anyone off and they wouldn’t realize it for days.

      Clutching the broken wood planks to his chest, Herbie backed away to make his great escape.

      Sunny heaved a big breath. “Oh, darlin’! Why you so dirty? And your hair? I mean, don’t you brush it, sweetie? Especially when…” Her voice faded before she cleared her throat and set her gardening tools down on the ground. Then removing her gloves one at a time, she pressed them neatly onto the edge of the front porch.

      Herbie stopped in his tracks. “Told ya the GGs were up to something. It’s the GG kidnapping trial of 2006 all over again.” Like a weasel scurrying into the nearest hole, he slinked away toward the barn, leaving Savannah to face whatever these women had in store.

      Sunny pirouetted in her galoshes with poise, not an easy task in damp grass, then hurried back around the side of the house.

      Savannah stared at Sunny’s abandoned gardening tools and groaned. That sealed it. Sunny didn’t leave anything in the wrong place. Ever. She dumped her blueprints and dignity on the front porch to chase Sunny down. “You best spit it out.”

      The older woman bounced like a jackrabbit through the side yard and raced up the back steps.

      Savannah paused at the edge of the house. The rush of river water at the bottom of the ravine made her stomach churn. It sounded full and wild from the recent rains. The site of the bridge two hundred yards away that led to the trails her sister took that day stoked her anxiety. She never went in the backyard. Never. Not in the last seven years. Not since the GGs bought the building six months ago. Not since she’d lost her sister. Not since her boyfriend had been accused of murder. Not since her entire life had been churned and swirled and shot down the rapids of loss.

      She forced her attention to the house, stomped through the construction zone and gooey mud on the grassless backyard and pushed the back door open. “You need to tell me before I end up on the news for concealing a dead body inside a wall,” Savannah called.

      Sunny removed her hat and coat, hung them on a broken hook. “Don’t be absurd. We’ve never hidden a body. Well, not a human body anyway.”

      Savannah fought the urge to ask what that meant, but after seven years, she knew better. Plausible deniability had become part of her daily life. The smell of paint, old heater coils, and lies filled the atrium. Sunlight spilled through the sunroom windows, highlighting the chipped and cracked tile. “Confess.”

      Sunny waved a dismissive hand and mumbled something, but the circular saw grinding upstairs drowned out her delicate voice. Then she rounded the corner and headed for the front door.

      Savannah vaulted strips of wood molding and flung herself in front of the door before Sunny could pull it open. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Birdie descended the stairs with yards of floral fabric flowing behind her. “What’s all the commotion about? This is supposed to be a peaceful retreat, not a football arena.”

      Sunny wrung her hands and stopped short of the mahogany reception desk Savannah had finished staining an hour ago. Cookie entered from the kitchen hall, wiping her hands on a towel. The women had GG radar. When one was in trouble, they all flocked together. It was eerie. “I thought we all agreed to get this place cleaned out today so the workmen could finish up the drywall and plaster downstairs.”

      Birdie waved her hands, her chunky auburn and blonde highlights fluttering above her head in short wisps.

      All three ladies stood in the atrium facing each other. The stern gaze Cookie usually used to cover up something knotted Savannah’s insides. Sunny’s avoidance spoke volumes of her part in all this. And Birdie… “Spill it, you three,” Savannah demanded. “What have you cooked up this time that will likely crumble our lives and land us in jail?”

      Sunny quirked her head. “You don’t have to be so dramatic.”

      Birdie shrugged. “GGs are innocent. I swear. We haven’t done anything but focus on renovating this place.” She twirled, and her oversized, bright pink kimono puffed out like gaudy angel wings.

      Savannah eyed the three of them. She could tell Birdie spoke the truth, but the other two were lying. “What on earth would you two ever be a part of that didn’t include Birdie?” A wave of realization prickled over her skin like crushed glass. “No.” The only time that would happen was if Birdie’s nephew was involved. Savannah choked on her own saliva and construction dust. The gritty, sandy taste invaded her tongue, and she struggled to say his name. “Mason?”

      Footsteps sounded out front then Herbie stepped inside. “Ms. Savannah. I ain’t got nothin’ to do with this. I promise ya that.” His tone was filled with fear.

      Before Savannah could manage another word, another breath, Mason Harrington entered the atrium. Different hair, different build, different swagger, but the same eyes, the same stellar looks from years past.

      Savannah clutched the corner of the registration desk, managing to remain upright. Dizziness swirled her in a never-ending merry-go-round. She forced air into her lungs, contaminated as it was with the fumes of wood stain, sawdust, and regrets.
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      Mason stepped into the hazard zone of broken chandeliers and crazy ladies. “What’s going on here?” A hammer pounded somewhere overhead. Plaster dust floated to the cracked black and white checkered tile. The smell of paint fumes burned his nose.

      Cookie cleared her throat and stepped aside, revealing Savannah Blake. The same hourglass frame, large doe shaped green eyes, dark, full eyelashes, and golden hair he remembered. Air caught in his throat, clogging it with construction debris and the haunting face from his past. He’d planned to return a few weeks earlier to face her after his twelfth failed relationship, when he finally faced the fact no woman would ever measure up to Savannah. Now the memories flooded his consciousness, debilitating rational thought. The distant red and blue flashing lights, the clink of handcuffs, a tortured mother’s howls of loss, the high-pitched cries laced with unbearable pain. Despite the seven years that had passed, it still choked the desire to live from his body.

      He cleared his mind and throat, locking the safe door to keep the life-changing memories away. He’d worked too hard to overcome his past. Put himself through college on work scholarships, landed a six figure job fresh out of school, won awards for his advertising campaigns. He wouldn’t throw it all away to surrender himself to grief again. Fighting to hold onto his sanity, he lifted his chin and scanned the room. “Aunt Birdie?”

      She slid the hem of an oversized sleeve through her fingers and toed the floor. “I-I…”

      He rubbed his forehead, trying to rid it of the realization he’d been duped. “I see. I’ve been GGed.”

      “Mason, I didn’t know.” Aunt Birdie shuffled toward him.

      He shook his head and opened his mouth to argue the fact the GGs never did anything without the others.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Savannah said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I just found out myself. Birdie’s innocent.” She placed a shaking hand to her chest.

      She still can’t stand the sight of me. But then what girl would ever want to see the man who killed her sister? Whatever made him think he could win her back?

      He held the straps of his duffle tight in his grasp, fighting the urge to yell or scream at the universe for forcing him to relive the worst moments of his life. He’d wanted to return, but on his own terms, not like this. Punching something would work. “Who then do I have to thank for telling me my aunt, the one who raised me, has fallen ill and is dying in an old folks’ home?”

      Aunt Birdie gasped. “You didn’t. Sunny, what were you thinking?”

      “That I love you. ’Sides, it wasn’t all me.” Sunny tilted her head toward Cookie.

      “Way to throw a fellow GG in front of a poked bull,” Cookie huffed. Hands on her hips, she squared her shoulders and glared at him. “It had to be done. You wouldn’t have come if we hadn’t, and you needed to be here. It’s been long enough.”

      Sunny sighed. “We wanted this to be the best Christmas. The year we open our inn and fences are mended.”

      Mason met Cookie’s defiant glare and added a dash of anger to the mix before turning to Sunny. Her sweet smile made her look innocent, but he knew better. Then there was Aunt Birdie, free-spirited and whimsical, obviously happy to see him. His heart broke. He wanted to hug her, tell her how happy he was that she was okay, how much he’d missed her. He half-stepped, but then halted.

      Savannah retreated backwards. It was more than obvious she didn’t want him there. He’d vowed never to return, to let her live her life near family without the constant reminder of her sister’s death. But wasn’t it only weeks ago he concocted a plan to return and sweep her off her feet, only to surrender to reality? “I should go.”

      Cookie slammed her palm against the tall, mahogany desk. “No, you will not. You will, at a minimum, sit down and have lunch with your aunt. I spent all morning cooking for you two. I even made your favorite cookies.”

      Mason’s mouth watered at the mention of those infamous cookies. It had been far too long since he’d tasted the dark, rich chocolate explosion of goodness with a chase of peanut butter. He licked his lips.

      Savannah wrung her hands and her gaze traveled to the back door. The door that opened onto a gradual slope to the bridge over the ravine, with the misty river that changed both their lives forever rushing along far below.

      “Don’t worry, Savannah. I’m leaving.” He pivoted to Birdie. “I’ll fly you up to visit soon.”

      “No, I’ll go,” Savannah said, her voice clouded with anguish. “I have work to do…” She gestured vaguely toward the circular saw still grinding away above their heads then disappeared around the corner, only a blur of golden waves.

      Another Cookie foot stomp caught his attention. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” Cookie peeled her hand from the top of the desk, snagged the hand towel at her waist and rubbed at the dark brown stain on her palm. Then she fisted her hands, taking the stance of a soldier with blood in her eyes and vengeance in her heart.

      “Listen, I don’t belong here. I…” He choked on his own protests, stopping the flow of words.

      “We need your help,” Aunt Birdie whispered from behind him. “I need your help.”

      His shoulders slumped. His breath gave way in a whoosh of defeat. How could he not help the woman who raised him, the only one who stood by him when an entire town called him a murderer? She loved him, even when his girlfriend couldn’t. He looked at each of the GGs in turn. “Okay, Cookie, Sunny, Aunt Birdie.” Then his gaze rested on Cookie. “I’ll stay long enough to eat then I’m out of here.”

      “Don’t call me Cookie.”

      “What?” Mason arched an eyebrow at her. She’d gone by Cookie for as long as he could remember.

      “I’m Ms. Melba to you,” she declared. “No one who makes Savannah upset can call me Cookie.” She spun, her apron fluttering like an evil queen’s cape, then she bolted upstairs.

      He needed to leave before he made things worse. Yet, one glance at Aunt Birdie and her hopeful eyes, and his resolve wavered. He stood between the woman he loved and lost, and the woman who never left him. “Listen, I can’t stay. I promised myself I’d never cause Savannah pain again. Aunt Birdie, you have to let me leave as soon as we’re done eating. It’s not fair to put her through this again. She’s been through enough because of me. I thought, maybe…” He shook his head. “But I was wrong.”

      “No, you’re wrong now. She didn’t run off because she wants ya gone.” Birdie wrapped her arms around him as if he were still a little boy. “Oh, Mason. And they say I’m flighty.”

      He pulled back and analyzed her from head to toe. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Sure, I’m sure.” Birdie clapped both his shoulders. “I’m great now that yer here, darlin’.”

      Mason inhaled a long breath, finally settling into himself again. He ignored the constant strum of desire to pull Savannah into his arms, wipe her tears away, and never let her go. But he had to. He loved her too much to cause her any more pain. He’d done enough to last a lifetime.

      Birdie took him by the hand and led him through the atrium to a large staircase. “It’s gonna be beautiful when we’re done. We’re already booking clients the first of the year.”

      Mason eyed the peeling paint and broken floor. “That’s only a couple weeks away. And it’s the holiday season. What contractor can work hard enough during the season to make that happen?”

      “Blake Contracting Services.”

      Mason shook his head. “I should’ve known she’d still be helping you girls out. She swore she’d never leave, and I guess she meant it.”

      “Nope, only her heart left.” Birdie spun around with her arms outstretched. “Isn’t it beautiful?” She continued to spin, escaping to that Birdie world she’d always retreat to when things were uncomfortable. “It’s not good for a body and heart to be separated so long.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Aunt Birdie?” Mason snagged her hand and she wobbled to a stop. He caught her before she tumbled over and broke a hip or something.

      “Yes, but you’re not. Neither is Savannah. You left her.” Birdie settled on her feet and pulled away.

      “I had to leave. Her family blamed me for her sister’s death, remember?” And he couldn’t deny it.

      “I told you it wasn’t your fault. Savannah told you it wasn’t your fault. The law said it wasn’t your fault. The girl simply fell in the river.”

      He shook his head again. “Doesn’t change the fact her family blames me.”

      Sunny snagged a pale pink hard hat from a hook on the wall and wafted into another room. “She’s right, you know. You shouldn’t have left. And it shouldn’t have taken a lie to get you to come back. What happened? You told me a month ago you were going to come face everything,” She shouted over the grinding saw.

      “I was wrong. It’s too hard on Savannah with me here.” He paced around the room then returned to the main hall to get away from the noise. “I thought with it being seven years ago…” To distract his thoughts, he analyzed the woodwork. Birdie was right. The place would be grand once the molding was fixed, walls painted, and Sunny finished decorating.

      “No. You weren’t.”

      “But you didn’t have to lie to me. I would’ve arranged to see you,” Mason protested.

      “Didn’t we?” Cookie’s voice echoed with authority through the main upstairs hall. “Your aunt’s been trying to get you to visit for the last five years.”

      “I couldn’t. You saw Savannah. She took off at the sight of me.”

      Sunny and Cookie came back into the room, the three of them surrounding him. They seemed less like geese and more like foxes, with him in the henhouse. “You ran off without a word. What man does that? She’d lost her sister, and then the man she was meant to marry,” Cookie said.

      Shame flooded him, but he shook it off. “It was the right thing to do. I let her go so she could move on with her life.”

      “Move on? She’s never dated, never left home, not even when her parents moved away. We’re her only loved ones left.”

      Mason took a step back, attempting a retreat, but they refused to release him from their circle. Another minute of this intimidation and he was worried he’d grow a tail or horns. The GG legend of the man-turned-frog of 1997 popped into his head. That man had cheated on Birdie. He didn’t want to ribbit the rest of his life, so he dropped his duffle and his keys. “Look, I said I’d stay through lunch.” Yet, something told him he’d just surrendered to a firing squad.
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      Cold, bone-chilling air blew through Savannah’s thin flannel shirt, the temperature dropping as fast as her heart. Why was he here? She’d gotten past the world of grief. It had taken months, but she had finally found a way to put her shoes on in the morning, to go to work, and even smile on occasion. Years to finish school and find a hint of happiness in her life. Now, he had returned. Was she going to have to start all over when he left again?

      She’d rehearsed what she would say to him if she ever saw him again. How she would tell him he was a coward for running away. That he was a monster for leaving her behind to face all of it alone. But when he stepped through that door, the words had abandoned her just as he had seven years ago.

      She wandered down the narrow gravel path, past the new wedding gazebo, and stood at the top of the wooden steps embedded in the hill, leading to the river bridge. The water raged angrily below, warning her to stay away. The sound of the rapids beating against the ridge, the same sound as that awful day when her sister slid down the rocky embankment, caused the air to stutter in her lungs.

      Crunching footsteps sounded from behind her, and a frosty puff of air left her lips in anticipation. Her heart hammered with hope and hatred, unable to beat normally through the conflicting emotions.

      “I brought your coat.” Cookie wrapped the thick material around Savannah’s shoulders and rubbed, a gesture not typical for her. It was a pity rub.

      “I’m fine. I won’t fall apart this time.” Savannah snuggled into the offered warmth anyway.

      “I know you won’t. You’re not eighteen anymore, and you’re stronger now.” Cookie stood beside her, arms crossed. Her apron had been replaced by her coat, but her face remained expressionless.

      They stood side-by-side, eyeing the river in silence and listening to the call of the water below. The snowflakes grew, becoming puffs of white and dotting the hillside as if trying to disguise the jagged rocks and powerful rapids in a blanket of serenity. “It’s going to be beautiful,” Savannah said. “The inn, I mean. Do you think Mason will invest?”

      Cookie’s lips pursed for a moment, but she recovered. “You’re too smart. You know that, right? How’d you figure that out?”

      Savannah chuckled, more of a relief of stress than a laugh. “You’ve had seven years to drag Mason back here. The first two years, I’d hoped the GGs would work their magic… After that, I figured that ship had sailed and sunk in a Bermuda Triangle of lies, work, and life. Besides, I know you’ve been struggling with the finances to get this place up and running.”

      “How?”

      Savannah pulled the check she’d received that morning and handed it to her. “It bounced.”

      Cookie sighed. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. And don’t give up.” Savannah took a long deep breath then turned to face her, trying to think of something encouraging to say. The way they had encouraged her to live life again after it had seemed like her world was dying. She owed them that much. “If anyone can make this place work, it’s the GGs. You three ladies can do anything by working together. Plus, this is a gold mine. Yes, the building needed renovating, and the grounds could use some landscaping, but I see the potential. Just imagine how many people will flock here to get away from it all. Plus, with your cooking, you’ll keep them coming back.”

      Cookie slid the check into her jacket pocket, her gaze cast to the ground with an un-Cookie-like look of defeat. “We’ll pay you back.”

      “You already have. You three stayed for me.”

      Cookie opened her mouth, but no words came out. She finally shook her head.

      “Don’t even try. I know full well you three had planned to travel the world when Mason was old enough to support himself, but you didn’t. You stayed behind. You stayed…for me.” The words broke up and she fought the emotions strangling her.

      Cookie shook her head again. “We’re happy here. Besides, you know Birdie can get lost in a bathroom. Just imagine what would’ve happened if we’d taken her to Vatican City. Sunny would’ve tried to befriend a camel in Egypt and got bit. And I… Well, let’s face it. I would’ve landed us in prison after I lost my temper with a French chef.”

      Savannah laughed, a real one this time. The first in what felt like forever. “You have a point.” A gaggle of geese squawked overhead as they headed south, demonstrating perfect formation and dedication. That was how the GGs got their name. “You know, I might not be a member of the GGs, but I’m still part of the team. How much do you need to finish the construction and make it through the first month?”

      “Without paying you?” Cookie lifted her chin high in the air. Not in her normal defiant way, but rather a show of pride in the face of defeat. “Thirty thousand, to cover the labor, supplies, mortgage, furniture, supplies and other miscellaneous expenses.”

      “Ouch.” Savannah clutched her coat, pulling it tight around her like a shield from the cold cruelty of the world. “I have ten. Do you think Mason can put up twenty?”

      Cookie shook her head. “We can’t take your money.”

      “You can and you will. I owe you that much at least.” Savannah slid her fingers into Cookie’s, a daring act of affection. They stood for a moment in silence, neither moving, the only sound the faint honking of the geese as they continued their journey to someplace warmer.

      “Partners,” Cookie said finally. “You’ll be a GG partner on the project.” Savannah stepped away, but Cookie kept her hand. “It’s the only way we’ll take your money. And as for Mason, he’s got plenty to spare. The problem is getting him to part with it. That man has done nothin’ the last seven years but earn money and stay away. He’s not the boy we raised.”

      “No, he’s not.” Savannah fought the regret of never seeing her Mason again. The boy who loved to hike the Tennessee trails with her, hand in hand. The boy with the tender touch, soft eyes, and giving spirit. She longed to feel his palm on her cheek, the way he had cupped her face before kissing her goodnight at her front door. But her Mason was gone, replaced by a man she barely recognized.

      “I bribed him with cookies to get him to stay, but he’ll be ridin’ off into the sunset again as soon as he can.”

      “It’s because he hates me. I’d talk to him, but I doubt he’d listen.” He hadn’t seven years ago when she’d tried to convince him Theresa’s death wasn’t his fault. The tears she’d been fighting since she’d seen him walk through the front door welled in her eyes. Two managed to break free, trickling down her cheeks and settling at the seam of her lips.

      Cookie pulled her into an unceremonious hug, awkwardly patting and stroking her back. “He don’t hate you. Is that what you’ve thought all this time? No, child. He despises himself. He blames himself for your sister’s death. That’s why he left.”

      “How could he not despise me?” Savannah asked, unable to believe otherwise. Would he really have left if he didn’t resent her for everything that happened to him? “My parents tried to have him put in jail for murder.”

      “Unfortunate circumstances, but that was between your parents and him. You did nothing wrong. He did nothing wrong either, until he ran away.” Cookie released her, keeping a firm grip on her shoulders as she stared her down. “Now, you listen to me. I won’t let you carry on thinkin’ like that. You two gotta actually talk, instead of pussyfooting around like you have the last seven years. It’s time to share the truth with him.” She pulled a small leather book from her coat pocket and handed it to Savannah. Her sister’s diary.

      Savannah took it flashing to the words of betrayal written by her own sister’s hand. She shoved it into her jacket wishing she would’ve burned it years ago.

      “I’ll stop him from leavin’. Even if he won’t give us the money, he’s gonna give you back your heart.”

      “How are you going to keep him from leaving?”

      Cookie’s lips curled in a mischievous grin. “Just leave that to the GGs.”
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      The rich taste of dark chocolate coated Mason’s tongue with the bliss of childhood memories. Out of all the Chicago restaurants, he’d never found food that compared to Cookie’s…uh, Ms. Melba’s. He was still trying to get used to calling her that. She hadn’t told him to call her Ms. Melba since he was ten and tried to use her bra to catch minnows in the creek. If she was back to that, he was in the dog house for sure.

      “I think you missed those cookies,” Aunt Birdie said, her tone as happy, yet not as light, as he remembered. The way she shifted in her chair told him she was nervous about something.

      He ate the last bite and savored the lingering taste of peanut butter before he took a long draw from the glass of milk Ms. Melba had set before him. “You know, you could move to Chicago with me.”

      Aunt Birdie shook her head, her bouffant of hair waving like a cartoon woodpecker. “I’d never move away. You know that.” She reached across the glass top table and rested her hand on his. “You should come home.”

      He stiffened, every muscle in his body protesting the idea. “Not possible.”

      “Why? Wasn’t that your plan only a few weeks ago?”

      He pulled his hand away and shoved his chair back from the table. Unable to open the lock on the memories of his past, he picked up his plate and headed for the kitchen. “Can you tell Cook―uh, Ms. Melba the cookies were delicious? I’m going to head back to the airport. I need to catch the next flight back to Chicago now that I know you’re fine. The marketing game is busy this time of year, so I need to return to work.”

      “I’m not fine.” Her words, her pleading tone made him stop in the kitchen doorway. Guilt ate at him. What if she really was sick? What if she needed him and he couldn’t get to her in time? He set the plates on the counter and pushed his shoulders back, ready for a battle. “If you’re sick, I’m taking you back to Chicago with me. The hospitals there―”

      “No, I’m not. And no, I won’t.” Aunt Birdie interrupted. She had never spoken to him so bluntly. She’d never even disciplined him growing up. That had been Cookie’s job. He rubbed his knuckles at the memory of her wooden spoon.

      “If you’re not sick, then what is it? I can hear it in your voice. Something’s wrong.” Mason swallowed, willing his body to stay put long enough to hear Aunt Birdie out, but his foot already angled toward the door for escape.

      Silent for a long moment, she finally said, “I need money.”

      He shook his head. Was that all that was worrying her? “You know I’ll always help you, but what about your savings? You sold your beauty parlor, so you should have the proceeds from that.”

      “Gone.” Aunt Birdie bit her bottom lip.

      He knew what that meant. She’d done something crazy and frivolous, likely spent all of the money on the latest hair-brained scheme the GGs had cooked up. He eyed the kitchen, the walls, the room. “You spent it on this place? Are you insane?”

      “Don’t raise your voice at me.” She fled the room with a blur of colorful fabric. “If you don’t want to lend me money, I’ll get it somewhere else.”

      Mason shook his head. Why had he assumed she would be responsible with her money without him managing it? How many times had the GGs helped her out of a financial crisis? Returning the massive hair drying units which she’d bought on a whim claiming they were supposed to dry hair faster? Yet, all they had done was short out and almost burn poor Mrs. Mitchell from Creekside. Or the time they had to return the new sports car the dealer had convinced Aunt Birdie she needed because it was the only way she’d ever fly. Yet, this time the GGs seemed to be in on it. “Listen, you need to forget about this place. Old houses like this require a ton of upkeep. It will only eat away at all your finances. Haven’t you ever seen the movie The Money Pit? You need to sell it and try to get your money back.” How could Cookie and Sunny let this happen?

      “It’s all we have. They lost everything, too.” Aunt Birdie clapped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The truth was already out.

      “You’re all insane.” Mason shook his head. “I’ll call a realtor and see if I can get you ladies out of this mess. In the meantime, you need to consider returning to Chicago with me. There’s nothing left for you here.” For either of them.

      “Never, and you can’t make me.” Aunt Birdie turned and sprinted through the house with her kimono flowing dramatically behind her.

      Darn her stubbornness. But then it did run in the family.

      He sighed. He’d find a way to get her to Chicago, even if he had to pull legal into it. For now, though, he needed to get out of this crazy house and away from the equally crazy women who raised him.

      Stepping over stacks of wooden boards and debris, he made his way back to the atrium. He paused at the French doors leading to the back patio, and stared through the glass panes at the beauty of the Tennessee mountains. He’d once loved them, once thought he’d live here forever. He spotted Savannah at the edge of the hillside, looking down at the river. His heart and hands wanted to pull her close, smell the floral scent of her hair, feel the softness of her skin, the fullness of her lips, but logic told him to run. To maintain the distance he’d built over the last seven years. Trying to bridge the gap now wouldn’t bring her sister back.

      He grabbed his duffle off the floor then reached into the side pocket for the keys to his rental car. The side pocket was empty. Around him, the house stood eerily quiet. Realizing it was break time for the workers and not that they’d all ran off, he walked back toward the kitchen. No sound of pots or pans on the stove, no sign of Birdie’s bright kimono or Sunny’s smile. He dug through his duffle, pants pockets, and even looked under the tools sprawled over the floor. There was no sign of them anywhere.

      He’d been GGed.

      With an edge of anger creeping in, he dropped his duffle and retraced his steps throughout the main floor. No keys. There wasn’t even anyone around he could ask. He took the grand staircase to the second floor and found the workers taking a snack break in one room, but no sign of his aunt or the other girls. Not that it mattered. He’d have better luck with a locksmith before he’d get the keys back from them. The great debate over his friendship with Suzy Moore flashed through his mind. He’d spent a good four hours trying to figure out why his car wouldn’t start, when Sunny finally hugged him and told him he was an idiot. Suzy had wanted to be more than friends and was determined to wreck things for him and Savannah.

      He shook his head and sighed. The only way he’d get out of here was if he spoke to Savannah. But why? Why put her through any more pain?”

      He returned to the atrium and stood before the French doors, watching snowflakes swirl around his former girlfriend, the one he’d promised to marry when he graduated high school. Even in her puffy coat, jeans, and work boots, Savannah was the sexiest women he’d ever met. Smart, determined, tough, and loving, she was everything he’d ever wanted. He hadn’t been surprised to hear she owned her own company. There would never be another woman in his life like her. Lord knew he’d tried to find a replacement, but the longest relationship he’d managed lasted eight weeks. And that was probably because the woman had been away on business half the time.

      Savannah took a step down the slope, heading toward the river. His pulse rose with anxiety at the thought of her going anywhere near there. He bolted through the French doors to stop her, but soon realized she probably went down there all the time to be near where her sister had died. Still, he couldn’t let her go down there alone. What if she slipped like Theresa had?

      He trotted through the back, muddy lawn to the stairs embedded in the hillside, his breath came in choked gasps as if he hadn’t been to the gym in a year and just ran ten miles. His feet halted at the edge of the top step, unable to move any farther. The scenic spot, a favorite of theirs where they would sneak away to be alone, now made him tremble with horrible memories. Memories he couldn’t face. Not now. Not ever.
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      Savannah’s work boots clanked against the metal grates below her. She clutched the cold steel cable at her side and looked below at the rushing water. How many times had she run across this bridge in her youth, chasing after Mason?

      Mist rose from the turbulent water, spraying up and over the bridge and clouding the walkway. The snowflakes melted with the water on contact. With the falling temperatures, it wouldn’t be long before it stuck. She inhaled the fresh mountain air, the bitter cold burning the inside of her nose and lungs. The temperature wasn’t just dropping. She could feel a winter storm heading their way. Good thing it wasn’t opening week.

      She continued to the other side of the bridge and eyed the rocky, sludgy path leading up the hill before approaching steps rattled the grate beneath her. The heavy steps could only belong to Mason, and she had a good idea who had sent him. But how was she supposed to talk to him, to ask him to invest in the inn when she could barely meet his eyes or offer him a simple greeting? Yet, she knew she had to try, if only for the sake of the GGs. They were born to run a place like this and she knew it would be amazing when it was done. Plus, it would keep them out of trouble.

      Steeling herself, she turned to face him. “How’d they get you to stay?” she asked, loud enough to be heard over the rushing water.

      “Hidden keys. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re floating to Alabama by now.”

      Despite her nervousness, Savannah laughed. After some of the stunts the GGs pulled, she would be surprised at nothing. “Then I guess we better talk if you hope to see them again.” She fought the shaking in her limbs and soul. Movement. She needed to keep moving, not only to stay warm but to stay focused. “Mind if we walk?”

      Mason closed the distance to join her. “I…You…uh…” He sighed. “I’m sorry,” he said finally, his voice strained with sorrow.

      She took a step and found the ground on the other side stable and inviting. “So, you want to do this now? Don’t you want to go get your coat before you freeze?

      He sighed. “It disappeared in the airport in Chicago. Taken from the back of a chair while I was working.” His arms crossed over his chest and she knew he was cold, but if he wanted to get into this now, fine. She knew the topic would come up at some point, she just hadn’t expected it so soon. Still, she readied her emotions for a conversation of a lifetime. One the GGs had tried to push her into for years, but she wasn’t about to run after him. He had left, not her. “You’re sorry about what? Running away? Not calling? Hating me? What?”

      No steps or words followed, but she continued hiking the rugged terrain up the hillside until she reached the top. There she stopped and looked at the bunny trail leading to their once secret rendezvous point. The crunch of dry twigs told her he followed, but she didn’t look at him. She only stared at the narrow path.

      Mason halted, a breath away from her shoulder. She could see his hair and strong jaw line in her peripheral vision. “No… Yes.” He heaved a breath of air, as if to thrust the words from his throat. “I’m sorry your sister died because of me.”

      There it was, the epic churning, charging, cataclysmic rushing river of loss between them. Her words almost automatic, she said, “I’m pretty sure I told you a thousand times it wasn’t your fault.” She fidgeted with one of the buttons on her coat. “But it doesn’t matter how many times I say it. You won’t let it go.”

      “How can I let it go? Your sister died. That’s not something I can take back or make up for. Your family despises me. And you all have that right. Even if I didn’t actually cause her to slip into the river, I still told her where I was going. She must’ve thought I wanted her to meet me there for some reason.”

      Savannah whipped her head around to face him, her hair thrashing against her cold cheek. Frustration bubbled to the surface. “They know it wasn’t your fault. Even back then they knew. They were grieving. They didn’t want to face the fact their youngest daughter wanted to steal her big sister’s boyfriend so bad that she followed you into the woods that day in the hopes she could seduce you. For a long time I held so much bitterness in my heart toward my baby sister for concocting such a horrific plan to steal you away, for dying, and for running you out of town.” Her voice hitched with emotion. “My parents and I didn’t speak for months. They couldn’t face the truth. Not even when I showed them her diary.”

      He gulped loud enough she could hear it. “Diary?”

      She released the button which was only held on by two threads at this point, retrieved the diary from her jacket, and handed it to him. “I found it a month after she died. A week after you ran off,” she added, not bothering to keep the bitterness from her voice. “I tried to tell you, but I couldn’t find you. Not even Birdie could find you.”

      He opened the warn, tear-streaked pages and scanned the writing.

      “Page twenty-four,” she mumbled, the words choking her.

      He flipped pages and gasped. “It’s true.”

      “It’s the ugly truth.” Savannah sucked in a cold, stuttered breath.

      He mouthed the words she’d memorized. “I want Mason. My sister doesn’t deserve him. It is me he should marry and I’ll make him see that. I’ll make him mine.”

      His fingers raked down her arm, only a vibration through her coat, but it was enough for her to feel it all the way to her feet. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Now you do.” She kicked a pebble and moved from his touch, but he only moved in even closer this time. “I wrote when I settled in Chicago.”

      She wanted to shake him, punch him, and kiss him all at the same time. How could one man be so aggravating? She fought the urge to touch her lips, to remember what it felt like to be kissed. “Six months later. A little late, don’t ya think?” But now he was seven years too late.

      He tucked the diary under his arm and broke a twig off a tree then leaned against its large trunk. “I didn’t know where I would end up until then. I sort of traveled around.” The stick broke in half and brittle bark dust rained down upon his shiny shoes.

      She hadn’t noticed the expensive leather and tailored pants until now. “Guess you settled nicely.”

      The breeze whistling through the branches above called attention to the prolonged silence between them. “It wasn’t easy, Savannah. It took time to find a way to live again. Now I have a job, and I’m good at it.”

      Words flooded her mind, everything she’d planned to say to him if he ever returned. How she loved him. How she was sorry her sister ruined his life. But all that came out was, “I’m glad I didn’t stand in your way.”

      “No. It’s not like that.” He clutched her arm, but she slid out of his grasp.

      For years, she had longed for him to return. For years, she resented him for leaving. But none of that mattered now. It was too late to salvage anything between them, but there was still the matter of helping the women who stood by their sides all those years. “Look, I need you to lend the GGs some money.”

      He shook his head and tossed the remains of the twig onto the ground. “What?”

      “You said you’ve done well for yourself. And based on your tailored suit, designer shoes, and hundred-dollar haircut, helping us out won’t put too much of a dent in your wallet.”

      He ran his hand through his thick, perfectly styled hair and paced around her for a moment, as if sizing up her twenty-dollar jeans and old work boots. “That’s why you’re talking to me? I thought…” He sighed. “Never mind.”

      She wanted to ask what he was going to say, but it didn’t matter. She needed to stay focused. “I’m giving the GGs my savings, but it’s not enough to get this inn off the ground. If I had more, they’d already have it.”

      “Then you’re as crazy as the rest of them. This isn’t an investment. It’s a money pit. There’s no way you can get that place up and running by the first of the year, especially with it being the Christmas season. Besides, who wants to drive up to this secluded mountain for a vacation anyway?”

      Her chest ached at his words. She tapped the rock in front of her with the toe of her boot. “Don’t you believe in anything?”

      Mason didn’t respond for a moment, but he stopped pacing. Silence, save for the rush of water below and the wind in the trees. He placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head to meet his gaze. The touch of his skin on hers caught her breath and squished it into tiny little gasps. It set her skin ablaze despite the frigid temperature. “I did. Once.”

      A board from the fence she’d meticulously constructed around her heart cracked and fell away, leaving a gap just large enough for hope to get through. “Can’t you believe in something again?” she breathed.

      He dropped his hand and straightened to his full height. “I don’t know.”

      She gaped at his words then snatched the metaphorical fence board and imagined hitting him upside his head with it before nailing it back in place. “I see.” All hope effectively sealed off from her heart, she bolted from him. Away from the crazy notion of there ever being them again. She was crazy. Crazy stupid.

      “Savannah,” he called after her, but she kept going, faster, farther, trying to get away from him. She’d be the one to run this time. Her work boots sunk into the muddy path snaking around rocks and sticks. The water at the bottom of the ravine roared with life. Why had she listened to Cookie? She should’ve never asked him for his help. There had to be another way to finish the inn.

      She hopped a downed log and slid on the slick, snowy terrain, but her boots found traction again and she kept walking.

      “Savannah, stop!”

      A loud thump then oumph!

      She turned to find Mason Harrington sprawled out on the path, face down in the mud, dirty diary at his side. Brown earth smeared down the front of his expensive suit, his hair falling over his forehead. Something deep inside her gurgled and swished until it rose to the surface and she fell to her knees in front of him. Laughter ripped through her gut, busted through the seams of her lungs, and projected from her mouth like a howling coyote. She laughed and laughed, until she bent over with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know where you are? Have you gone insane? This is where she died. She fell down the ravine in this spot.” Mason’s eyes narrowed, his nostril flared, and his jaw twitched. “Savannah Blake, you’ve lost your mind.”

      “Maybe,” she managed between gulps of air and laughter. “But you lost your dignity, your high and mighty, uppity pride.” She choked down the remaining laughs and sat with her arms wrapped around her belly, gasping for air.

      “Oh, you think so?”

      She nodded. “Yep. So much for your superior hiking skills. You’re nothing but a city slicker now, one who can’t cut it on a Tennessee mountain top anymore.”

      Mason swiped mud from his chest and flicked it at the ground. Then he grabbed another handful from his stomach and sloshed it across Savannah’s face. “Now, who’s lost their dignity?”

      The damp goo slid down her cheek. Shock froze her in place for a moment, then she shook her head to dislodge the rest of it and grabbed a handful of mud. “Oh, so that’s how we’re gonna play this?” She hurled it at his face, but he ducked and scooped up a handful, scoring a hit to her chest. With a quick arm, she managed a counterattack to his forehead. He lunged and pinned her to the ground, smearing mud and debris all over her face.

      The taste of Tennessee clay, mixed with dead grass, coated her tongue. “Okay, okay. You win.”

      “Say it, or you’ll get another huge helping of mud pie.” He held a clump of ammo over her face in warning.

      “You’re king of the mountain,” she muttered in defeat.

      He leaned down, his face so close it blurred in a dream-like haze. His warm breath feathered her face. “Never forget it. I might’ve moved, but my soul stayed here, trapped on this mountain.”

      Mud trickled down his chin and landed on her nose. He rolled off of her, retrieved the old diary, walked to the ravine, and threw it into the rushing river below.

      “What are you doing?” Savannah screeched.

      “Letting the past go. I’m sorry. I couldn’t stay. I loved you, but I couldn’t marry you. Not after what happened. How could I, when I was a constant reminder for you of such a tragedy? Even if you thought you could still marry me, what if that changed ten or twenty years later? Would you wake up one day and feel like a traitor to your family? I couldn’t do that to you.”

      She watched darkening clouds with large silver linings roll over them. The cold, snow, and birds flying south were all signs of winter approaching. “I guess you didn’t love me enough then,” she mumbled.

      He knelt by her side. His fingers grazed her temple, pushing hair away from her eyes. “No, I loved you too much.”
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      The snow picked up momentum, coming down heavy and thick and drowning out all sound. By the time they reached the backyard steps of the inn, they looked like snowmen who had rolled in chocolate milk. Savannah sloshed ahead then stopped and held out her hand. Talk about role reversals. How many times had he helped her up hills and over rocks in the woods? He’d been the one to introduce her to the joy of the outdoors, to camping and backpacking. Of course, dragging her out to the middle of nowhere was the only way he could convince her to snuggle up with him when they first started dating.

      “Don’t want you tumbling down the hill because of those prissy shoes. You got a man purse to go with them?” she teased.

      He shook his head. “You can call me many things, but prissy isn’t one of them.”

      She grasped his hand and yanked him up to the top step. “What? You going to puff out your chest and do a King Kong impersonation to prove me wrong?”

      The distraction of her fingers around his clouded Mason’s thoughts until he realized his shoulders were pushed back, and he had flexed his biceps. Apparently, he had shed his southern accent and flannel wear when he settled in Chicago but not his male instincts. The mountain man in him longed to throw her over his shoulder and haul her off to a secluded cabin somewhere.

      With a smirk still on her face, she led him across the snowy yard to the back porch steps. Kicking the side of the bottom step, she dislodged grassy clumps of muck from her boots. The freckle at the edge of her lip swayed left and right with her movements, as if strutting for him, and he remembered the hundred plus times he’d kissed that beauty mark.

      Savannah nudged his side. “You okay? Whatcha thinking about?”

      “About the fact you just ruined a thousand-dollar suit.” He winked. “Who knew having a mud fight would be fun at our age?”

      “Speak for yourself. I’m still a ten-year-old at heart. And I can take you down if you give me any attitude, Mr. Mason Harrington,” she said in her sassiest tone. The one that had captivated him the first time he walked home from the bus stop with her. The first time he’d tried to steal a kiss, and she shoved him into the mud. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      “So, you still have that temper, huh?” Mason tapped his own shoe against the step, the mud and snow sliding off easily.

      She nodded. “And if you don’t reconsider helping out the women who raised you after your daddy left to go marry some floozy, then I’ll take you down again.” She huffed then marched up the steps, and through the back door.

      “Oh, dear Lord in Heaven! What happened to you?” He heard Sunny’s squeal.

      “Sorry, Sunny. I got in a mud fight,” Savannah’s words carried outside.

      “Did you win?” Cookie’s sharp tone echoed.

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “Get upstairs and clean up. You’re dripping sludgy brown stuff all over my floors,” Sunny cried with dismay.

      Mason waited for the sound of her steps on the stairs before he pulled the back door open to grab his duffle and beg for a towel, although he wasn’t sure they’d let him inside. It was never pleasant being on their naughty list. One thing was certain though. They weren’t giving him his keys until they got what they wanted. For Aunt Birdie’s sake, he’d hang around for a minute or two, get cleaned up and check out the place, even if just to show he cared. Then he’d try to convince her to move to Chicago with him. She always wanted to move to the big city, and he could keep an eye on her. He had plenty of room in his apartment, so she’d be safe and protected there.

      The bitter cold penetrated his wet clothes and nipped at his body until he gave in and opened the door to the sunroom. Sunny stood on the other side, mopping slop around the floor. He tiptoed around her and grabbed his duffle.

      “Guess she did win that fight.” Cookie shook her head and walked past him without another glance, only mumbled words. “Good for her.”

      Aunt Birdie entered with towel in hand. “Heard you might need this. You two still find trouble wherever you go.” She smiled faintly, sadness creeping at the edges. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up. I’ll even try to get your keys back while you’re in the shower, but you better call the airlines before you head to the airport. It’s only a couple days until Christmas. I doubt there’ll be many seats available. They might even have some cancellations with all this snow.”

      The grand staircase he’d seen earlier led to a long hallway of bedrooms.

      “I know it don’t look like much now, but imagine it beyond all the construction,” Aunt Birdie said, the excitement in her voice obvious. “All the suites have those large picture windows looking out over the river or mountains. Sunny’s sewing curtains and large fluffy comforters for the four-poster beds.”

      “It sounds nice, but who wants to drive all the way out here just to stay the night? I mean, it’s pretty and all, but this mountain is remote. There isn’t much to do besides hiking or fishing.”

      “That’s the charm of it. And we’re already booked up for opening week.”

      “You are?” He eyed the detailed crown molding and plaster work the men were painstakingly reviving to its former glory.

      “Actually, we’re at sixty percent capacity for the month of January. And we haven’t even advertised much. Oh, and Valentine’s weekend, and two weeks in June we are full. We have reservations almost every weekend in between, too. Weddings mostly. We even got one of those uppity travel-agents-to-the-stars booked for a stay. He’s gonna check out the place for some famous Hollywood couple.” Aunt Birdie’s face beamed with excitement. He had missed the floaty, happy way she had about her. Of course, it had always been a battle keeping her out of trouble when he was a kid.

      “Let me get cleaned up, and we’ll talk, okay? But I’m leaving tonight.” He couldn’t handle staying the night on the mountain. Not with all the haunting memories. Not with the knowledge he’d never have the one woman he’d loved his entire life. Not then, not now, not ever. “I’ll make you a deal. If I keep an open mind about this place, will you keep an open mind about moving to Chicago with me?”

      Aunt Birdie’s lips puckered like a parrot, and her gaze grew distant. “Okay, you get cleaned up then we’ll talk, and you can catch a flight out later tonight,” Aunt Birdie agreed a little too easily. She touched his hand despite the dirt crusting on his skin. “I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have brought you here against your will.” She took a long breath. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted for you is happiness. I believe that’s with Savannah, but I’d never betray you. I thought when you asked for my ring… Were you coming back for Savannah, or telling her you were choosing someone else?”

      He didn’t answer. What did it matter now?

      “You know I love you.” Her voice cracked, stabbing him in the heart.

      “I missed you, too,” he said. “And I know you wouldn’t betray me. You’ve never done anything to get in the way of my life.”

      “No, but I do confess that I wished you were a little less like your daddy. I’m tired of the men I care about running off. You and my brother are definitely family.”

      Resentment curdled in his gut. “I didn’t run off and leave my son for some woman,” he said, his tone harsher than he’d intended.

      “No, you ran off to avoid a woman.” Aunt Birdie fluttered away before he could refute her words, leaving him in a bathroom with a crystal chandelier dangling from the ceiling and no drywall.

      He cranked the faucet handle to hot, stripped off his suit and tossed it in a sludgy heap in the old cast iron sink. The furnace kicked on and the shower curtain waved from the burst of warm air. He hopped into the tub into an icy rain and jumped back, slipping and sliding on the slick surface. “Oooooh! Ehhh! Woooo!”

      Knock. Knock.

      “Forgot to tell ya the hot water don’t work right now!” Cookie shouted through the door.

      He slipped and slid in the old claw foot tub, kicking at the faucet to make it shut off. His body was nearly frozen, but one look at the brownish liquid spiraling around the drain and he knew he had to man up and at least take a camp shower.

      By the time he turned off the torturously icy water, his lips and toenails were tinged blue. His body shivered so much he could barely towel off. He quickly put on a clean pair of pants and button-up, collared shirt. Not the warmest option, but it was the best he had. Still, he longed for a flannel shirt, beanie hat, and some wool socks.

      Still shivering, he decided to deal with his suit later and went in search of a blanket or coat. No way was he sticking his hands under cold water to rinse out the once navy pinstriped power suit. It was most likely ruined anyway. He seriously doubted even the best dry cleaner could save it now. He snagged his duffle and headed downstairs.

      Saws continued to grind throughout the rooms as hammers added the occasional beat and music drifted from the back of the house. He dropped his duffle next to a saw horse and followed the music past the reception desk to the sunroom.

      Steaming mugs rested on a small table and the aroma of hot chocolate drew him closer. Fluffy, white peaks of marshmallows floated on the surface, promising perfection. He sat and wrapped his hands around the warm mug, savoring the heat.

      Savannah strutted into the room, wearing fur-topped boots, jeans, and a flannel button-up. Her hair was still wet but braided neatly down her back, the way she used to wear it when they went camping together. Best of all, she looked warm. She stopped and quirked an eyebrow at him. “You look cold. Didn’t you take a shower?”

      He nodded stiffly. “No hot water.”

      Savannah huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Cookie?” She stomped to the hallway and yelled toward the kitchen. “What happened to the hot water in the upstairs hall bathroom?”

      “Figured a cold heart deserved a cold shower!” Cookie hollered back before a blender revved at full speed, cutting off any chance for further comment. That woman sure knew how to win arguments.

      Savannah huffed again and headed upstairs. He watched the sway of her hips, the swish of the long braid down her back and realized he missed it. Missed all of her.

      She returned a moment later with a man’s flannel shirt and wool socks. “Put these on. Your city duds aren’t going to keep you warm. I’ll light a fire once the inspector’s done with the chimney.”

      His hands shook, sloshing hot chocolate over the sides of the cup. “Sounds great.” He took a sip, enjoying the warmth as it traveled down his throat and into his chest.

      She took the cup from his hands and set it back on the side table. “Come on, before you freeze to death.”

      When she started unbuttoning his shirt, his breath hitched. His pulse hammered as his heart pumped blood through his body with adrenaline-filled speed. One button then two, three, and four. The shirt slid down his shoulders. No, he shouldn’t be feeling this way. Savannah and he weren’t meant to be together. What she said couldn’t be true. If he really had left out of some misguided sense of guilt, then it was his fault they’d been apart for the last seven years. His entire adult life had been a lie. No. It wasn’t true.

      He grabbed her hands, stopping her from pulling the shirt from his body. “Don’t. I need to go. I’ll warm up in the car.”

      Pain flashed in Savannah’s eyes, drilling into his soul. She dropped her hands and backed away. “Go. If you belong in Chicago, then go home. I’ll figure out how to keep this place going. We survived you abandoning us once. We’ll survive again.”

      He stepped toward her, but she shook her head.

      “Guess you’ll need these,” Cookie said, suddenly appearing at his side. She held the keys up and dropped them in his hand.

      “You’re letting me go? The GGs never give in to anyone.”

      “You heard Savannah. We don’t need you. We’ll be fine on our own. We always have.” Cookie put her hands on her hips and marched toward the doorway.

      He buttoned his shirt back up and lifted his chin. This was the right thing to do―get out and not look back. He’d send them money for the inn and work on convincing Aunt Birdie to move to Chicago with him in the meantime.

      “Good luck getting your car out, city boy,” Cookie said in an accusatory tone.

      He halted. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you’re no longer the Tennessee boy Birdie raised. You don’t have any mountain sense anymore. If ya did, ya wouldn’t have forgot to put your parking brake on. Good thing it’s a rental.” Cookie disappeared into her kitchen.

      He took a long breath. He knew it’d been too easy.

      He headed to the front door and spotted his rental car at the bottom of the hill, in a ditch. Aside from the hassle he now had to deal with, not to mention the cost in damages, he didn’t mind this new obstacle that would keep him from leaving. At that moment, he realized something, something that scared him more than the thought of Aunt Birdie being in an old folks’ home.

      He didn’t want to leave. He’d missed Savannah. He’d missed Aunt Birdie. He’d missed Sunny. He’d even missed Cookie. This was home.
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      Muted morning sunlight seeped through the dark clouds, the sparse golden rays inciting songs from the few birds still braving the cold. Savannah sipped her coffee and rocked back and forth in one of the old rocking chairs on the front porch, eyeing the abandoned rental car in the ditch.

      The front door creaked open then slammed shut as someone came over to stand behind her. The scent of expensive cologne gave him away. If she had to admit the truth, it did entice a whiff or two. “I forgot how beautiful and pure the snow looks here.”

      She didn’t say anything, just took another long draw of rich, warm goodness with a hint of caramel.

      “How can you drink that? It’s put-hair-on-your-chest bitter.”

      Savannah laughed. “She must have pulled the day-old-instant-coffee trick on you. It’s her way of showing how angry she is with you.”

      Mason sighed and walked past her to another rocking chair. “What did I do to her?”

      Savannah glanced at the hip-hugging jeans he wore. “Not what she wanted.”

      “May I?” Mason pointed to the chair.

      Savannah shrugged but kept her eyes on the white hillside, not on his jean-clad butt. “Last I heard, we’re still a free state.”

      “Savie—”

      Her teeth clenched as her insides bashed together with nerves. “Don’t call me that.”

      “I always used to call you Savie.”

      “Used to. When we were together. When we were supposed to be together for the rest of our lives.” She slipped her booted feet from the chair rung and rested them on the porch, ready to bolt if he continued to push.

      Mason put his hand over hers. “Don’t leave. Please.”

      She froze, not knowing what to say. Not knowing what she wanted him to say. She stared down at her coffee cup for a moment then passed it to him. “Here. Take some of mine. You can’t drink that. I think I see spit swirling in it.”

      His nose scrunched, and he immediately abandoned his coffee mug on the side table and took hers. “Great. I guess I shouldn’t eat or drink anything while I’m here, along with checking the water heater before I shower.”

      Savannah eyed his hand, still resting on hers. She resisted the urge to pull away, even as her treacherous heart hammered against her chest faster than a woodpecker. “How long is that going to be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Her fingers twitched. “Don’t know what? How long it’s going to take to pull your rental car out?”

      He hesitated, and she held her breath. His chest seemed to stop moving beneath his jacket and flannel-covered chest. She wasn’t sure where he got the clothes from, but they looked good on him. Except for the ugly, mud-stained dress shoes. “If I want to go yet.”

      Faint hope flickered at his words, and her fingers twitched again.

      Mason leaned closer, his gaze on her fingers. “If what you said is true, that you don’t hate me―that I’m not a constant reminder of what happened―then I’d like to stay at least a few days. Help get this place finished in time. I don’t know what it is about this mountain, but it has always inspired me. At least, it used to…before…”

      Her finger lifted and covered his. Heat rippled up her arm to the back of her neck. “It’s a special place. That’s why I think this inn will work. Customers will want to keep coming back here, to experience the magic of this place.” She freed a second finger, curling it around his hand. “I’m surprised that you can take time off from your fancy job, though.”

      He turned his hand and curled his fingers around hers then lifted it to his lips. His breath brushed her skin before his lips pressed against her flesh. Goosebumps erupted along her arms, legs, neck, heart. “I have vacation time. Lots of it. Never really take any.”

      “Why not?”

      Mason squeezed her hand then lowered it to his lap and drew distracting circles on her wrist with his thump. “Guess I never wanted to vacation alone.”

      She fought a smile, but it broke through her resolve. “I figured you’d be married with kids by now.”

      He coughed and sputtered. “Ah, don’t think so.”

      “Why not?” As much as his leaving had hurt her, she still wondered about his life in Chicago..

      “Because…there has never been a woman who turned me inside out…”

      Savannah breathed out a puff of cold air.

      “Not since you.”

      She continued to exhale, even after her lungs had emptied. Nearly choking, it took a second to work air into her chest again.

      Mason angled toward her. “And you? Have you been able to forget about me?”

      No. You consumed my dreams, my thoughts, my prayers, my everything since you left. No other man has touched me, kissed me, held me. Not that she was willing to admit it. “I don’t have time for kids. I’m trying to run a business.” She pulled her hand away and shoved from the chair. “Well, birdie would love for you to stay until New Year’s. I’m sure you’ll have to get back to work after that. And we’d appreciate any additional funds you can spare as well.” Savannah walked to the edge of the porch where Herbie had already fixed the broken floor board. “I better get to work.”

      “Wait. I’ll help you.” Mason stood and moved to her side with a boyish grin, one that could have convinced her once that the world was flat and animals could talk.

      “You can’t.”

      Mason puffed out his chest. “I can swing a hammer. I haven’t been fully city-broken yet.”

      “I’m sure you can, but you can’t muck out a stall in those shoes even if they are already covered in dried mud.” She bolted down the stairs and hiked along the small path toward the barn, leaving Mason, with his expensive cologne and life-altering smile, behind. There was no time for this. She had work to do.

      To her shock, she found Birdie inside the barn stringing Christmas lights. “What are you doing?”

      “It’s almost Christmas, isn’t it?” Birdie said, as if it was obvious what she was doing.

      “Yes, but this is the inside of the barn. It doesn’t need decorations. Who’s going to see it?”

      Birdie quirked her head to the side and huffed. “Well, the horses, of course.”

      If there was one thing Savannah had learned over the years, it was that you didn’t question Birdie’s logic. It only went in circles until you got dizzy. “Ooookay.” Savannah opened a stall and began scooping up old hay and horse poop with a shovel. “When do the horses arrive?”

      “They should be here December thirty-first. We’ll do sleigh rides during opening week.”

      “I’m sure the guests will love it. Since the snow stopped,, I’ll work in here today. Herbie will patch the roof, and I’ll muck the stalls and move the bales of hay into the corner.”

      Birdie untangled two strands of lights. “That’s not part of your job description.”

      Savannah chuckled. “Since when have I ever not helped the GGs with something.”

      Birdie smiled and gave a nod before returning to untangling the lights. “You know, my nephew is an idiot,” Birdie announced in the most casual tone.

      Savannah dug her shovel in again. “You shouldn’t say that. You’re all he has in this world. He’s a good man. You can’t judge him based on how he feels about me. That’s not fair.”

      Birdie tacked the last light to the wall and spun with her Aubrey Hepburn-looking coat flailing about her. “No. He’s an idiot. I found out why the GGs chose now to bring him here. I couldn’t figure out why they’d do that after all these years.”

      Savannah could tell by Birdie’s puckered lips that she didn’t want to know why. “I don’t—”

      “Because he asked for my ring.”

      A sharp pain, like a pitch fork impaling her chest, took her breath away.

      “I told Sunny about it, and she told Cookie. They decided no white trash city girl was gettin’ this ring.” She took it off her finger and placed it on the stall post. “And I agree with them. It’s your ring. He might not have chosen you for his wife, but I chose you to be my niece near a decade ago. No other woman is ever going to wear that ring. A royal presented it to me in my youth. I’d been quite beautiful back then, you know.” She quirked a smile and her gazes faded into the world of her memories. Memories Savannah could only imagine were filled with excitement and adventure. Birdie shook her head.  “I got it from a royal, and it only belongs on royal hands.” Birdie marched away, leaving the emerald and diamond princess-cut ring behind.

      Savannah’s gut clenched. He’d chosen someone else? And just a few minutes ago, he had the nerve to hold her hand? Play with her mind? Lie to her and tell her there had been no other woman since her?

      No. She wasn’t going to stand for that. And she wasn’t going to keep that ring. She had once dreamed of wearing it, as proof to all those girls around town that she was the one he chose. The girls who swarmed in after her sister’s death, thinking they’d win his heart by comforting him in his grief.

      He wanted the ring? Fine, she’d give it to him.

      She tossed the shovel to the floor, grabbed the ring off the post and marched back to the house. With fire in her belly and betrayal in her heart, she stormed up the steps and threw the front door open. Mason stooped over a table in the sunroom, scrubbing the surface. “Mason Harrington. I have something for you.”

      He straightened and dropped the rag on a chair.

      She closed the distance between them then opened his hand and placed the ring on his palm. “I hope she cherishes it.”

      “Who?”

      “Birdie told me you were asking for the ring. Well, here you go.” She rushed out the back door, down the steps, and as far from Mason Harrington as she could get.
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      Mason sat on the plush bed Birdie had made up for him with the ring in his hand. How would he explain that he’d asked for the ring to give it to Savannah? It had been a stupid idea, a thought a few weeks ago about winning her back after another cataclysmic break up. One that shook the Sears Tower with his ex yelling something about his heart belonging to another. He hadn’t denied it. That’s when he realized the truth. No other woman would ever measure up to Savannah. The realization had crushed his resolve to stay away forever.

      He envisioned showing Savannah all she could have in Chicago, wooing her with his success, but she didn’t care about that. She never cared about any of it. Why did it take him seven years to realize that?

      He rolled the ring around in his palm, knowing it would never be on any other woman’s finger. Only the two most important women in his life could wear this ring, and if he couldn’t have Savannah, he’d give it back to Aunt Birdie. He’d asked his aunt for it on the last day of high school. Both Savannah and he were headed to college, but he wanted to ask her to marry him. To go on their college adventure together. To go on all their life adventures together, but it wasn’t meant to be for them. He had asked her to meet him at their secret spot the next day, planning to propose, but then… “Maybe the ring’s cursed,” he mumbled.

      “Then why’d you ask for it?” Aunt Birdie entered the room and sat at his side on the bed. She reached up and began rubbing slow circles on his back with her thin hand, like she did when he was ill or upset. It was comforting, but also made him feel like he was a stupid kid again.

      “You know, I had this ring when Theresa died. I’d planned on proposing to Savannah that day.”

      “I know, but it wasn’t your fault. Haven’t you beaten yourself up enough?”

      Mason watched the lamp light sparkle in the small diamonds surrounding the large emerald at the ring’s center. “Why’d you tell Savannah I asked for the ring?”

      “Because as much as I love you, I couldn’t let you give that to someone else. If you’re leaving for good this time, then Savannah needs to move on with her life. She’s been holding on to you far too long.”

      Mason snapped his head to the side. “She has?” Birdie smacked him in the back of the head. “Ow! What was that for?”

      “For bein’ dense. That girl’s never so much as looked at another man, much less dated one, since you.”

      Mason rubbed the back of his head where Aunt Birdie’s bluntness still stung. “You can’t be serious. I mean, she’s beautiful and smart and strong. Men must be flocking to her.”

      “Oh, sure, but she pretty much carries ’round a twelve gauge full of anti-man bullets. I’d warn ya to be careful, but I love that girl and I think you deserve a good shot in the rear.” She fluffed her hair and stood.

      “Wait. There’s something you need to know.”

      Aunt Birdie straightened a large, gold-framed, faded picture of the inn, likely taken back when it was first built. “What’s that?”

      Mason folded his fingers over the ring and held it to his chest. “The ring. I asked for it, not for another girl, but for Savannah.” He shook his head and sighed. “I’d planned on sweeping her off her feet and taking her to Chicago with me. I thought maybe we could have a life there together.”

      “Well, that was stupid.”

      “I know. I realized that afterwards and chickened out. I knew she’d never want to marry me.”

      “Geesh, Cookie was right. You are daft. Savannah isn’t gonna leave here. It’s her home. She loves horses and large tracks of land. She can wander those mountains for hours. The girl finished up school and opened her own construction business. She has a house at the lake and looks after us. She’s happy here. You think someone like that would be happy in a big city like Chicago? You can’t just go draggin’ her away.”

      He lowered his head. “What am I going to do?”

      “What do you care more about, your fancy life up in Chicago, or your family?”

      “You know I want you to come live with me—”

      “I ain’t talkin’ about me. You need to listen. Savannah is your family, too. Now, what’s it goin’ to be? Family or job?”

      Mason thought about his nice, yet empty apartment. He thought about the girls he’d gone on one or two dates with only to find them lacking something. He hadn’t figured out what until the latest one accused him of being in love with someone else. Then he knew. They lacked Savannah, her hair, her eyes, her attitude. “I choose family, but Savannah won’t even speak to me. How am I ever going to win her now? She’s never going to believe that I wanted the ring for her. Why would she? We haven’t spoken in years.”

      “Well, unfortunately, you made that bed, so now you have to lay in it. The past can’t be changed, so the only thing you can do is face the future. You need to convince her how much you care.”

      Aunt Birdie never ceased to surprise him with her sudden and unexpected bits of wisdom.

      “I think this calls for a little GG action.” Sunny stuck her head inside the door.

      “I don’t know. Ms. Melba hates me, too.”

      “Nonsense,” Ms. Melba said, her head popping into the doorway next to Sunny’s. “And it’s Cookie to you.”

      He eyed her silver hair and grey eyes, bright with mischief. “You sure? I don’t want to tick you off again.”

      “The only way you’ll tick me off is if you blow this. If you shatter her heart again, I’ll shatter you and make sure no one can find the pieces. So, you best make sure this is what you want before we work our magic.”

      He thought for a moment, realizing for the first time how much he’d worked the past few years and how little he enjoyed it. How lonely he’d been. While a part of him didn’t want to throw it all away, he realized none of it mattered in the long run. When he got to be Aunt Birdie’s age, he wanted to still have Savannah by his side. To spend his remaining time in these mountains, just as Aunt Birdie had chosen to do. “I want to come home. If you think the town won’t lynch me this time.”

      “Don’t worry about that. They’ve plumb forgot about all that business ages ago. And they all know now that it wasn’t your fault. Besides, since Savannah’s family moved away, you don’t have to worry about them turning the town against you. After that diary was found, they knew who was truly to blame. Now, you’ve just got to move on.” Cookie threw her arms around him and hugged him so tight he thought she’d popped a rib.

      Sunny joined her, hugging him within an inch of his life. Then Aunt Birdie. When they finally released him and he could breathe again, Sunny clapped her hands together. “It’s time for some GG magic. Let’s go, ladies.”

      They whirled out of the room, leaving him sitting on the bed dazed and confused. Hearing the scampering of their steps down the stairs, he realized he’d just given them permission to spin their spells and make a mess of everything. Nothing ever ended well when they got together and planned something. His rental car still sitting in the ditch at the bottom of the hill was evidence enough.

      “Wait,” he called after them. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” He raced downstairs and looked around the atrium, then the kitchen and out on the front porch. Yet, all he found were the taillights from a pickup truck barreling down the drive toward town. The workmen all seemed to be pulling out as well, tossing tools into the beds of their trucks and hightailing it down the driveway.

      Herbie rounded the corner of the house with his toolbox in hand.

      Mason rushed down the front porch steps to stop him. “Where’s everyone going?

      “I ain’t know nothin’,” Herbie said before he too hopped in his truck and drove away.

      Mason climbed the front porch steps and sat down in one of the rockers until a chill took hold and he couldn’t take it any longer. With no sign of Savannah in the house, he knew she had to be around somewhere, and likely with no clue she had been stranded at a dilapidated inn alone with him. But he had a good idea where she’d gone, where she always went when she was upset about something. The barn. The one they used to hide in as kids when the McGregor’s owned the property. They had spent a lot of time on this property hanging out with his best bud Tom, before they decided to take a big city job and sold the place to a private nursing home company.

      After finding an old coat in one of the hall closets, he made two cups of hot chocolate then carried them down to the barn. It looked the same as when they were kids, except the stalls were empty and colored lights had been strung all over the inside. It reminded him of something his Aunt Birdie would do.

      Savannah sat on a bale of hay, cleaning a horse bridle. A freshly polished western saddle sat on the bale next to her, and judging by the pile of riding equipment in front of her, she planned to be at this for a while.

      Mason set the hot mugs on a nearby post and closed the barn door to shield them from the cold. “I came with a peace offering.” He held up a mug to her, but she didn’t respond. “I know you’re mad at me, but it’s not what you think.”

      Savannah dropped the bridle on the ground and eyed him through her thick lashes. “What do I think? That you asked for the ring because you planned to marry someone? It’s your right. You didn’t do anything wrong. That’s why I gave the ring back. It doesn’t belong to me. I’m not part of your family.”

      “But you should be. I want you to be.” Mason knelt by her side and held the mug in front of her. “Please take it. You’ve got to be cold out here.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Mason caught her gaze. “And as stubborn as ever.”

      Reluctantly, she took the mug and drank some before she finally looked at him again. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He retrieved his own mug and sat at her side. Taking a deep breath, he said, “I asked for the ring because I wanted you to have it.”

      Her mug hung in the air inches from her lips.

      “I never meant to hurt you,” he continued. “Not then, not now.” He held his breath, hoping, willing her to believe him.

      “You didn’t. I’m fine.”

      “Savie…Savannah, I’m not giving the ring to another woman.”

      Savannah shook her head. “I’m sorry if it didn’t work out. But it doesn’t matter now. You have the ring. You can give it to the next girl who comes along and not have to worry about ever returning here again. I’ll look after Aunt Birdie. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried. I know that you’d keep an eye on her even if I still lived here. But that’s not what I mean.” Frustration labored his thoughts and words.

      Savannah handed him back the mug then stood and headed for the barn door. “What do you mean? I’ve been trying to figure that out, but I can’t. And now, I just don’t care anymore. I hope you realize you’re going to break your aunt’s heart when you leave. And I refuse to let you break mine. Not again.”

      “Wait.” If she walked out that barn door, he knew she would find a way to go home, car or no car, and not return for days. He eyed the sparkling lights throughout the barn. “I know you don’t owe me anything, but would you help me do something nice for my aunt?”

      Savannah halted with the door half open. “What?”

      With that one word, hope sizzled through him. She’d do anything for the GGs.

      He stood and closed the distance between them. “I was so worried about Aunt Birdie that I raced here without thinking. I barely have enough clothes to last me, let alone any kind of Christmas gift for her. I don’t have a way of getting one either, not with my rental still at the bottom of the hill, but there’s something I can do to show her how much I love her.”

      She watched him warily as he took another step. “And that is?”

      “Well, you know how much she adores Christmas lights.” He gestured around the barn. “Would you help me string them inside the inn, too? I’d like to surprise her by putting them up all over, in true Aunt Birdie fashion, so there’s twinkling, tacky lights everywhere.”

      “You can’t surprise her when she’s inside the inn.”

      Mason stepped closer to her. “She’s not. They’re not. The GGs went somewhere. And if we work together, I think we can do it before they get back.”

      Savannah disappeared through the door without a word, and he slumped with defeat.

      “Are you coming or what?” Savannah asked. “Grab that large green container with the rest of the lights.”

      Elated, he grabbed the container and trotted after her, sliding on the icy path in his dress shoes. He was starting to despise those shoes more and more, and longed for a good pair of winter boots.

      “There’s more lights in the storage shed out back.”

      He followed her around the house toward the shed when she stopped abruptly. “Where is everyone?”

      “Don’t know. They all took off, even Herbie.”

      “What are they thinking? They can’t take a break. They were supposed to finish the inside today. The atrium is almost done, but the upstairs guest rooms and sunroom still need work. We’ll never make our deadline at this rate.” She pulled out her cell phone and pressed a few buttons then slid it back into her pocket. They entered the shed, and she stacked another box on top of the container Mason carried and grabbed two more herself before kicking the shed door closed behind her.

      He followed her up the back porch steps and into the sunroom. With the exposed studs and no insulation, it didn’t feel much warmer inside, but at least they were out of the wind. Hopefully, the chimney inspector had given his stamp of approval.

      Her phone rang, so she dropped her boxes onto the floor and answered. “Herbie, where are you?” She opened the box and pulled out some lights. “What do you mean you’re not coming back today? There’s a ton of work to do yet, and the men have Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off. I need you to―” She paced back and forth across the sunroom, her arms flailing as if pointing out all the little things that still needed to be done. “Fine, I’ll get someone else to take me. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She slid her cell phone back into her pocket and sighed. “A stop order was placed. We failed some inspection, so Herbie headed to town to fix the issue. Something about changing the inn to being a historical landmark, but we weren’t designated a historical landmark. Someone must have filed something wrong.”

      Not sure how to ease her frustration, he held up the container of lights. “Well, I guess that means you get to take a break, right?”

      She slid out of her coat then headed for the atrium where she set it on the reception desk. Rolling up her sleeves, she said, “Let’s get to it then. How do you want them to be put up?”

      He took the ring and placed it behind the desk, not only to keep it safe but to hide the constant reminder of broken promises. He pulled out several boxes of string lights and plugged them in to test them. Red, green, and white bulbs lit up. “When I was a child―after my father ran off―I came home to the living room full of lights. They were strung from the center outward, like a circus tent. Aunt Birdie said it was to invoke Christmas magic. We lit a fire and cuddled under a blanket and watched the lights flicker. She told me stories of how much my mother loved me when I was born. A subject my father never allowed. She told me about how she’d take me everywhere, showing me off and talking about every milestone I achieved no matter how minor. She explained my father running off wasn’t about me, but about his grief he’d lost himself in when I was only two. The day my mother died, she took my father’s soul with her.” He stared at the twinkling lights in his hands. “That night, she gave me the best Christmas present I’d ever received in my life…happy memories and a promise to love me always.”

      Savannah unwound another set and tested it. “What was that?”

      “A loving home.” He longed for that full feeling again, the kind you experience when you have everyone you care about around you, making you feel complete. He swallowed and gathered all the strength he could manage. “I want that again. I want a loving home. With you.”
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      Savannah clipped a plastic hook onto the edge of the chandelier in the center of the room while Mason held the ladder. His words echoed in her head over and over again, but how could she believe him? How could she trust him? How would she know he wouldn’t leave her again the moment something happened?

      “It looks good,” Mason eyed their work.

      He waited for her to reach the lower rungs of the ladder before he held her by the waist, lifted her into the air, and lowered her to the floor. The strength of his hands hadn’t changed, despite working the last seven years at a desk job. “I guess you haven’t let yourself go soft.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Savannah forced her eyes away from his broad chest and turned her attention to the last remaining string of lights she needed to attach. “I’m going to have to patch all these holes the hooks are putting in the walls and ceiling.”

      “I’ll help. Besides, you still need to paint this room, right? And since when would a few holes in the wall stop Aunt Birdie from doing something like this?”

      Savannah laughed. “Never.”

      “I always admired her free spirit. The way she floats through life as if not having a care in the world. Have you ever seen her less than happy? All those years she held us together, and I never saw her falter once.”

      “I did,” Savannah muttered. Keeping her back to him, she turned the hook until it embedded deep into the wall.

      “When was that?”

      “When you left.” She hung the strand of lights on the hook then stood back to look at their hard work. From the corner of her eye, she saw Mason bow his head, pain etched in the lines of his face. “We grieved together,” she said quietly. “For you, and for my sister. It made us close. She became my family when everyone else abandoned me.” She knew her harsh words would only cause him more pain, but she refused to hold any punches. He needed to hear the truth. He needed to know just how much his leaving when they needed him most had affected them.

      Strong arms suddenly enveloped her from behind as Mason pulled her to him and held her tight to his chest. “I’m so sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I wanted to save you from further pain. I never meant to hurt you.” He turned her to face him then rested his forehead to hers. She wanted to lean into him, but she remained stiff in his arms, afraid to let any gaps form in her metaphorical fence again. “I guess Aunt Birdie was right. I am an idiot.”

      She closed her eyes and allowed her fingers to graze the tips of his soft hair, to feel the strength of him around her, and smell the richness of his cologne. All reminders of his empty promises.

      “What? No argument?”

      She lifted her head and stared into his eyes, their faces so close she smelled the cookies on his breath. “No. I’m not going to argue with Birdie. You are an idiot. Besides, I wouldn’t want to risk the wrath of the GGs.”

      He chuckled, the sound vibrating out from his chest and tickling her skin. “Smart woman. But then, you were always the smart one.” His hand trailed down her spine then back up to her neck, leaving a snow-melting firestorm behind. “Why didn’t you ever go away for college?”

      “Because I preferred local and online. I wasn’t like you. My passion for adventure consisted of exploring mountains, not navigating a big city. I drove to Riverbend University for some of my courses, and the rest of my business classes I did online.”

      His face tilted, bringing his lips to within inches of hers. When his mouth parted, her heart jackhammered against her ribs. It would be so easy to kiss him again, to let herself fall into all that was Mason Harrington. But he’d only leave again. She turned her head and slid from him. The two of them alone in the inn was making her uncomfortable. She glanced at her watch. “They’ve been gone a long time.” Cold invaded her, and she longed to fall back into Mason’s warm arms, but she settled for wrapping her own around herself.

      He went to the window and looked out. “Do you think it will take Herbie much longer to fix the filing issue?”

      “No. I’m assuming there is no filing issue. I wouldn’t be surprised if the GGs have something to do with this.” She turned in place to scan the room. “Let me see. No one is here but us. Your car’s still in a ditch—”

      “And no heat.” Mason rubbed his arms and eyed the parlor’s fireplace. “Not to mention the pile of blankets and pillows.”

      She followed his gaze to the stack of bedding conveniently piled on a chair by the fireplace. This was definitely the GGs doing. “I have my car around back. There’s no reason for you to suffer here another day because they think we belong together.”

      “Don’t we?” Mason stepped toward her, halting under the large chandelier strung with lights. “Belong together?”

      She cleared her throat, ignoring the strum of heat on her skin. “You belong in Chicago. I belong here. Listen, I’ll get you to town and, then I’m sure you can get someone to take you to the airport. At the very least you can get a tow truck to pull your car out of the ditch.”

      With a reluctance she didn’t want to admit, she crossed the room and retrieved her keys from her bag. Before she could straighten, the lights cut off, darkening the room. “What are you doing?”

      “I wanted to at least see the results of our hard work before you kicked me out.” The switch clicked, and the lights overhead sparkled with Christmas magic. She had to admit, it looked like Birdie had done it herself.

      “Fine, you’ve seen it. Now, let’s go before it gets any worse outside.”

      “Do you really think they didn’t fix your truck so it wouldn’t work? These are the GGs we’re talking about. They would have thought through every detail. If they want to keep us here, there’s no way we’re leaving except on foot.” Mason pointed toward the window. “And I don’t feel like going for a five-mile hike to town in that.”

      As she’d feared, the dark clouds overhead had made good on their promise, dumping large fluffy flakes over the mountainside. But even without the sudden blizzard, she realized he had a point. If the GGs went through enough trouble to push his car into a ditch, there was no way her truck would start. “You’re right.”

      Mason crumbled paper and tossed it into the fireplace, then stacked logs on the grate. “I’m always right.” He gave her that boyish, half-grin he’d perfected by the sixth grade. The one that had convinced her to sneak out when they were fourteen to go see a concert two towns over. It was worth being grounded for a month, though. That was the night he’d told her he loved her for the first time.

      She pointed at the stack of logs. “Apparently, you haven’t lost all of your woodsman skills.” He winked with knee-buckling effect, and it took her a moment to find her words again. “Unfortunately, the inspector found issues with the fireplaces and chimneys. We can’t light them until they’re fixed.”

      He scanned the room. “Well, looks like we’re having a sleepover then.”

      She remained upright, only because she happened to be standing next to the wall. “Um…what?”

      He kicked the remaining debris and tools out of the center of the room, scooting it against the wall. “Neither of us can sleep upstairs. We’ll freeze. We need body heat, or their little plan will backfire and they’ll find our frozen corpses in the morning.”

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled, although her traitorous feet were already moving toward him.

      He tossed several pillows onto the floor in front of the fireplace, and piled a few thick blankets around before kicking off his destroyed dress shoes and crawling under the covers. He held up the corner and glanced back at her. “Don’t forget your coat. We can lay it over us, too.”

      She couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe, as if a bag full of nails had lodged in her throat. After a moment, she managed to push from the wall and lift her chin. “I see not much has changed. Same old moves.”

      “They work, don’t they?”

      Dang it. He was always right. “Okay, but not because your move worked. It’s just blasted cold.” It seemed extreme to go to such lengths just to force her and Mason together. But then again, if the GGs could shave, paint, and feather a goat, she wouldn’t put anything past them.

      She snagged her coat and tossed it at him, then sat on the edge of the pile of blankets and removed her work boots before scooting under the covers by his side. Stiff, suspicious, and secretly wanting his arms around her, she snuggled down until her head rested on the pillows.

      He tucked her into his side as if it were the most natural thing, and rested his cheek on top of her head. “So, tell me why you think this place will succeed.”

      Based on her observations over the last two days, and what Aunt Birdie had told her, Mason had turned into one of those businessmen who only cared about facts. So, she’d give him the facts. “Based on the current bookings alone, you can see that it’s a sound investment. You might think there’s nothing for tourists to do in such a remote location, but not everyone is looking for action and excitement. People want a place where they can relax, where they can escape the pressure of their daily lives. The Miracle Mountain Inn provides that escape. Not to mention, there’s something romantic about the place. We already have several weddings booked, along with an anniversary celebration. It’s a place for new love and for rekindling old flames…” She hesitated, realizing her words and the situation she now found herself in. “I mean, for people looking for that.”

      His lips brushed her forehead. “Yes, for those looking for that. Go on.”

      Her body trembled despite the warmth around her. “Anyone can come here and enjoy the quiet serenity of the mountain. And this place is not just for couples it’ll be for people with kids, too. We’ll have family weekends filled with fun activities.”

      “Okay, so what sets this inn apart from all the ones in this area?”

      “Well, we’ll offer different things than the usual tourist attractions. Quiet, intimate adventures that you don’t have to share with fifty other people, like horseback riding, picnics, hiking with a back-to-nature feel. We can do guided hikes with them or let them explore on their own by providing maps of the local trail systems. They can even take a gourmet, home-cooked picnic lunch with them to enjoy at any of the beautiful spots along the ridge.”

      “It sounds like the logistics are all worked out, but the name… Why call it Miracle Mountain?”

      She leaned back, quirking an eyebrow at him. “It’s always been called that.”

      He raked his fingers through her hair and watched it fall into place as if analyzing every strand. “I know, but marketing wise, you need to sell the story.”

      “You know the myth.”

      “I’m not talking about the myth. Myths are interesting, but people don’t relate to them as well as they used to in the old days. No one will believe this mountain can create miracles just because of a myth about a man who’d lost everything down the side of the mountain only to find his lost love in the blue mist of the mountain.” Mason skooched away to face her. She didn’t want to admit that she didn’t like the distance between them. “I work in marketing. I know the business. We need a modern-day miracle, a story about life and how it brings people together.” His gaze held hers. “What’s your idea of a miracle?”
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      The inn became a massive walk-in freezer overnight due to the continued snowfall, plastic-covered second-floor windows, no heat, and high ceilings. Mason watched the meager flames dwindle down to almost nothing in the makeshift fireplace he’d made out of a metal bucket. The sun peaked through the clouds, shining into the room and spilling over Savannah’s beautiful, perfect skin.

      It was like he’d been thrust back in time to his teenage self, unable to sleep with the desire to make the night last forever. A night with Savannah in his arms. She cooed in her sleep like she always used to. Everything familiar, but exciting and new at the same time. His palms grew sweaty, yet his body shivered.

      He pressed his lips to the top of her head, inhaling the light floral scent. Not the same shampoo from their childhood, but a more grown-up version, the fruity aroma replaced by fresh flowers.

      She snuggled into his side, fitting to perfection. “Are you going to stalker-sniff my hair all day?”

      A zap of electricity shot through his arms, and he moved his face away from her hair. “Sorry. I was cold. And you smell good.”

      She didn’t move away. Instead, she wrapped her arm around his chest and pulled closer to him. Their bodies flush, he could feel the heat of her radiating through her flannel shirt.

      “What’s your answer, city slicker?”

      He gulped. “About what?”

      She sat up, leaning on her elbow, and play-slapped his chest with her other hand. “Don’t be stupid. You know what I’m talking about. And if you don’t, you need a refund on your fancy degree.”

      He’d already decided to help Aunt Birdie finance the inn, whether he could win Savannah or not, but he couldn’t give her his answer. Not until he knew hers. “Have you thought of a miracle yet?” He dared to sit up and slide his hand behind her neck. “If you could have a miracle, any miracle, what would it be?”

      Her lips parted, her eyes flashed, and her pulse thundered against his palm. “To have your money.”

      He leaned in closer, breathing slow and deep. His gaze fixed on her perfect, pink lips. “Is that all you want from me?”

      Her head turned slowly left then right. “I want you…”

      “I want you, too,” he breathed.

      “…to stop playing games and tell me what you’re going to do.” She threw the blanket from her body, shot up, and began pacing under the canopy of lights.

      He wouldn’t let her escape that easily. “What are you scared of, Savannah? Tell me the truth.”

      She collapsed onto the pile of blankets, shoved her feet into her boots then stood up and zipped her coat. “I’m not scared of anything, except losing this inn. It means a lot to everyone.”

      “Fine. I’ll give you the money.”

      She stopped halfway to the front door. “You will?”

      He shoved from the floor and waited for her to turn and face him before he’d answer. “If you come up with a good story about a miracle, then I’ll give the GGs the money. I’m a marketing person. I have to know what I’m marketing so I know how to sell it.”

      She took two long strides, stopping nose to nose with him. “There aren’t any modern-day miracles. They don’t exist. We both know that. If they did, then you wouldn’t have…” She straightened and took a step back.

      “I don’t know about that.” He grazed his thumb along her jaw line, enjoying the softness of her skin.

      “Then tell me one miracle you’ve witnessed,” she whispered but didn’t back away.

      His fingers moved to her bottom lip, brushing along the pink surface. Her breath whispered over his skin in short, quick bursts. “This.” Only for the briefest moment did his lips brush hers, but it was powerful. The floor tilted under his feet, the chandelier shimmered above with twinkling lights in a blur of Christmas magic. It took several heartbeats before he could speak. “Miracles are everywhere, Savannah. You just have to see and feel them. Open your heart, your mind, your soul.”

      She gasped then took another step back. “How is this a miracle? To me, it’s just a moment in time that will shatter me to pieces when it disappears. When you disappear.”

      Before he could say another word, she flew from the room and out the front door, but he saw it. The look in her eyes, the hope, wonderment, love.

      “Making progress, I see.” Aunt Birdie stepped into the room and removed one black glove with wispy feathers then the other before dropping them on the reception desk. With a wave of her arm, she spun around in a circle and smiled at the lights above. “Nice. I approve.”

      Mason forced a smile while trying to calm his buzzing pulse. “I don’t know how much progress I’m making. I feel like I’m stuck in the same place I’ve been the last seven years. She’s definitely as tough as I remember. And stubborn. And demanding…and beautiful.”

      Aunt Birdie picked up a blanket and folded it in half. “Just what you need. A challenge. I’m surprised you don’t have a girl back in Chicago like that. Certainly there’s someone back there who’s all those things.”

      His insides went applesauce-gushy, churning with blender speed. “No… I mean, yes, there are women like that, but none like Savannah. Trust me. I’ve looked. When I thought I’d lost her for good, I tried to move on, to let her go and spare us both the pain, but… And it’s more than those things. It’s her hair, her smile, her voice, her determination, her…her…” He thought for a moment, searching for the right words to express what was so special about Savannah. “That inexplicable beacon of light that I’m drawn to, been drawn to all my life. Like a lighthouse to a boat on stormy seas. She rattles and calms me at the same time. Excites and bewilders in the same breath.”

      “No wonder you’re such an idiot.” Cookie leaned against the hallway molding, her winter hat pushing her silver waves out like fins on each side of her head. The bright red hat was a stark contrast to her hair. Based on the gold embellishments along the brim, there was little doubt Sunny had knitted it for her. And he had no doubt Cookie only wore it to appease Sunny. “That girl’s got you twisted three ways from Sunday.”

      “I’m the idiot?” He pointed to her Pinocchio hat.

      “Shh. Sunny might hear you,” Aunt Birdie scolded.

      “Hear what?” Sunny floated in, wearing her own brightly colored hat, boots, and equally bright smile.

      “That Birdie’s idiot nephew needs to come up with a plan to woo Savannah back, and after all we did to help him, too.” Cookie took off the hat and plopped it down on one of the step ladder rungs.

      “Stop calling me an idiot.” Mason grabbed the blankets off the floor and tossed them into the corner, then the pillows.

      “What about that fancy job of yours?” Cookie plopped her gloves down with added gusto.

      “I can extend my vacation. I’ve actually never taken time off. And with the holidays, business is slow right now. We don’t do much during the week of Christmas since most of our work is for the weeks leading up to the holiday. So, I’ll stay and help out here.”

      “A week isn’t long enough to erase seven years of abandonment,” Cookie said.

      Mason sighed. “I know. And even if I fail again, I’ll keep trying. I don’t deserve her, but I’ve realized I just can’t live without her.”
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      Savannah stood at the tree line, looking down at the water. She’d carried the weight of tragedy with her for so long she wasn’t sure she could let it go. Maybe it was time to escape. With Mason’s financial support and Herbie around to run the business, she could leave. Perhaps she’d meet a man without any baggage to cloud their future. Maybe she’d finally find happiness.

      The river raced around the rocks with the sound of powerful energy, , but the rest of the world remained silent. That deep winter silence that enveloped the world during a snowfall, the white flakes blocking all sound from reaching her ears. Like the stillness of the woods during one of her solo hikes. She couldn’t deny how much she’d miss this place. Especially if she moved to Beijing to be with her parents. Her father worked constantly, so her mother would love the company. She’d begged her to go with them when her father took the international job. At the time, she had held onto hope Mason would return, but now it was time to go.

      It would be an adventure, at least. The chance at a new start. And while they wouldn’t be the same, she was sure she could find mountains to hike and groves of trees to lose herself in. What she wasn’t sure about was how she’d find a man if she didn’t speak the language, but maybe she didn’t want a man in her life at all. She sighed. What did she want?

      The unmistakable sound of shoes sliding over icy wood warned her that Mason was coming across the bridge. Everyone else in her life would know better than to wear dress shoes on a Tennessee mountain in December. Another tap, only a faint sound, when he reached her side of the ravine. She thought about hiding in the trees and remaining silent in the hope he’d go away, but she’d never avoided anything in life, and she wouldn’t start now. “What do you want, Mason?”

      The tapping of his shoes halted, followed by a long pause, then more steps that drew closer. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you.” He swatted a tree limb out of his way and joined her where she stood between a rock and a long, hard drop.

      She looked down into the ravine and for a split second wished she could jump. Every time Mason opened his mouth, it confused her. No matter how much he led her to believe he wanted her in his life, she knew he’d only turn tail and run at the first sign of trouble.

      “I need to talk to you.” Mason rested his foot on top of the rock then propped his elbow on his knee.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to listen to any more insinuations, half-truths, or empty promises. Go back inside. You’re not dressed for this weather.”

      He shuffled forward and grabbed her elbows. “No, I’m not, but if this is the only way I can talk to you then I’m willing to die from exposure.” His voice darkened, matching the soft grey clouds overhead.

      “Leave me alone. You’re good at that, remember?” Savannah grabbed his upper arms and pushed, but he didn’t budge, didn’t let go. His lip turned a light purple.

      “This whole time you’ve been saying that I just ran away, that I abandoned you. But I told you I’d be leaving, and you didn’t stop me. I did what I thought was right to save your relationship with your family. To spare you the uncomfortable comments and stares that you kept getting every time we were together. You said it wasn’t my fault, but that didn’t stop most of the town from considering me a murderer. How long would it have been until you started to resent me for the way they treated you? How long until you started to believe what they said, what your parents said?” His voice cracked, and for the first time, she saw pain in the small creases around his eyes and wilting lips.

      “So, what? We couldn’t have dealt with that together? Was I not strong enough? You didn’t have to go. You chose to leave, to let me face their scorn alone. But this time, I’m the one who’ll leave. You can stay and help the GGs. It’s your turn, and you owe them at least that much. I’m going to turn my business over to Herbie, then I’ll go live with my family.”

      “You’re running away?”

      She turned on him then. “You’re one to judge,” she snapped.

      “I’m not judging you.” He tugged her closer and wrapped his arms around her back, clasping his hands behind her to lock her to him. “I’m trying to save you from a mistake you’ll regret. Trust me. I know, because I’ve regretted leaving every day for the last seven years. It wasn’t until I saw you, until I came home, that I finally felt peace again. I don’t want you to suffer by running away. You love it here. You love the GGs. You love Herbie. You love your company.” His eyes flashed and his cheek twitched. “You love me.”

      Her breath froze in her lungs despite the heat radiating through her body. His words halted her own with a wall of regrets. But it was too late. Too late to bridge the gap that had grown between them. It was time to move on, to explore other rivers and mountains. She shook her head. “I don’t love you.”

      He dropped his arms to his side and stumbled back. “Then I’m a fool. A fool for loving the same girl since the first day of first grade when you smiled at me with your missing tooth and pigtails and told me to move my seat, that you didn’t like boys. I loved you more when you dyed your hair Bozo-orange by accident but still walked to school with your head held high. I loved you even more when you went to the junior prom with my best friend to get back at me for carrying Jenny Applebomb’s books to school when she faked a broken arm.” His hands trembled, his mouth quivered, his teeth chattered, but he took her hand in his and cleared his throat. “Savannah Blake, I have and I always will be madly, deeply, irrevocably in love with you. Nothing will change that.”

      She stood there silent, wanting―no, needing to believe him, but just as desperately not wanting to. Her already cracked and gouged heart couldn’t take another hit. It would combust into ten thousand pieces if she allowed herself to care for him again. The only way to protect herself was to stay away from him, far away where he couldn’t hurt her again.

      She knew she couldn’t live without him, but at the same time, she couldn’t trust him to stick around this time. It would destroy her to lose him again. With self-preservation in mind, she conjured up all of the hate she’d been holding on to. Hate at the town for turning their backs on one of their own. Hate for her parents who couldn’t see the truth, and when they did, chose to run away as well. Hate that she lost the love of her life and she couldn’t open her heart ever again. Her mouth opened, forming the words she never thought to say. “My miracle is you leaving and never returning.”

      He dropped her hand and backed away, his tall frame slumping in defeat. He nodded. “I’ll give them the money for the inn and make sure the work moves along as scheduled.” He took a long breath then said, “I hope you find what you’re looking for, wherever you’re going.” He walked down the narrow path, the same way he’d left her standing in the woods when she was eighteen. It was for the best this time, though. She’d done what she’d promised and got the money for Aunt Birdie. It was good news, a weight off her chest. But why did she feel like a moose had rammed her stomach?

      Her knees hit the snow-covered ground, and she fought to breathe through the pain. Gutted with grief, she doubled over with the mind-numbing pain of loss and life-altering miracle of forcing the man she loved to leave her alone forever.
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      “Don’t do it. Don’t run away again.” Aunt Birdie removed his clothes from his duffle as soon as he dropped them in and tucked them back into a dresser drawer.

      “I’m not running away. I need to get back. Besides, all I’m doing by being here is upsetting Savannah. Whether she chooses to believe it or not, I really do want her happiness.”

      “Tell her how you feel,” she pleaded.

      He collapsed on the bed and rubbed his temple. “I already did, Aunt Birdie. I ripped my heart out and handed it to her, and she crushed it under her work boot.” He wouldn’t be able to forget her words for as long as he lived.

      Aunt Birdie lowered to the bed beside him. “No, she loves you. I know she does. Oh honey, I’m so sorry. We really thought this would work.”

      Mason shoved from the bed. “You did know that the GGs told me you were sick and living in an old folks’ home?”

      “No. No. I’m talking about yesterday when your car rolled down into the ditch, and we shooed all the workers and Herbie out. I wouldn’t have done that if I didn’t believe we’d be coming to a wedding when we returned.”

      “Wedding? More like an execution. My heart’s been her prisoner for years, and she finally served me my sentence.” He shook his head. “And I actually thought a future together would be possible, but it isn’t. I don’t live in your world, Aunt Birdie. My life isn’t sprinkled in pixie dust or guarded by unicorns.”

      Aunt Birdie’s eyes swamped with sorrow, her pupils dilating to full drama level, and Mason’s destroyed heart crumbled even more.

      He pulled her into a hug. “You’ve been the only grounded one in my life. The only one I could ever count on after my dad left me. Yet, here I am judging you for your idiosyncrasies, the things I love the most about you. It’s just that I wish I could be more like you. To experience a bit of your magic. To throw caution to the snow and ignore the heavy words she used to kill my heart, but I can’t.”

      “That advertising degree certainly groomed your vocabulary. And you say Sunny is dramatic.” She pulled back, her oversized black pupils shrunken to baby opals and her lips curved into a mischievous, toddler smile. “You can still win her back. Tell her the ring was for her. That you’d already decided to come back weeks ago and win her heart. That you have never stopped loving her, and that you never will.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, but the ache remained. “I already tried. I told her about the ring last night. I’ve told her I’ve never stopped loving her and she told me to never return. Besides, I saw the look in her eyes. It’s the same look I saw when she’d given up on Sunny teaching her to crochet. The same look she had the day she decided being a cheerleader meant you had to fake being cheerful. It’s her give-up face. It’s been awhile since I’ve seen her, and something changed, but that look was undeniable. She’s already given up on us.” He kissed Aunt Birdie on her head, finished packing his duffle, then headed for the door. “I’d love for you to come visit me in Chicago, and if you ever need anything, you know where to find me. I’ll send the money so you can finish this place. I agree, it’s gonna be great. I’d expect no less from the GGs.” His voice cracked, and he swallowed down the lump in his throat. “I love you, Aunt Birdie. And if you love me, you’ll let me go.”

      She only nodded, tears forming black and tan rivers down her cheeks and mixing with peach on her lips. “Herbie will take you to the airport. Goodbye, my boy.”

      He headed out the door, out of the inn, and out of Savannah Blake’s life.
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      Savannah slung her boots off in the mud room and stomped to the center of the atrium. Spinning under the chandelier, she looked in all directions. “It’s time to fix my truck. The GGs failed.” She fought for oxygen, fought to breathe through the discomfort of her racing memories.

      Cookie was the first to emerge, wielding a wooden spoon covered in cookie dough and an apron that read GG. “What are you caterwauling about in here?”

      “My truck. Fix it. I’m leaving. I did what you all wanted. He’s giving you the money. Now, I can leave. I’m going to live with my parents for a while.” She continued to stomp down her emotions until they obeyed. Until she felt nothing.

      “Is that what you think we wanted?” Sunny countered from the hallway.

      “You don’t know us at all then.” Birdie made her way down the stairs, her makeup smeared, her spirit visibly clouded.

      “Isn’t it? You trapped us here. I mean, where are the lines you three won’t cross? I’ve seen you manipulate people, cheat, lie, and break things to get what you want. Mason’s probably calling a tow truck to pull his car out, and I’ll have to call a repairman unless you’ve taken our cell phones now, too. Now, tell me what you did to my truck.” Her voice rose and crackled, the emotions pounding and scratching at their locked door for escape.

      Cookie closed in, with the other two following suit until she stood in the center of their web. “Calm yourself and watch your tongue, young lady.”

      “Just fix my truck. I need to leave.”

      Sunny fluttered a hand in front of her face. “We didn’t break your truck. Nothin’s wrong with it.”

      Savannah narrowed her gaze and analyzed each of them, but they were all stone-faced. “What?”

      “Do you really think we’d leave you both with no heat and no way to get outta here during this cold front? You wanted to believe that truck don’t work,” Cookie said.

      Savannah spun around, eyeing each of them. “No. I thought—”

      Birdie touched her shoulder, stopping her before she made herself dizzy. “Listen to me, child. I’ve known you all your life, and I’m telling you that if you don’t open your eyes and let down that shield for once, you’ll ruin the rest of your life.”

      “No. I’m trying to make my life better. To protect―”

      Sunny shook her head and placed her palm between her shoulder blades. “No, hon. You’re running. You’re so scared to love again that you’re pushing the only man you’ve ever loved away.”

      Cookie lowered her wooden spoon and placed her other hand on Savannah’s arm. “You’ve been fighting your feelings for so long you don’t know how to let them out, to let them breathe.”

      Birdie squeezed, as if to pinch her awake. “My nephew delivered his heart to you, despite the fact he knew you’d reject him. He was going to stay and fight, no matter what happened. He wasn’t going to leave this time. I think he probably would’ve locked you up to keep you here if he had to.”

      Anger gurgled to the surface. “Yeah? Well, where is he now then?” She shrugged them off, their touch like chisels scraping her resolve and hatred away.

      “He left. Herbie drove him to the airport,” Birdie said

      Why was she not surprised? “Doesn’t sound like much of a fight,” she sneered. “It doesn’t matter anyway. It’s for the best. I don’t need him. I don’t need my parents. I don’t need my sister. I don’t need anyone.”

      “Good, because I think he’s gone for good this time after what you did.” Sunny tapped her golden boots that looked like they’d lost a fight with a Bedazzler.

      “What I did?” Savannah shrieked. Her mouth felt sucked free of moisture, her lungs tight with the lack of air.

      Birdie leaned against the reception desk, her gaze fixed to the chipped tile at her feet. “You gave him the look.”

      “What look?” Savannah waited, but no response. She threw her hands into the air. Enough was enough. She’d escape the insanity and find a real life in Beijing, or anywhere so long as it was away from Mason Harrington.

      Cookie tsked. “The give-up look.”

      Savannah snickered, a menacing, humorless sounding noise. “Give-up look?”

      Birdie approached once again like a timid butterfly. “Yes, my nephew―the man that knows you better than even we do―saw the look. The same look you’ve had on your face every time you’ve given up on something. Once you give that look, there’s no changin’ your mind. That’s why he left. He knew it was truly over for you. He loves you enough to letcha go.” Fresh tears bloomed in her eyes.

      Savannah shook her head. “I never looked at him that way…” Her blood ran cold. Her heart skidded and murmured, unable to maintain a constant beat. “I…he must’ve thought… Maybe I had given up, but only on waiting around for life to get better. I didn’t want to spend my life waiting for things to happen. I wanted to take charge for a change. I didn’t mean—”

      Sunny clapped her hands together, sending a resounding smack through the atrium. “Then go after him. Tell him he got the wrong impression.”

      Her thoughts accelerated into a big bang, exploding with a thousand shiny ideas. Then darkness came in the form of reason. “No. It’s over, done.”

      Birdie grabbed Savannah’s hands and held them tight. “Why? Why can’t you allow yourself to love him again? You’re torturing yourself and a good man by refusing to be honest. You won’t find any better than Mason.”

      “I know.” The words tumbled from her mouth.

      “Then why won’t you open your heart to him? You can’t live your life worryin’ that it won’t work out. Can’t you get over your fear that he won’t stay?” Sunny asked in a gingerly tone.

      “I’m not scared. It’s just, everyone leaves me. Everyone! My sister, my parents, Mason. They all left. I drive everyone away.” Hot tears burned the corners of her eyes. She swiped the moisture away with her scratchy flannel sleeve before they could escape and betray her.

      “Oh honey, it’s not you. It was a series of tragic circumstances.” Birdie squeezed her hands. “A chain of events. When your sister died, it set things in motion that none of us could stop. The town turned against Mason then they turned against your family, only to realize they’d been fools. Your parents couldn’t stay in the town where their daughter died. They needed to handle their grief in their own way. They only left once they were sure you could take care of yourself. And Mason didn’t leave because he couldn’t face what happened. He left because he thought you hated him. Even if you didn’t feel that way then, he was convinced you would someday. He left and tried to make a life, but he couldn’t without you. So, he came back for you. Put his heart out there despite his fear that you might still despise him, that you’d given up on him.”

      “Never. I never hated him.” Her hands shook, tears dripped down her face to her chin and splattered to the floor. “But it doesn’t matter. He only put his heart out there because things didn’t work out with his girlfriend. He was going to give her your ring.”

      “That ring was never meant for anyone else. It was only meant for you. He’d asked for it weeks ago, in order to prove his feelings for you. He planned to make a grand gesture by coming to sweep you off your feet and convince you to love him once again. But before he could execute his plan, Cookie and Sunny stepped in and created a mess,” Birdie dropped her hands and angled a glare at the others.

      Both Cookie and Sunny bowed their heads.

      Hope sucker punched her to the gut, twisting her resolved. “You’re not lying to me? He seriously asked you for the ring to win me back? You didn’t tell him to do it?” Savannah asked. A crack formed in her wall of protection.

      “No. Never. It was all him,” Birdie said.

      She struggled with the truth, with her conflicting emotions. How could she let go of so many years of loneliness and regret to trust a man she thought had left her behind because he couldn’t face her anymore? “I…how?”

      Cookie dropped her spoon to the floor and pounced on Savannah, wrapping her into a bear hug. “You listen to me, girl. You ain’t got no more time to sit on your duff and think this through. It’s a simple question. Do you love him?”

      “Yes,” she said, despite her mind screaming for her to shut up. And to her astonishment, it felt good. It felt right, like she had finally spilled the secret she’d carried for so long. “Yes, I do.”

      Cookie released her, holding her by the shoulders a step away and staring her down. “Then stop wasting precious time and go after him before he gets on a plane and you lose him forever. There’s no way any man would stick around after you told him to never return like that. While Mason has all the determination to fight for what he wants, he can’t go against your wishes.”

      “Or can he?” Sunny announced. They all followed her gaze to the front door. It opened slowly and in stepped Mason.

      “I know I said I loved her enough to let her go, but I couldn’t even step off the front porch without trying one more time, or a dozen, or for eternity. I’m sorry, but I can’t give you your miracle, Savannah Blake. I just can’t leave you again. I don’t know if it’s because I love you too much, or not enough. All I know is that I love you.”

      Savannah looked at all three women. Even Cookie had tears in her eyes.

      “I won’t force you to love me back. I just want you to know that I can’t give up trying. If that means I follow you to Beijing then so be it. I guess I really am a stalker.” Mason shuffled between feet. “I’m just not sure what to do to--”

      “I do.” Her voice became hoarse with emotion. This time, she had to take the initiative, to take the plunge and choose to love him. She went behind the reception desk and pulled out the ring. With it on her open palm, she knelt in front of Mason. His eyes shot wide, and he sucked in a breath of air. “If you still want me to, I’d be honored to wear Birdie’s ring. Today, tomorrow, and always. I know you think that I’ve hated you, that I deserved more out of life than you, but it’s not true. I’ve never stopped loving you from the moment I saw you all those years ago. I loved you the day you ended up in detention for knocking Walter Stan on his butt when he told me my sister was easy. I loved you when you sent Suzy away when the GGs told you she was trying to make trouble for us. I loved you when you promised me forever.” She seizes a short breath and forced her words to continue despite the rising emotions that came with it. “Mason, I’ve never stopped loving you. I haven’t even kissed another man, looked at another man. It’s been you always and forever.”

      He collapsed to his knees, his eyes full of tears. “I have loved you always. Yesterday, today, and forever.” His hands trembled, but he managed to retrieve the ring from her palm and slid it onto her finger. It fit perfectly. Strangely, her finger no longer felt naked and her heart no longer felt alone. He pulled her tight against him. “And I don’t want to spend another minute without you.”

      She flung her arms around his neck and he held her tight, just the way she remembered. The way she wanted him to from the moment he had walked back into her life. He kissed her madly, deeply, lovingly sealing their fate into a happily ever after.
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      Mason stood in the center of the room, eyeing the chipped tile and cracked plaster, while Christmas music wafted around them. “Is this really legal?”

      “Stop your worrying. I told you I’m an ordained minister. You’re not the first couple I’ve married. And once the Miracle Mountain Inn is open for business, I’ll marry more.” Sunny walked to the fireplace, floating like an angel in her long white robe.

      He wanted to ask why she had been ordained but decided against it. The story would take half the day, and he had other plans.

      Cookie shuffled into the atrium, holding a two-tiered wedding cake decorated with white dots and ribbons streaming down the sides. She set it down on the solarium table, then flipped off the overhead fixtures to allow the Christmas lights to twinkle with all their magic. When she moved to stand by Herbie, he cleared his throat and straightened his suit jacket, a powder blue number circa 1972 that he barely squeezed himself into.

      “Can’t believe you two is finally gonna get hitched after all these years,” Herbie said. “And so quick, too. What makes you wanna do it today?”

      Mason straightened his tie and shrugged at his dirty, ruined shoes. What did his clothes matter when he was about to finally start his life with Savannah? “Because I can’t wait another minute to make her my wife. Thanks for coming up here on Christmas morning. I know it means a lot to Savie.”

      Herbie tugged on his jacket again, the seams along his shoulders threatening to bust. “I wouldn’t a missed it.”

      Aunt Birdie opened the front door and Cookie pushed a button on the little boombox to change the song to a Christmas rendition of the wedding march, filled with bells and chimes. On cue, Savannah entered. Her hair was pulled up on her head, with ringlet curls cascading around her temples. A tight-fitting white, vintage-style gown, that hugged her thin frame in all the right places. It looked like something he’d seen in Aunt Birdie’s closet once. He thought he loved the way she looked in flannel and jeans, but this…this was perfection.

      “Close your mouth, or Jiminy Cricket’s gonna hop in there,” Sunny teased.

      Mason obeyed then offered Savannah his hand. “You look…breathtaking. The most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.” She blushed, and his heart nearly exploded with joy. Savannah never blushed. He raked a knuckle down her soft, rouged cheek and took her other hand to stand in front of Sunny. “Wait, this won’t be legal without a marriage license.” Mason wanted to kick himself for forgetting such a detail. He didn’t want to wait another minute to have Savannah as his wife.

      “Don’t fret. I’m here.” A burly man holding some paperwork walked into the atrium. “It’s a good thing for you I owe the GGs a favor. My wife is none too happy I’m not at home right now.”

      Cookie crossed her arms over her chest. “Good thing you did. I still got evidence.”

      “That you promised to destroy after this, right?” he said, his face pleading.

      Mason didn’t want to know any more. All he cared about was that they’d be legally married now. And for that he would be eternally grateful to the man. But then another thought struck. “I know you have Birdie’s ring, but that’s an engagement ring. I don’t have a wedding ring. Is it okay if I promise to buy one tomorrow?”

      “No need to fret. I got ya covered.” Sunny opened a dusty old Bible then withdrew two rings from her pocket and placed them on top of the pages. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.”

      If Mason didn’t know better, he’d think Sunny had gone to seminary school, what with the way she spoke with authority. He tried to pay attention to her every word, to remember every sound and smell from his wedding day, but he was too distracted by Savannah. The white dots of flowers entwined in her hair, her long legs accentuated by the yards of white, satin fabric that draped from her hips.

      “Hey, you gonna answer?” Aunt Birdie elbowed him in the side.

      “Sorry, I was distracted.” He winked at Savannah.

      Cookie grunted. “They’ll be time for that on the honeymoon. Now, do you take her to be your wife or not?”

      “Yes! Of course I do. Forever.”

      Savannah let out a long breath and squeezed his hands. “I do, too.”

      “I didn’t ask you yet. It ain’t proper if I don’t ask you first,” Sunny protested.

      “Okay, then ask me.” Savannah smiled.

      After one huff and an eye roll, Sunny continued. “Do you, Savannah Blake, take Mason Harrington to be your husband? To love him? To honor him? To stay with him and never leave Miracle Mountain?”

      They both chuckled but didn’t argue since they’d already decided to stay and help run the inn.

      “I do,” Savannah said.

      Sunny plopped a small gold band onto his palm. “Place this on her finger and repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Mason slid the ring onto her slender finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Then Sunny handed a larger gold band to Savannah. “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Savannah repeated the words, sealing their promise with the ring.

      “If no one has just cause to keep these two from gettin’ hitched, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Mason didn’t wait for Sunny to finish before he dipped Savannah and kissed her passionately, tasting her sweet breath, smelling her floral shampoo, and feeling her warmth against his body. The GGs whistled and clapped. After a few moments, and several smacks on his back, he released Savannah and hugged his family.

      Cookie cut the cake while Sunny made a wardrobe change. All smiles, Aunt Birdie helped Cookie serve the cake to the few guests present for their ceremony. Mason continued to hold and kiss Savannah’s hands. “You sure you don’t mind such a small wedding?”

      “I’m not one for attention. I have my family and close friends here. I don’t need anyone else. This is perfect.” Savannah drew dizzying circles around his palm with her thumb.

      This day was like a miracle. Everything he’d ever wanted was coming true. “We still need a story for the inn. Have you thought of a modern-day miracle we can use to draw in guests?”

      Savannah’s red-tinted lips spread into a wide smile. “I don’t need to come up with a miracle. I’m living one. You’re my miracle.”

      Mason couldn’t keep the smile from engulfing his whole face. She really was his beacon in the storm. His fire on a cold, snowy night. He led her over to the cake table and picked up his cell phone to snap a selfie of them.

      “Why’d you do that? I have a camera, you know.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t upload pictures to social media as easily with that. And I need to share our first Miracle Mountain Christmas with the world.” He thought for a moment then said, “I think I know what our slogan should be. Miracle Mountain Inn…where reality fades away and romance is rekindled.”
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      Dear Reader,
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      A great way to keep up to date on all releases, sales and prizes subscribe to my Newsletter at www.ciaraknight.com/newsletter. I’m extremely sociable, so feel free to chat with me on Facebook, Twitter, or Goodreads.
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