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Dear Readers, As with the other books in the Indigo Island series, The Trouble with Christmas is set on an island much like Daufuskie Island, South Carolina. In this particular story, food plays a very central role and for inspiration I turned to the fabulous cookbook Gullah Home Cooking the Daufuskie Way by Sallie Ann Robinson. Robinson grew up on Daufuskie Island and was one of Pat Conroy’s students for the year he spent teaching in the island’s one room schoolhouse. His experience was captured in his novel The Water is Wide. My character, Sally Ann, is named in her honor.

I hope you’ll enjoy your visit to Indigo Island. It’s a magical place for the holidays, as is any place where you gather with your loved ones.

May all of your Christmas dreams come true!
 Happy Reading! Happy Holidays!
 Much love, Kaira 


Chapter One

LILY
 ‡ LILYEDMONDS GENTLYpulled another soft petal from the white daisy she held in her hand. Only one petal remained, and she looked down at the pile accumulating on the green picnic table on the back deck of her apartment. It was a brisk December day, deceptively cold in Atlanta, but Lily didn’t feel the chill.

He loves me not. She tossed the stem to the ground. It had been a week since Bob’s phone call shattered her world and undermined all of the confidence Lily had built up in her thirty years on earth. She glanced down at the threecarat, emerald-cut diamond, sparkling on her left finger and again felt a spurt of tears.

“Keep the ring, Lily,” Bob had said at the end of the call. “We did have a great time together, and I’ll always care about you. I am sorry.”

Sorry.
 He was sorry?
 After spending almost five years

together, building a relationship, planning their future, talking about the children they would have, the life they would live, he was, simply, sorry.

Once she found out the reason he was dumping her, Lily had been furious. She still was. She had no idea how she would ever get over the betrayal. Her best friend, Avery Putnam, was expecting Lily and Bob to stay with her and her family for the holidays on Indigo Island. Lily knew she should call Avery and tell her, but she couldn’t make herself pick up the telephone. Denial was a powerful coping technique, and Lily was guilty of pretending if she didn’t tell anyone Bob had broken off their engagement, it might not be real. Pretending had become her life and how she’d been able to go to work at the restaurant each evening, a forced smile painted on her face.

Her routine had saved her. For the past week, at Alfredo’s Italian Restaurant in Buckhead, she had focused on her work as a pastry chef, and she continued to be especially proud of her ricotta cheesecake and Tiramisu she’d learned to create during culinary school. She added her own twists to make her confections uniquely hers and a patron favorite at Alfredo’s.

Lily swallowed and pushed back tears when she thought about other plans she and Bob had planned after their wedding—buying a building downtown and turning it into a bakery. Gone, she thought in despair. All her dreams were gone, erased by one phone call, and Bob no longer took her calls. Instead, he texted, What’s the point? It’s over.

Lily stood up and stretched her arms to the sky. The backyard of her apartment was as sad in winter as her heart. The grass was brown. The leaves had fallen from the giant oak trees gracing her neighborhood, leaving bare branches beseeching an empty grey sky. Lily had always made it a point to have a sunny floral arrangement in her apartment at all times. Just before Bob’s call, she’d purchased two dozen of her favorite white daisies from the flower store on the corner. She hadn’t even made a dent in the bunch during her new daily petalplucking ritual. As she walked inside to get ready for work, Lily stared at the bouquet, resigned. She could pick petals for the rest of the week, but it wouldn’t matter what each daisy told her, she would never be able to change his heart.
 * A S ALWAYS,ALFREDO’Swas packed with hungry diners who were the who’s who of Atlanta. For the most part, Lily worked busily at her pastry station, hidden, while the majority of the kitchen and wait staff, mostly male and Italian, bustled around her. Lily often thought she’d been hired fresh out of culinary school due more to her dark, glossy hair and chocolate brown eyes—so large in her small face she sometimes felt like a cartoon character—than she had been recruited for her pastry skills. She definitely could pass for Italian; Lily quickly swept her long hair into a topknot and put a white chef’s hat on her head.

Her ingredients were ready to go so she pulled a white apron on to protect her black, long sleeved t-shirt and black pants, her work uniform, which her manager insisted on just in case Lily was ever asked to come to the front of the house to talk to the guests. Luckily, that didn’t happen often.

“You never know, bella,” Sergio had said when he hired her, with his attempt at a seductive smile. “I would ask to meet you.”

She’d been at the restaurant almost three years now, and she might still feel like the shy little girl she’d been when she’d first been engulfed in the sunshine of Avery’s friendship so many years ago, but Lily had been able to hold her own with the male employees of Alfredo’s. She was all business in the kitchen.

Lily carefully added the finishing touch to a chocolate mousse, squeezing the cone-shaped pastry sleeve in her hand to write Happy Birthday, James on the top of the cake.

“Lily, table seven wants you to personally deliver the cake. Go on,” Sergio appeared at her side and pulled her chef’s hat from her head.

“Oh.” She fought the impulse to drag her hat back on and continue to hide. “I’m really not in the mood,” she said. “Just have Tony take it over.”

“The Putnams insist on having you deliver it. They tell me you’re part of their family? Nice family,” Sergio said.

Avery .
 Lily huffed out a breath. Her best friend had left her numerous voice mail messages all week, and sent texts Lily hadn’t returned because she just couldn’t face telling Avery about Bob. That would make her broken engagement real, permanent. No way could she keep the awful news a secret in front of Avery. Lily felt flustered as she pulled her top knot off and allowed her hair to cascade down her back.
 She picked up the cake and walked into the small, intimate dining room, determined to find a smile and congratulate James. Then she could flee back to her kitchen and blissful pretending that everything would be okay and she would wake up from the nightmare of Bob’s defection. Avery grinned and jumped up to hug Lily the moment she spotted her. Lily managed to shift her stance to protect the cake. Mark, Avery’s husband, her brother James, and father Richard all stood politely.
 “Hey, Avery, hello everyone,” Lily said, forcing a smile. “Happy birthday, James.”
 “Surprise!” Avery said.
 “Lily, dear, so good to see you,” Avery’s dad said and kissed her cheek as soon as she’d put the cake in front of James.
 “You, too, all of you,” Lily said, bending to give Avery’s mom, Evalyn, a kiss on her cheek.
 “How are you, dear? How’s Bob? When is the big day? We barely survived Avery’s wedding and now, well, I demand to be involved in planning yours,” Evalyn said. “You’re my second daughter, you know.”
 Lily swallowed hard and nodded, but no way could she speak.
 “You okay?” Avery asked softly as she wrapped Lily in a big hug. “I’ve been so worried. What is going on? Is it Bob?”
 Lily nodded for the third time, purposefully avoiding eye contact with her beautiful blonde friend. Instead, she moved on to give James a hug. Even through her haze of misery, she noticed that for once he didn’t have a date. “Happy Birthday, James. Hope you all enjoy the cake. It’s so good to see you all. And Merry Christmas, if I don’t see you again before then.”
 “It’s only December tenth, Lily, we’ll see you before Christmas. You’re coming to Indigo remember?” Avery said, hands on hips, watching her closely.
 Lily wanted to escape their concerned eyes. “Would you like me to light the candle? Are we singing?”
 James grimaced. “No, of course we aren’t singing.”
 Lily remembered his embarrassment at public displays like a birthday cake, and she was thankful. Now she could make her exit.
 “Well, enjoy. It’s my special chocolate mousse! I’ve got to get back to the kitchen,” she said as cheerfully as she could and bolted back to the kitchen.
 Back in the safety of her work space —the comfort of heat, routine chaos, creative mixing, and the smells of garlic and tomato sauce—Lily relaxed a little. She had to tell Avery, she just didn’t feel ready to face the concerns, the pity, the questions.
 And then, Avery appeared at her station. “Lily, we’re all worried about you. What’s going on?”
 “Nothing,” Lily lied, her face flushed with guilt.
 “Honestly, Lils, it’s not even James’s birthday for another week. You should know that.”
 “I’ve just been busy at work. You know, we had all those catering jobs over Thanksgiving, just the busy holiday season,” Lily said, rolling pastry with her rolling pin, preparing the wafer thin dough her famous Sicilian Cannoli deserved. “You’re going to get me in trouble being back here.”
 If anything, the chefs—all men— appreciated the appearance of the tall, beautiful blonde. Suddenly, they all found a reason to saunter past the pastry station, a miniature white-hatted parade.
 “Bull shit. I told Sergio I was coming back here. Are you and Bob in a fight?” Avery said, blue eyes flashing. “I’m not budging until you tell me the truth. In fact, I want you to come home with me after work. Mark and I drove separately and he’s riding home with my parents, leaving our car. So tell me now, or after work. Your choice.”
 Lily felt the tears well up in her eyes before she could stop them. They rolled down both cheeks, landed on the pastry dough, and ruined the batch, the moisture making the delicate dough too sticky. She’d have to start over.

She was starting over.
 “Oh, Avery,” she said, hurrying around the stainless steel counter to embrace her friend. “Bob broke our engagement. He said he’s in love with someone else. They’re getting married this Christmas!” Her voice ended in a wail.
 Avery wrapped her arm around Lily and escorted her out the kitchen’s back door into the chilly evening. She walked to her car, opened the passenger door and pushed Lily, still wearing her kitchen whites and chef hat, gently inside.
 Sobs wracked Lily’s body as Avery climbed into the driver’s seat.
 “He was an asshole, Lils,” Avery said, her musical voice for once hard. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t figure out a way to tell you I didn’t think he was good for you long term. You only saw one side of him.”
 “I loved him, Aves,” Lily managed.
 “I know,” Avery rubbed circles on Lily’s back. “I know you did. But you deserve much better.”
 Lily couldn’t speak anymore, and Avery seemed at a loss for words, stroking Lily’s tangled, damp hair after the chef’s hat had fallen off.
 “I need to go back in there, finish my shift,” Lily gulped.
 “You’re in no condition,” Avery was already taking over like she always did, like Lily had let her take over for years. “I’m texting mom right now to tell Sergio that you’re very ill. He’ll be fine. Most of the tables are through desert anyway,” Avery said.
 Lily wondered what she would do without Avery. Only Avery knew how far Lily had come, overcoming the heartbreak of her teens to emerge as a strong, independent woman. Avery had been there every step of the way. In fact, all of the Putnams had been like a second family, even Avery’s brothers, Blake, James, and Denton were like siblings to her despite the one time she and James crossed a boundary in the back of his car her senior year in high school. They’d both been drinking, and later had promised each other that it would never happen again.
 Lily had imagined that once she and Bob had become engaged, she wouldn’t rely on the Putnams’ emotional support again. She would get married and start her happy life. Now she was starting over. Alone. Once again, she would need to lean on Avery, maybe even her family. Lily covered her face and tried to stop the stream of tears and Avery drove away from Alfredo’s.
 * 

“LILY, ARE YOU awake?” Avery asked, pulling Lily from her dreams. She opened her eyes and smiled wanly at Avery. The whole night came crashing back—crying, confessing that Bob had dumped her for someone else, leaving work. And now she had to face life alone. Again. Lily looked around the guest bedroom at Avery’s house, which reminded her of the guest bedroom at the Putnam Estate, the same soothing light pink color scheme. She’d spent many nights at the Putnams’ throughout her life, and in almost every case, she’d been there because of an overwhelmingly sad event. Now, she was repeating the pattern, a pathetic guest in Avery and Mark’s new home. A chill moved down her spine as she forced herself to ignore the old memories trying to bubble up in her mind. Bob’s betrayal was enough to deal with for now. When did he stop loving me? Why did he stop loving me?

“It’s lunch time,” Avery said gently, pulling back the thick silk curtains to reveal a grey, rainy day. “You slept through breakfast.”

Lily slowly sat up. “Thanks for bringing me here, Aves.”
 “I can’t believe you didn’t call me the minute he broke up with you. The jerk. You know what Mark said about him right?”
 “Boring Bob?” Lily repeated, a small smile crossing her face despite herself.
 Avery’s husband found Bob a boring snob who only wanted to talk about money and social status.
 “Yes, well, he has appended the nickname and now it’s Boring Bastard Bob. You like it? I do.”
 Avery plopped down on the end of the queen bed. She wore a simple black cashmere turtleneck and fitted, dark jeans. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. Her gorgeous blue eyes were filled with love and concern.
 “You have to be sick of my pathetic life,” Lily said. “I really thought I was on the road to my future. I really believed he loved me.”
 “Well, after you went to sleep last night, I did a little snooping,” Avery said, her face drawn and sad. “Bob is planning to marry Rebecca Postle. I don’t know who set them up, his parents or hers, but it’s an arranged marriage of sorts,” Avery said.
 “How could he possibly agree to marry her when he’d asked me to marry him?” Lily demanded, playing with the diamond ring on her finger. “I know I never was good enough for Bob’s family.”
 “Bob’s not good enough for you if, after five years and a proposal, he caves in to his parents’ wishes. I mean really? Who does that?” Avery’s blue eyes flashed with indignation.
 “I don’t want to talk about it,” Lily fought back a fresh rush of tears. “Or think about it. I can’t imagine him, kissing her, making love to her.”
 “You know what? You need to get angry, and then you need to realize the Postles have done you a big favor. You are better than that, Lils, you are. Good riddance is all I say. You’re keeping the ring right?”
 Lily nodded. She hadn’t given it too much thought except to toy with idea of returning it so that she could see Bob again, make him explain himself in person, but after Avery’s outburst, she realized she needed to stop crying. She did need to stop thinking about Bob in present tense.
 “Good. That’s a little safety net right there. I know you and Bob had discussed you opening a bakery at one point. That ring could be a nice start to a savings account for that dream.”
 “I can’t think about all of that yet,” Lily said. “I don’t want to think about anything, but he’s still in my dreams. It’s like he’s haunting me. And it’s almost the holidays. This is the trouble with Christmas, and every other major holiday. It’s a time for family and love. And once again, I’m alone.”
 “You have me, and my family. Mom and I are leaving for Indigo Island tomorrow and you’re coming, too,” Avery said. She excitedly reached for Lily’s hand. “It will be the best thing for you to get away and regroup. We’ll have fun like when we were kids. You have time to stop your mail, clean out your refrigerator, and pack your clothes. We leave in the helicopter in the morning.”
 “I can’t,” Lily finally made a move to get out of the comfy bed so she could face the day and the rest of her life. “I have to work. It’s December, the restaurant is crazy busy.”
 “I told Alfredo you needed time off,” Avery said, very sure of herself—like always. “And you do. If you want it, he’ll give you your job back when you return. I even helped line up a temporary pastry chef. It’s your choice about whether you return after the holidays. I’d rather have you start your own business,” Avery said, like it was the most natural thing in the world to arrange her friend’s life.
 Always so willing to help, Lily thought wryly. To fix her life. She knew she had to stand on her own, but Lily had to admit it felt good to be taken care of after such a blow.
 “You’re incredible. You really are. Thank you, Aves,” Lily said, her heart lightened a little bit at the thought of a trip to Indigo Island.
 The remote Sea Island was like a second home to her. She’d even thought it would be fun to open her bakery there, but Bob had laughed off that idea as unreasonable.
 “So let’s get started. We won’t return until after New Year’s. A whole new year and a new start when we get back.”
 Lily looked down at the diamond ring sparkling on her finger and swallowed a sob. She wasn’t quite ready to take it off. And where would she keep it safe, anyway? She took a deep breath and stared out at the grey day. Another new start.




Chapter Two

LILY
 ‡ 

SHE FINISHED ZIPPINGher suitcase at the same moment the doorbell rang. “You better be ready, we’re all waiting!” Avery yelled through the door.
 Lily smiled. What would she do without her best friend? I’m thirty years old, suddenly single and adrift. She opened the door and Avery burst inside.

My best friend is my only constant. “Wipe that frown off your gorgeous
 face, immediately,” Avery said pulling
 her into a bear hug.
 Avery wore a light blue cashmere
 sweater, khaki jeans, and ankle boots.
 She looked chic and ready for an island
 adventure. Lily looked down at her own
 outfit – black turtleneck, black jeans,
 black boots – and sighed. She looked as
 gloomy as she felt.
 “I hope you’re ready because the
 Putnams wait for no one, as you know!” “I’m all set, but are you sure Sergio
 is okay with this?” Lily said, imagining
 her boss and all of his Italian temper
 boiling over at her departure. She
 needed her job, especially now.
 “Yes, I’m positive. It’s all worked
 out,” Avery said, with her breezy
 confidence.
 “Okay, I have no idea how you did
 it, but if Alfredo’s can manage without
 me during the holiday rush, well, they
 might decide they can manage without
 me forever.”
 “Impossible,” Avery said and
 grabbed Lily’s suitcase as she pulled her
 toward the front door. “They’re hosting a
 guest pastry chef from Paris, a guy who
 just happens to have always wanted to
 visit America. He’s a friend, from when
 I studied abroad. It worked out perfectly.
 Under the table, of course.”
 “You’re amazing,” Lily said, and
 pulled her apartment door behind her
 tightly. “Thank you.”
 “Anything for my best friend, Lils,”
 Avery said and led her down the
 walkway to the white limo, with the
 Putnam orange P emblazed on the door,
 waiting at the curb. The driver hopped
 out and helped them inside and then took
 care of Lily’s suitcase.
 “It’s been forever, John, how are
 you?” Lily asked.
 “Great, same as always, Miss Lily.
 It’s good to see you,” John said. “To the
 airport, then, Miss Avery?”
 “Yes, please,” Avery said, then
 turned to Lily. “I’m so excited. This will be like Christmases during high school
 when you were always with us.”
 Lily wished she could share Avery’s
 excitement, but she felt empty. It wasn’t
 at all the same, Avery was married and
 Lily was supposed to be engaged. She
 forced a smile since she didn’t want to
 bring everyone down this holiday. “Your
 family has always been so kind to me.” Avery smiled, accepting Lily, as
 always, just the way she was. The limo
 pulled into the private airplane section
 of the airport and up to the Putnams’
 white helicopter, sporting the orange
 script Putnam P on the side. Seeing the
 copter, Lily did feel a small burst of
 excitement.
 “See, you’re smiling, Lils,” Avery
 said as they climb out onto the tarmac.
 Mrs. Putnam emerged from another car
 and the three women walked to the
 helicopter. “My dad is coming over this
 afternoon. It’s a girls’ flight now.” “Hello, Avery. Lily.” Evalyn kissed
 both girls on the cheek. She smoothed
 her sleek gray cashmere dress down her
 slim body. “Let’s get going, shall we?” And at her command, everyone
 strapped in, and the helicopter took
 flight. As they neared the island, Lily felt
 her shoulders begin to relax. She had
 been visiting Indigo Island with the
 Putnams for years, but she never realized
 until today just how much the island calmed her. She took a deep breath and looked over at Avery, who was smiling
 out the window.
 Lily remembered the December of
 her freshman year in high school when
 her dad had packed his bags and said
 goodbye, telling her he’d found his soul
 mate and was moving to Chicago to be
 with her. “But what about me and mom?”
 Lily had asked, too stunned to be able to
 comprehend that he really intended to
 leave them forever.
 “I’ll always love you, Lily, but I
 need to live a genuine life,” her dad had
 said, patting her on the head like a dog.
 And then he’d left. Lily had barely seen
 him since. Her mom had fallen apart, unable to pull herself out of the alcoholism his sudden exit triggered
 after their twenty-two year marriage. And now more than fifteen
 Decembers later, another man has
 abruptly left, breaking his promise to
 her. She was cursed. A tear worked its
 way down her cheek before she could
 stop it.
 “Hey, no more tears. We’re about to
 land at the most magical island of
 healing ever,” Avery said patting Lily’s
 hand.
 Lily smiled.
 “You get your own room now! I have
 to share with Mark,” Avery joked as they
 hurried to the waiting golf cart. Lily smiled at the things the Putnams took for granted. The wealth, the happiness, the golf carts that matched their helicopters, and their private jets. But even as much as Avery took all the symbols of her wealth for granted, she was a true and wonderful friend. The best friend Lily
 could hope for.
 Evalyn Putnam walked ahead of the
 younger women, up the steps to the front
 door of the Putnam Plantation, a replica
 of an antebellum Southern plantation that
 formerly occupied just this spot on
 Indigo Island. Every time Lily visited,
 she imagined what it must have been like
 here before air conditioning and running
 water, before all the comforts she took for granted. As Evalyn reached the wrap-around porch, she smiled and said, “It’s so good to be here, isn’t it? Take a
 deep breath, girls. Ahhh.”
 Lily smiled, trying to shake off her
 negative thoughts so she’d be a better
 guest. Avery rushed past her mom up the
 stairs to the wide front porch. A huge
 wreath made from large branches of
 local pine trees decorated the front door.
 Garland had been wrapped around the
 banister of the long porch. White twinkle
 lights have been threaded through the
 branches, held in place by cheerful red
 ribbon. The front porch lights were
 decorated with the same bold red
 ribbons, standing out against the white wood of the home. A fresh evergreen wreath adorned every window, held in place by a thick red velvet ribbon.
 Everything was, as always, perfect. “Well, do you girls feel the chill in
 the air?” Evalyn asked as her
 housekeeper pulled open the front door.
 “Hope you have a fire going, Millie.” “Yes, in the library and in the family
 room, Ms. Putnam. Welcome home,”
 Millie said, stepping out of the way. “Oh, Mom, who decorated the tree?”
 Avery asked in a voice that made her
 sound as if she were a small child. “Millie handled it, since I wasn’t
 sure who would be here when and I
 wanted the tree up when I arrived. Isn’t
 it gorgeous?”
 The tree was massive, easily fifteen
 feet tall, towering over the Putnams’
 grand foyer. The entire room was filled
 with the smell of fresh pine. The tree
 was decorated with white lights, and the
 only accent color was red. Huge silver
 and white ornaments glistened and
 danced under the light from the tree and
 the large crystal chandelier was
 suspended just above the shining, silver
 star topping the tree. The scale of
 everything in the room reminded Lily of
 a grand hotel lobby. And this was only
 one of the Putnam’s homes.
 Behind the tree, the bannister of the
 circular stairway that led up to the second floor was decorated, like the outside deck, with garland, white lights
 and red ribbon.
 “It’s gorgeous,” Lily said to Evalyn. Avery had lost interest in the tree and
 had walked into the library to the right of
 the foyer.
 “Avery is making sure I didn’t
 decorate the library tree,” Evalyn said to
 Lily with a knowing smile. “I didn’t, of
 course. I’ll leave that one to you girls.” Avery walked back to where Evalyn
 and Lily stood admiring the tree. She
 kissed her mother on the cheek. “Thanks
 mom. I was worried you’d let someone
 else decorate the family tree.”
 “You know I wouldn’t, dear,” Evalyn said. “Lily, you are in the blue room at the end of the hall. Perhaps you’d like to unpack. Lunch will be served in about an hour, in the kitchen since it’s just the
 three of us.”
 “Thank you, both, so much. I’m so
 happy to be here,” Lily said and realized
 it was true.
 She followed Avery up the grand
 staircase, grateful her friend had
 realized that if Lily had been left alone
 to dwell on her heartbreak, she would
 have felt far worse.
 “James will be here this afternoon,”
 Avery said as they reached the top of the
 stairs. “I’m surprised. Usually he
 doesn’t come play family until the last minute. He’s almost as bad as Blake
 used to be.”
 “Oh great. When do Mark and
 Denton and Blake get into town?” Lily
 followed Avery into her bedroom. Avery’s room faced the ocean and
 had been redone since Lily had last
 visited. Instead of the two queen beds,
 there now was a king bed covered with
 an impossibly fluffy white comforter.
 The floors, as in all the bedrooms, were
 hardwood, softened by thick white wool
 rugs. Two overstuffed white chairs
 framed the window and the sparkling
 ocean view.
 “This room is gorgeous,” Lily said. The bedside tables were each decorated with matching three-foot tall Christmas trees, with shiny red ball ornaments—the only color in the room. A fresh pine wreath tied with a bright red velvet bow hung from the top of the
 mirror over the long mahogany dresser. Avery walked into the passageway
 that separated the room from the full bath
 and slid open the mirrored closet doors,
 inspecting the clothes hanging inside. “It’s always so much fun to see what
 I left here. Sometimes I leave things here
 on purpose, just so something will seem
 new and fresh. Like this sweater—oh,
 and these sweat pants. I love these,” she
 said, pulling out a pair of gray sweats
 and hugging them tight. “Mark doesn’t like me in sweats so I’ll have to wear
 them all day today.”
 The staff had unpacked Avery’s
 suitcases and her toiletries were
 assembled on the white marble
 countertop in the large bathroom. Avery
 pulled off her jeans and pulled on her
 sweats. “That’s better,” she said. “Let’s
 go get you settled and into some sweats.
 We have a tree to decorate!”




Chapter Three

COLE
 ‡ COLE STANTON THOUGHTthe chill in the air felt great as he stretched for his morning jog. Compared to the summer months when he’d been sure he’d given himself heat stroke a couple of times, this was the perfect weather for a run. Since he’d moved here a few months ago to start a new life, Cole was now in the best shape of his life, as long as no one looked too closely at his hands, covered with cuts and blisters, and the hair on his right arm had been singed off as well as his eyebrows in a freak flash over fire two days ago. If Sally Ann hadn’t been there with a fire extinguisher, the entire restaurant would have been consumed in flames.

He ran along the flat, firm sand at the edge of the ocean, enjoying the views over to Hilton Head, and along the south to the tip of the island, a development called Bloody Point after the notorious battles that had taken place centuries before. In the far distance, he could see Tybee Island, another Sea Island that, like Hilton Head, was connected to the mainland by a bridge ages ago.

What a difference a bridge would make for the restaurant. He stopped at a tangled pile of driftwood that blocked the rest of the beach. A bridge would bring in more diners, which the restaurant desperately needed, but it would also ruin the seclusion and peace of the island, a place his grandmother introduced him to when he was a child. He needed to find an answer to the dwindling profits. As he jogged back home, his mood dark, not improved by the quick five-mile run. For the first time in his life, Cole had failed. His embarrassment still rankled. As the new owner of Marshside Mama’s restaurant, he’d overpromised and under delivered on his first major holiday, Thanksgiving. What had he been thinking? He didn’t know the restaurant industry, nor did he know the island that well, but he had jumped in anyway, investing in Sally Ann’s Marshside Mama’s with a lot of ideas fueled by arrogance and enthusiasm and not a lot of knowledge or foresight.

What the hell had happened to his brain? He’d been determined to improve people’s lives, not destroy them. His jaw hurt because he’s been clenching it so often, but as he ran past the Putnam Plantation, he had a whole different hurt. Christmas had arrived. The porch glowed with white lights, wrapped in garland and cheery red ribbon bows. Christmas. The trouble with Christmas? It was a family holiday, but his family was far away. His parents had begged him to come home to New England for the holidays but he couldn’t leave Sally Ann with the mess he had created. So he’d promised his mom he’d make it next year. She hadn’t been happy, and he felt even worse.

Cole imagined his family’s home in Lincoln, elaborately decorated for Christmas with colorful lights, a tree filled with the handmade ornaments Cole and his brother had made through elementary school. His mom’s spiced apple cider always simmered on the stove, filling the house with the scents of family and the holidays. He imagined the snow was already blanketing the ground, and his mom would have a roaring fire in the fireplace. And he was here. Alone.
 * H E SHOOK HIShead and pushed the sadness away. He’d chosen to change, to move far away and start over. He decided that after the lunch rush, he’d head to the General Store to find a few Christmas decorations. That would get him in the spirit.
 *

LILY

AFTER LUNCH, ANDdecorating the library tree together—with Avery explaining the meaning and significance of almost every ornament they unwrapped—Lily suggested they bake Christmas cookies. It was the least she could do to thank the Putnams for their hospitality.

A quick survey of the kitchen pantry revealed all of the ingredients she needed, except sprinkles.

“We can’t have Christmas cookies without sprinkles,” Avery announced.
 “Sure we can,” Lily said. “We can make gingerbread boys and girls, even a gingerbread house. That would be fun.”
 “I need sprinkles, and gumdrops, and those shiny round metal thingamabobs, otherwise, it’s just not the same,” Avery said. “They’ll have some at the General Store. If not, we’ll go beg for some from the inn. James and dad own it now somehow, did I tell you that?”
 “Something about a sex scandal with the general manager.”
 “I don’t think it was that lurid,” Avery laughed. “But two employees there, a couple, are now managing it, and Dad and James agreed to buy it from the corporation that owned it so they could keep it true to the island and its history. I guess it has been going well because I haven’t heard James complain at all about it,” Avery said. “Speaking of James,” she said with studied casualness, which made Lily’s ears perk up. “Do you still think he’s cute?”
 “How about I go round up the decorating supplies?” Lily said, ignoring Avery’s question. “I know your mom wanted your help with the guest list for a dinner or something.”
 “You’re right, she did ask,” Avery said. “You still think James is cute, don’t you?”
 Lily shook her head and laughed. “Your matchmaking skills are not your best attribute and neither is subtlety, but yes, James is cute.” She put air quotes around the word. “All your brothers are super cute but so not going to happen.”
 “I know,” Avery sighed. “But I still have this dream of having you as a sister.”
 “I can be your sister without having to take on your brother,” Lilly said. “My fiancé just dumped me. Give me some recovery time.”
 Lily was surprised that she could even joke about Bob. The island really was magic, but the tears were never far away, and looking for cookie sprinkles would be a welcome distraction.
 Avery sighed and smiled. “I know. Ignore me. Take the golf cart out front. Charge whatever you find to our bill.”
 Lily was happy to escape. She didn’t bother to change out of her sweats and instead hopped into the golf cart and drove to the General Store. The drive led her along the edge of the forest, by the golf course and past the large Melrose Inn, another replica of an original plantation, but now it was a successful resort and owned by the Putnams. The inn had been trimmed in red and white lights and huge concrete urns were filled with red poinsettias lining the porch and entrance.
 From some deep recess of her mind, Lily remembered her ninth grade project about the “painted leaf” flowers, named after Charlestonian Joel Roberts Poinsett, the first ambassador to Mexico, who in 1828 carried home clippings of the plant to the Lowcountry. Her project partner had been Avery, of course.
 Lily laughed and smiled at the blessing of long-time friendship, memories to last a lifetime. Lily pulled the cart up to the front of the General Store, a bright blue wooden cottage with butter yellow shutters. She hurried up the ramp to the entrance. Just as she pushed the door, a man pulled on it to come out and Lily lost her balance, tumbling into him. Strong arms steadied her and Lily looked into the face of the most handsome man she had ever seen. He smiled.
 “Sorry,” he said, still holding her. His hands wrapped around her arms like an electric band that warmed her all the way to her bones, and there was no way she could tear her riveted gaze from his mesmerizing blue eyes. A jolt of heat zipped throughout her body and lodged deep in her core.
 “You okay?” he asked.
 Lily didn’t want to act like a teenager, but her brain wouldn’t function. Her body couldn’t move. It was like she’d been here before. Here with this man and his indigo gaze, melting her bones and turning her blood to honey.
 “Did I hurt you?” Now he looked concerned, and his hands smoothed up and down her arms.
 “I’m fine, my fault,” she said, noticing her voice sounded husky. What was her deal? Had she lost her mind? What about Bob, the man she’d wanted to marry, have children with, build a life with?
 “Sure you’re okay? I think I shook you up.”
 If he only knew the half of it. Lily wondered what he’d say if she told him, no, she was not fine. She was an idiot.
 She smiled and nodded. Truly an idiot.
 “Fine,” she said. “I wasn’t looking.”
 Missing seeing this man would be a tragedy no woman should have to endure.
 “No, I’m afraid I wasn’t paying attention and almost flattened you. Deep in thought, none of it good,” he laughed. “I’m Cole Stanton, and I’m not typically this clumsy.”
 “Lily Edmonds, and I typically stumble into at least one man every day.”
 She nearly clapped her hand over her mouth. Was she flirting? Was she heartbroken?
 “So I’m the quota for today. Good to know, Lily Edmonds. It’s early.” He looked at his watch. “You’ll have to be very careful for the rest of the day.”
 He was flirting back! Lily checked. No ring. And he was hot. Hotter than Brad Pitt. Self-consciously, she spun her ring around so the diamond pressed into her palm, reminding her of everything she no longer had. Why had she flirted? She hated men. She was done with men.
 “Maybe go home, draw the shutters.”
 “Or I could walk through the door again,” she said more boldly than she’d ever been in her life. Avery would faint. She would think Lily’s personality had been transplanted by aliens.
 “I’m willing,” he said easily, but he didn’t let go of her arm, and Lily could feel his fingers like a pulse through her body.
 “So, Lily, are you living on the island or just visiting?”
 Cole didn’t have a drawl. He definitely sounded like a Northerner. It took every ounce of nerve she had to continue making eye contact with his bright blue gaze. Her heart thudded and her palms were clammy. He finally released her arm and she felt herself sway. He was making her dizzy just standing there. She’d need to go home and drink something much harder than a sweet tea. She remembered he’d asked her a question.
 “Just visiting, staying with my best friend Avery Putnam, at the Putnam Plantation,” Lily managed, crossing her arms in front of her to try to calm herself down. She thought she saw him wince when she mentioned the Putnam name, but she wasn’t sure. “How about you?” she asked, totally horrified to realize she’d batted her lashes like a real Southern Belle. Am I a cartoon character?
 “Actually, I moved here from Boston in April. Quit my job, sold everything, and I’m starting over right here on the island,” Cole said and added “I bought a house, it’s on the eighteenth hole, a few miles north of the Putnam’s place. That’s the enormous white house with all the Christmas decorations out, right?”
 “That’s the place,” she said, laughing a bit. “It is a bit opulent, but Avery’s family is really amazing, very down to earth people.”
 Cole looked a bit skeptical, but his face was so open and friendly she found herself liking him even more, and relaxing a little in his company.
 “Mr. and Mrs. Putnam are very generous and entertain friends often. They need a big house because their entire family is often there. Plus, they have corporate events and parties at the house or at the inn.” She paused, realizing she sounded defensive. Why should she care what he thought? “Every weekend night they invite friends for cocktails. Why don’t you join us?” Lily said before she could stop herself. “You sure that would be okay?”
 “Sure. On the weekends there’s a standing seven p.m. cocktail hour,” Lily said. “They’ve had it since we were kids. Friends from the island drop in, have a drink, chat, and sometimes stay for dinner or split up and go out to dinner other places, you know, homes or restaurants on the island.”
 He straightened up and looked at her a little more intensely.
 “Every weekend?”
 “When they’re in residence, which is a lot. Evalyn says it’s a way to keep in touch with friends and the kids of their friends.”
 “I’d really love that,” he sounded so sincere, that Lily had to bite back a sigh.
 How could she be so attracted to a stranger? She just got dumped by Bob. The love of her life.
 “It will give me a taste of the life I’ve left behind.”
 “What…?” Lily began, but was caught by the shadow that crossed his face.
 “What can I bring?” Cole quickly interrupted, focusing so intently on her Lily lost her train of thought and just stared.
 “Just yourself,” she finally managed to drag some words out of her brain. “We’re well-stocked at the Putnam’s, well, except for sprinkles. I wanted to make a big batch of Christmas cookies but my friend Avery said I just can’t do that without sprinkles, and gum drops, and silver dragees, or as Avery calls them, those shiny silver ball thingies.”
 Cole laughed. “I know, cookies need to have sprinkles, for sure.”
 “They really don’t,” Lily said, her hands on her hips. “And they don’t need silver beads either. I’m a pastry chef with a degree from the Institute of Culinary Education in New York. This is my area, but there is no arguing with Avery, never was.”
 Cole laughed and his blue eyes seemed to swallow her up. Lily felt a definite blush washing over her face and neck. Get over it. You are thirty not fourteen.
 “Well if you’re here to look for decorations, you’re out of luck. They don’t have cookie decorations, just the good ol’ slice n’ bake cookie dough with the embedded reindeer face,” Cole says. “No home decorations either, I’m afraid.”
 “Guess it’s gingerbread men with icing after all,” Lily said, daring to look up at Cole’s perfect chin, his sculpted cheekbones, his thick blonde hair.
 “We have some sprinkles at the restaurant. I can bring them tonight, if you can wait,” Cole says.
 “What restaurant? Over at the inn?” Lily asked.
 “No. Marshside Mama’s. The best place on the island,” Cole said smiling until he noticed her confusion. “You’ve never heard of it?”
 “Nope,” Lily noticed the sadness in his incredible blue eyes. “Is it new?”
 “No, it’s been around for two generations,”
 “Oh,” Lily felt bad. She’d been coming to Indigo Island for years. “Probably Avery’s heard of it.”
 She apparently didn’t sound confident.
 “Damn, I need to figure this out,” he said. “It’s my restaurant and I seem to have done a poor job of getting the word out, beyond day-trippers and the backside residents.”
 He ran his fingers through his thick hair. Lily felt his frustration, but her heart lurched, practically sang. He’s in the same business as I am. He owns a restaurant. What’s wrong with me?
 “Are you a chef, too?” Lily asked.
 “No, I’m the business partner. I’m in charge of advertising and trying to make a profit. Obviously, I’ve done a bad job,” he said.
 “Well, come over tonight and tell the Putnams all about it. Once they know about something, it’s hard to keep it a secret,” Lily said with a smile and swished her ponytail behind her back. “And, any sprinkles you can spare, we’ll take.”
 “Sounds like a plan. I need to head back to the restaurant,” Cole said as he headed down the stairs. “You want to come see it? Try a bowl of gumbo? You could follow me over in your cart and meet Sally Ann, my partner.”
 Lily’s heart skipped a beat before she could answer. She did need sprinkles. “Sure, that sounds great,” she answered.
 “It’s a straight line to the backside of the island. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting there,” Cole said, pushing his hair off his face with his hand.
 “I’ve been to Indigo a bunch, but never to the backside,” Lily said climbing into the golf cart.
 “It’s a treat,” Cole said, hopping into his own cart and pulling out in front of her. As Lily followed behind him, the ocean at her back, the cart path twisted through the moss-covered oak trees that looked like something out of a nightmare, with a mist beginning to fill the air. Past the gates of the Melrose Plantation, the forest turned thick and eerie in the afternoon light. The weather was chilly, mid-forties Lily guessed, and misting. And she followed a stranger to the backside of the island for sprinkles. What had she gotten herself into? She was acting out of character. Then she remembered her promise to herself. No more hiding, relying on Avery. She was going to rescue herself instead of letting others do it. And yes, she also remembered Cole’s amazing smile and devouring gaze. She quickly texted Avery about her sprinkles, quest, and restaurant detour, but did not mention Cole.
 Lily watched as Cole pulled up to a tin-roofed cottage with a hand-painted sign proclaiming Marshside Mama’s. Beyond the parking lot, a dock jutted out into the salt water marsh which looked impossibly still and eerie, a sepia scene. Lily shivered as she turned off the golf cart and pocketed the key.
 “Welcome to Marshside Mama’s,” Cole said offering his hand to help her out of the cart. As they touched, the strange current zipped through her. “This is what I decided to purchase, along with my own cottage, when I moved to the island. I had a very convincing Realtor. She saw a sucker.”
 “Oh, no, it’s charming, really,” Lily said, noticing the colorfully painted walls visible through the front windows.
 “I didn’t know anything about restaurants or food service. I thought I could help Sally Ann, the real owner. It’s been in her family for two generations until her nephew ran off with all her savings, as well as the restaurant’s profits last year. She was headed to foreclosure on her house and the restaurant, and that is the only source of income for her entire family.”
 “Did you know her?” Lily asked, saddened by the story.
 She sensed something dark chase across his face.
 “No, not exactly,” he said slowly. “But she needed help. I’m afraid I’ve been the opposite in my life before this,” Cole said. “Oh, you’re freezing, let’s get inside.”
 Lily was shivering, but she hardly noticed as her mind turned over the problem of the restaurant. Why wasn’t it successful? Why did Cole help a stranger? She followed him inside and was immediately charmed by the plastic chairs and simple wood tables, the colorful artwork on the pink and green walls, the tropical feel of the place. She rubbed her hands together, warming up.
 “It’s cute,” she noted. “Very island themed.”
 “Sally Ann is probably in the kitchen,” Cole said and pushed through a swinging door.
 Lily smiled at his profile, his strong cleft chin, his thick, curly blonde hair. He’s gorgeous. She followed him inside the kitchen. She came face to face with the woman who must be Sally Ann.
 “Oh, hi,” Lily said, embarrassed. Cooks didn’t often welcome strangers in their kitchens, and she of all people should have thought of that.
 Sally Ann turned and Lily felt the woman’s dark brown eyes sizing her up, her large face remaining a mask until she turned her attention back to a large iron pot she’s stirring at the stove. The kitchen smelled like garlic and corn and spicy sausage.
 “Hey, Sally Ann. This is Lily. She’s a chef visiting the island, and I thought you two would enjoy meeting,” Cole says, clearly uncomfortable around the woman.
 “Hello,” Lily said, walking over to the pot and taking a deep breath. “This smells heavenly. Jambalaya?”
 Sally Ann turned her attention to Lily, and Lily felt a silent assessment wash over her. “No child. Conch soup with smoked neck bone.”
 “I haven’t had conch soup in so long. May I try it?” Lily asked, and Sally Ann nodded and dipped a spoon into the steaming pot, and held it for Lily. “That’s really good. It tastes like conch chowder but with more of a punch. I would love to learn how to make that.”
 “Mmm, hmm,” Sally Ann said, turning her attention back to the pot. “What kind of cooking do you do?”
 “I’m a pastry chef back home, but I enjoy all types,” Lily said.
 “Good, cause we need the help,” Sally Ann said.
 “Help with what?” Lily asked.
 “You bring her here but didn’t tell her what you’ve done?”
 Lily turned in time to see Cole pale.
 “That’s not why I brought her here,” he said.
 The look Sally Ann leveled at him would have been hilarious if Cole hadn’t been so obviously uncomfortable.
 “No?” Sally Ann looks Lily up and down and then stares at Cole, hand on her hip. Then she draws out a long “Ooooooooh. I see.”
 Cole shifted his weight and looked about to speak but said nothing.
 “Thought you were all about focusing on business,” Sally Ann said to the soup pot.
 Lily felt her cheeks flare and silently cursed her revealing face. It was as if Sally Ann had read her mind, maybe Cole’s mind, too.
 “Yes, tell me about your business. Your business problem,” she said quickly.
 Sally Ann turned back to the steaming soup pot, and Lily could swear she caught a glimpse of a smile.
 She felt like she’d been set up, like there was a secret everyone knew but her.
 “Nothing you need to worry about,” Cole said.
 Sally Ann snorted.
 “Let me get you those sprinkles,” Cole stepped away and paced randomly around the kitchen, his hand jerked through his hair.
 Lily looked back at Sally Ann, who was definitely smiling. She winked at Lily and tilted her head. Lily followed with her eyes and saw a box of baking supplies on a top shelf in a plaid box.
 “You are bad,” Lily whispered. She reached up and retrieved the box. “Cole, just tell me your problem.” She said louder, not enjoying seeing him suffer as obviously Sally Ann did.
 “I thought we had a great opportunity to reach out to all these families staying at different plantations here during the holidays. To spread the word about the restaurant and deliver them a great meal, right to their door. Thanksgiving and Christmas. It was a mistake, clearly,” Cole said, his shoulders slumping.
 “Why was it a mistake?” Lily asked, thinking it sounded like a great plan. “I’m sure people loved the traditional Indigo Island Thanksgiving, didn’t they?”
 “We didn’t much celebrate Thanksgiving over here,” Sally Ann said, her arm stirring the pot more quickly. “So whatever he had me make wasn’t authentic to anything.” Sally Ann had dropped the wooden spoon and stepped away from the pot, picking up an iron skillet filled with a couple of grouper filets.
 “Her famous grouper sandwich,” Cole said, pointing to the pan.
 “Christmas is gonna be the same thing,” Sally Ann said, rolling her eyes. “But you’re the boss. Just tell me what to do.” She turned her back to them to light the stove to fry the fish.
 Lily was stunned. There was huge tension between the two of them, but she sensed they both meant well. She has an odd sense of being a referee on a cooking show. It’s like they both needed a good yelling at by Gordon Ramsey then a group hug. She looked at Sally’s Ann’s stiff back and Cole’s obvious discomfort.
 There was a mystery here. And a challenge. Those were two things that could definitely take her mind off her troubles, as well as give her something useful to do over the next few weeks. The trouble with Christmas was that it was a time for families, and Lily didn’t have one. She no longer even had her fiancé, and with Avery married and Blake engaged to Samantha, she was going to be odd woman out more than usual. But before she jumped into anything, she needed to think.
 “Cole, I have to get back to the Putnams. Sally Ann, your cooking is fabulous. Thank you for the taste,” she said and walked away from the angry head chef to the swinging door. “Oh, sprinkles,” she rifled through the box and found some green and red sprinkles, but no silver balls.
 Lily pushed through the swinging door and waited in the empty dining room. She loved restaurants, the challenge of providing good food, the right timing, a good atmosphere, and that something special, the floor presence that made a place feel more like a welcoming home.
 “Got the sprinkles? Great.” He looked relieved to be out of the kitchen. His face gained color and he smiled, although he still looked embarrassed. “Listen, I’m really sorry about that in there. I really just brought you here to show you the restaurant and give you sprinkles. I didn’t…”
 “I know. No foul,” Lily smiled. “But, really, you’ve made me think. You know, I might be able to help. I’m not doing anything except baking cookies and decorating trees. And that second task is complete.”
 “Really?” Cole asked and again pushed his hair back from his forehead, a move Lily recognized as a stress reflex.
 “Really,” Lily said. “Let’s talk more tonight at the Putnam’s. Is the timing alright for you or is it the middle of your dinner rush?”
 “There isn’t much of a rush these days, and Sally Ann prefers her daughter at the host stand over me these days,” Cole said. “Cocktails at seven sounds wonderful. Let me give you a coat for the return drive. I can get it back from you tonight.”
 Lily watched him open the closet behind the host stand and pull out a black puffy down jacket. He held it out for her and she shrugged inside it. It was big, but cozy and smelled like Cole. Stop it. She tried to control her heartbeat.
 “Thanks so much. I love this place,” Lily said, and she meant it. “I will see you tonight.”
 “Count on it,” Cole said and walked her to the golf cart. He watched her until she drove around the bend of the road and into the forest.




Chapter Four
 ‡ AS SHE PULLEDup to the Putnams’, Avery barreled down the front porch stairs, barely waiting for her golf cart to stop before she squealed.

“You met somebody!”
 “Shhhh,” Lily said. “What are you talking about? I just got sprinkles. See?” She held them up.
 Lily pulled her out of the golf cart.
 “Oh, my God. He’s perfect. Single. Beyond handsome. And in the restaurant business!” she said.
 “Are you psychic or a spy?” Lily demanded. “Where are you getting all this info?” She followed her excited friend up the stairs and into the grand foyer.
 “When you didn’t come back home in forever, I drove over to the General Store and asked a few questions. I wonder if he would be better for you, in the long run, than James. You know how wrapped up in work my oldest brother is.”
 “Avery, Bob just broke off our engagement. I’m not ready to date anyone,” she said. “And I don’t want to date James. I may never date again.”
 Avery waved that pronouncement off as if it were a fly.
 “You never know when you’re going to meet the one,” Avery said. “So did you feel anything? Sparks? Fireworks?”
 Lily stared at her best friend, embarrassed and amused. Avery was a mind reader.
 “More sparks than James?”
 “I love James as a brother, Avery,” Lily faced her friend. “We kissed once in high school and we both realized we were wrong for each other. Neither of us wants to repeat that mistake.”
 “I don’t know if neither of you does,” Avery said softly. “But still, James has no time for fun and is not at all interested in starting a family anytime soon, so as much as I’d like to have you as a real sister, I want your happiness most, so I could settle for this new guy.”
 “That guy’s name is Cole and you haven’t even met him,” Lily said, “And I was engaged a week ago. Nobody jumps back in the dating scene so soon.”
 Avery cocked her hip and raised her brows.
 “Well, I don’t anyway,” Lily shrugged out of Cole’s jacket and hung it up, hoping Avery wouldn’t notice. Still she had to laugh at her friend enthusiasm and optimism, which was always contagious.
 “I hear he’s gorgeous, looks like Brad Pitt but better. Donny, the clerk at the General Store, said he bought the Smith cottage and lives in the place all by himself. No family, no wife, and that he also bought something called Marshside Mama’s but someone named Sally actually runs it.”
 Lily smiled. “Sally Ann, actually. And I was just at the restaurant getting your sprinkles.”
 Lily walked with the sprinkles into the kitchen.
 Avery, right behind her, squealed again. “So it’s true. I hear you two were blocking the door to the store, flirting up a storm.”
 “There were no storms brewing,” she said.
 “Not what I heard. I want to meet him.”
 “You can tonight. I invited him for cocktails. I hope that’s okay. I know your mom always…”
 “Perfect,” Avery squeezed her arm. “Smart girl, Miss-I’ll-Never-DateAgain. See, I knew you were interested in him.”
 “I’m not,” Lily didn’t dare meet Avery’s intense stare. “Well, I am, but it’s more his culinary dilemma than him.”
 Avery rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Right,” she mouthed.
 Lily’s cheeks reddened. Avery knew her too well. “Okay. He is amazing looking.”
 “Really like Brad Pitt?”
 “Better.”
 Avery sighed. “I knew dragging you here would perk you up.”
 “Avery, I just got dumped. I’m not ready to date anyone, and who moves to Indigo Island alone, at his age? There must be something wrong with him.”
 “Or very, very right,” Avery said. “You’ve always wanted to live on the island full time. You even talked to Bob about opening your bakery here.”
 Lily frowned. Avery might feel like it would be easy for her to jump back into the dating pool, but Lily still felt shattered. Something must be wrong with her. Her dad had left her and her mom for another woman. Bob had left her for another woman. Lily lined up the sprinkles on the counter barely seeing them through the sheen of tears.
 “Let’s go to the inn and see if Jack is around. He’s the new manager. He’ll probably be able to tell us all about Cole. Besides, you didn’t bring any of those shiny silver balls,” Avery said. “The inn will have sprinkles and balls. That way, we don’t need to use up all of your new boyfriend’s supplies.”
 “He’s not my boyfriend,” Lily denied, but spoke to Avery’s back.
 “Just planning ahead,” she said. “You know me, I’m a planner.”
 * A VERY PARKED THEgolf cart along the edge of the drive, in what was clearly marked “no parking”.

“Come on,” she said and hopped out. Lily smiled. Her friend acted like she owned the place. Probably because she did, Lily reminded herself. As they climbed the stairs to the inn, Lily was enchanted by the lights wrapped around the hand railing, and the pots overflowing with poinsettias hung with shiny red balls. Her heart felt lighter. She felt happy, not just because of the Christmas decorations. It was being with Avery. It was meeting Cole. It was feeling as if someday she would be herself again, not always a lonely, grieving person.

Inside, the inn had been decorated in an explosion of sparkling silver and gold. Large, shiny gold bows decorated the massive grand staircase, while smaller silver and gold bows adorned the check-in desk and the concierge desk. The smell of eucalyptus filled the air, blending with the fresh pine. The center of the large lobby was filled with a twelve foot, live pine tree, decorated with white lights and silver and gold ornaments and balls. A gold angel with a golden trumpet graced the top of the tree.

A group of kids ran past them, followed by a pretty young woman with strawberry blonde hair and a freckled face. She was laughing and holding hands with the youngest of the kids.

“Hey, Dorsey!” Avery said.
 “Hey, Avery! When did you get here?” she asked and picked the toddler up in her arms.
 “Just today. Meet my friend, Lily. Dorsey is head of the Kids’ Club for the inn. Looks like you have a bumper crop of kiddos,” Avery said as they watched the children cross the lobby, headed toward the back doors and the Kids’ Club.
 “We do. It has been an amazing season. We’ve been booked from the beginning of November. We’re so blessed to have your dad and brother helping with everything,” Dorsey said, as the toddler in her arms tucked his head onto her shoulder and started sucking his thumb.
 “They can’t speak highly enough about you two,” Avery said.
 “Dorsey, come on,” a blonde-haired boy of about ten called from across the lobby.
 “Tade, I’m coming,” Dorsey said. “I’ve got to go. Sorry.”
 “No worries. Is Jack around?” Avery asked.
 “He’s probably having his food service meeting about now. In the kitchen. You know your way. Nice meeting you, Lily,” Dorsey said and then she kissed Avery on the cheek and hurried out toward the back doors of the inn, where the kids waited.
 Lily followed Avery down the long hallway of guest rooms past the ballroom and into an unmarked swinging door. Suddenly, they were inside a commercial kitchen and Lily felt right at home. “Now this is a kitchen,” Lily said admiring the gleaming stainless steel countertops and the industrial appliances.
 “Wonder where everybody is?” Avery asked and pushed through another set of doors where instantly, they were at the front of a meeting with more than two-dozen sets of eyes focused on them. “Oops.”
 “Avery?” Jack said and quickly gave her a hug.
 “Sorry to interrupt, we’ll come back later,” Avery said as a murmur swept through the crowd. Lily was frozen in embarrassment. They’d suddenly appeared in front of the entire kitchen and wait staff of the inn.
 “Everyone, this is Avery Putnam, of the Putnam family and her friend?”
 “Lily,” Avery said and smiled widely at the assembled crowd.
 “Thank you for dropping by,” Jack said, continuing to talk as if their appearance had been expected. “You’ll see Avery and her family here a lot over the holidays and you should be thankful every time you see them. This is the family that saved the Melrose Inn from foreclosure when Top Club pulled out, making your employment possible.”
 As a round of applause burst from the audience, Avery kissed Jack on the cheek and pulled Lily behind her back into the kitchen. “We’ll find sprinkles later,” she said.
 And Lily realized for once, Avery was embarrassed, too. On the drive back to the Putnams, Avery pointed out Cole’s house to Lily. It was huge, too large for just one man to live in. It was white with black shutters just like the Putnams, with big windows overlooking the golf course and the sound.
 But, unlike the Putnams, Cole’s house didn’t look ready for the holidays.
 “Do you guys have any extra Christmas decorations?” Lily asked, suddenly wanting to share the holiday spirit that was lifting her out of her sorrow.
 “I’m sure we do. Mom changes themes all the time, you know. Remember her awful purple and white years?”
 Lily winced and nodded. Definitely, she remembered that phase.
 Clouds had blown in and there was a bigger chill in the air. It was almost time to drop the plastic flaps of the golf cart and turn on the heater. Lily hugged herself.
 “What are you thinking? A little surprise decorating for the second most eligible bachelor on the island?”
 Lily smiled. “Exactly. Every other house along here has at least a wreath. He must be sad when he comes home.”
 “We can’t have that, now, can we,” Avery said as a light mist began to fall.
 * COLE

WHY WAS ITthe friendly, beautiful girls were always taken, he thought as he drove his golf cart home from the restaurant? The clouds had begun to spit rain, and he was wondering why he’d agreed to go to have cocktails with a bunch of happy, wealthy couples. Those were the type of people he’d left behind when he’d left Boston, the type of people who ruined other people’s lives. People like him when he worked and lived in Boston. Only difference here was the Southern accents.

So why was he going? The girl was taken. Still, it was good for business, he reminded himself. Old habits died hard and while Marshside Mama’s wasn’t Wall Street, the beautiful brunette chef hadn’t even heard of the place. That was a problem, especially since Lily has been coming to the island with the Putnams for years.

Cole knew the family owned a large part of the island, and he would love to find a way to partner with them for his future project, which he hoped would finally give meaning to his life and make amends for his years of focusing on money, not people, for becoming someone he didn’t want to be. Cole had come to Indigo Island lost, but trying to help Sally Ann had also given him a new idea. He now wanted to start the island’s first food bank to help out the hungry people he had met on the backside of the island. He had a lot of ideas, but no one to share them with besides Sally Ann, who firmly suggested he should stick to getting the restaurant out of the Christmas trouble he has created. Meeting the Putnams might be a great chance to start working on both concerns.

He slowed his cart so he could look at the mist rising off the water. It was so beautiful and peaceful here. He thought about tonight, but realized he was more fired up to see Lily again, her perfect pink lips, shy smile, dark shiny hair tumbling around her shoulders, and her melting brown eyes, than he was discussing business. He still remembered the floral fragrance of her hair teasing his senses.

Taken. He reminded himself of the enormous rock on her finger. He sped up his cart again. Focus on business, not a woman.

He needed to erase his sins of the past until he thought of enjoying himself. He didn’t really think he was worthy of a woman’s affection, not after what he and his company had done. It was safer to stay single right now. Besides, his younger brother was married with twin boys, which kept his mom from nagging him too often. Taking a deep breath, he pulled up to his house and tried to shake off the problems of his restaurant. It had been slow this evening, only one turn of the dining room. Meanwhile, Sally Ann grumbled about the lack of storage space in the kitchen, now that she had some of the supplies for Christmas coming in. She needed to start prepping, but she was out of space, she’d told him on his way out the door. Being at the restaurant was supposed to fill him with a sense of purpose and renewal. Instead it magnified his failures.

All in all, he wasn’t in the mood for a party, but he could have a cocktail. And he certainly welcomed the excuse to escape Sally Ann’s judging eyes. He had excused himself, promising her he was meeting with the most important people on the island, which was not a lie. He took the stairs two at a time and hoped that a steaming hot shower would lead to an attitude adjustment.

As the warm water hit his tensionfilled shoulders, Cole smiled at the thought that at least he would see Lily again. After toweling off, he surveyed his small wardrobe with chagrin and for the first time wished he hadn’t donated all his designer suits and clothes to charity, but it had been part of his atonement, and he wasn’t going back, so khakis and navy blue button down it was. This was now as good as it could get.
 * C OLE HADN’T BEENthis close to the Putnam Plantation before. It was even bigger than it appeared from the beach. There was an entire wing he couldn’t see during his morning jogs. The beauty of the Christmas decorations was overwhelming. Wreaths, garlands, ribbons, lights—name it and they’d decorated with it, he realized, and he was just on the front porch. He dropped the large brass knocker and appreciated the loud metallic thud but with a house so large he wondered whether anyone inside could hear it.

Just then, the huge black door swung open and Avery Putnam introduced herself and welcomed him inside. She was a beautiful woman. Cole was surprised by her simple black sheath dress and minimum of make-up. He would have expected a rich, recently married society woman to scream more money than understated elegance.

“Cole, so glad you could make it,” she said and led him into a foyer that boasted the largest live pine tree he has ever seen inside a private home. It was decorated as if it were appearing in a movie. Perfection.

“Sure, um, I forgot to bring wine but I did find some more green sprinkles,” he said and reached into his pocket, taken aback by how socially awkward he felt. “It’s all we had. No silver beads. I’m going to go over to Savannah for supplies tomorrow, I’ll get you whatever you need.”

“Forget the sprinkles. We’re just so glad you’re here,” she said, a warm smile lighting her face. “Lily’s been my best friend since first grade!”

“Ah, that’s great,” Cole said, feeling his palms sweating just being in this wealth infused environment, which brought back painful memories. Probably, he should have followed his instincts and stayed home tonight. “Avery? Is Cole here?”
 Lily appeared in the foyer standing

next to the huge Christmas tree. To Cole, she looked like an angel. She was wearing a soft white sweater with a rounded neckline that hinted at the swell of her breasts. Her black skirt was fitted and hugged her shape and suddenly it was hard to breathe. He forced his eyes north, but even her dark hair, flowing in waves over her shoulders, begged to be touched. Her brown eyes sparkled in the light from the tree and her cheeks were flushed. Cole swallowed hard, words caught in his throat. Lily was the embodiment of every feminine fantasy he had as a kid and as a man, and she was so off limits it hurt.

“Hey, Lils, just showing Cole the other tree,” Avery said, laughing. “The real tree is in the library, that’s the one the two of us decorated.”

“There is more than one tree?” Cole asked, smiling at Lily until she blushed and looked down. She’s so shy, so beautiful.

“Actually, we have four live, decorated trees, this one, the one in the library, one in the corner of the dining room and one in the master bedroom,” Avery threaded her arm through Cole’s and then through Lily’s. “My mom’s a Christmas nut!”

Avery escorted them into a glorious room. It was paneled in dark wood and lined with a bookshelf on one wall and a full bar on another. A large fireplace with a roaring fire popped and hissed, pouring warmth and light into the room. The brick mantel was decorated, of course, with huge red bows at each end and fresh garland stretched across the length of it. Candles glowed on the coffee table. The scene was so warm and comfortable that Cole’s heart ached for home even though he was the one who left and settled here in an attempt to remake his life and his work.

“James, meet Cole Stanton. Cole, this is my oldest brother James,” Avery said as the two men shook hands. Cole noticed James held the shake a minute longer than necessary, and squeezed tighter than most firm shakes. Is he warning me off? Cole wondered. Maybe James was protecting his sister or Lily? It occurred to him then that maybe James and Lily were engaged. His heart settled in his stomach although he knew he shouldn’t care.

“Nice to meet you,” James said, finally freeing his hand.
 Cole saw the tree Lily and Avery had decorated and added, “You’re right. This tree is even more beautiful.”
 Avery beamed. “And this is Jessica, James’s date,” Avery added.
 Lily was not engaged to James. Cole silently rejoiced and quickly shook Jessica’s hand. She had the largest breasts Cole had ever seen. They appeared to strain against the top of her tight red shirt. She smiled, and Cole managed to return the gesture.
 “What can I get you to drink?” James asked.
 “Whatever you’re having,” Cole said, amenably as he caught Lily’s eye.
 James walked to the bar to get Cole’s drink and Avery disappeared. It was just him and Lily, and some incredible currents that ran between them. Cole wondered if she could feel the tension also, even as he mentally kicked himself for being so stupid. She might not be engaged to James, but she was engaged. Taken.
 “Show me your favorite ornament,” he said, a lame attempt at conversation.
 “Oh, um, since they’re not really mine, I don’t have a favorite. I just had fun helping Aves,” she answered, her long eyelashes masked her gorgeous brown eyes. Cole could almost imagine touching her face as he breathed in the scent of her perfume.
 James handed him his drink and moved in between him and Lily.
 “James, can you and Jessica help me in the kitchen?” Avery said, “We’ll be back in a few minutes. Have a seat you two.”
 James narrowed his eyes at Cole, but escorted his sister and Jessica from the room.
 Lily walked over to the oversized leather chairs and perched on the edge of one. Cole sat down in the chair next to hers. He noticed with a start that she was not wearing the engagement ring. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he couldn’t help by feel a smile start inside.
 “Tell me why you bought a restaurant,” Lily said the light from the fireplace danced across her face and highlighted the golden flecks in her brown eyes.
 “Well, it’s sort of a long story.”
 “I have time,” Lily said, smiling softly, encouraging him.
 “I purchased it to help Sally Ann,” he said slowly, wishing he could explain it to her so that it made sense. Even his family hadn’t really understood his sense of guilt and responsibility. “She was in trouble, thanks to her nephew’s embezzlement. I thought I could make a difference. I thought I had business savvy. In my previous life, I was an investment banker, living a lot like this,” Cole said, sweeping his arms to encompass the grand library and all its opulence. “But I ruined so many lives simply caring about the bottom line.”
 “You worked too hard?” She asked.
 “Definitely.”
 “But how could you possibly ruin lives by working hard to help grow people’s investments?” She asked softly.
 He took a deep drink and stared into the fire.
 “I did.”
 The silence stretched between them, but instead of being uncomfortable, he felt himself relaxing. She had such a soothing presence. So kind. He could change her sympathetic expression in a few words.
 “Cole,” she gently touched his thigh.
 He felt her all the way to his bones although she clearly wasn’t flirting. Her beautiful face was soft with sympathy. “I can tell something is really bothering you. You should share it with someone you trust. Do you have family close?”
 His eyes closed. She was so kind, so pure. He shouldn’t even be on the same piece of furniture with her.
 “I caused a man’s suicide,” Cole said harshly and stood up. He finished off his drink, crossed the room to the bar and poured himself another. “He was a husband and a father.” Cole walked to the fireplace, feeling the warmth on his face. He wished he could burn the shame from his heart.
 “One of the investments went badly?” She asked.
 He could feel her next to him then, joining him by the fire, her small hand on his arm. He didn’t dare look down into her warm eyes.
 “Worse than that,” he said. “It was a chain of events. Some I’d put in motion. Others I didn’t know about. Still, I was his advisor. Someone I’d gone to school with was in charge of the hedge fund. I trusted him, but I hadn’t really checked too closely.”
 “Cole, I don’t have a degree in finance, but even I know that investments carry risks.”
 “His wife came to see me, told me what I had done. Destroyed him, left her and the kids destitute. All I could do was write her a check, tell her I was sorry.”
 Lily stood in front of him. She took his drink and put in down. Then she placed both of her hands over his empty ones. Her eyes held a hint of tears.
 “You didn’t deliberately bankrupt that man.”
 “But…”
 She shook her head and gripped his hands harder. She was stronger than she looked, he thought, but he could barely think. He felt like he was falling into her, drowning in the heated warmth of her intense gaze.
 “People are responsible for their decisions and actions,” she said. “You don’t have all the facts about his suicide,” she said.
 “But…”
 “I, too, don’t have the whole story,” she said, “But I do know that if you came to the island to start over, you should start over.”
 “If only it could be that easy.”
 “You have to keep trying, but you definitely have to stop punishing yourself.”
 “I have been doing just that,” he said. “Once I heard her story, I knew our company had hurt more than just this family. I couldn’t stomach it anymore. So I quit. Left everything I knew and had and came here.” Cole shook his head and smiled ruefully. “When I had lunch at Marshside Mama’s with my Realtor and heard Sally Ann’s story, about how she was about to lose everything, her business, home, and her family would be destitute with no income, I thought if I could help her it would somehow…” He broke off, realizing his actions probably made as little sense to Lily as they had to Sally Ann, although she’d been grateful he had paid off enough of the restaurant’s debts that it could still function.
 “My family definitely thinks I’ve lost my mind.”
 As well as his friends and former coworkers.
 “You have to live with your conscience, not them.”
 He laughed a little bitterly, but for the first time in months he felt human again. He felt a bit more like himself.
 “I’ve totally interfered with the way Sally Ann’s ran her restaurant for years.”
 Lily picked up his drink, handed it to him and led him back to the couch.
 “So tell me what’s wrong with your restaurant.”
 “I thought the restaurant would be my new start. I’d get it on track and then start a food bank. There’s more hunger on the island than you’d think. With basic needs satisfied on the backside, I’d start getting businesses and families on the island onboard to build a Boys and Girls Club using my money and community funds to construct it and the restaurant profits to help operate it,” Cole said. “But I’m afraid there won’t be a club anytime soon at this rate.”
 “Why? What’s happened?” Lily said. She turned to him, her full attention on his face, worry across hers.
 “I messed up,” Cole said, and couldn’t believe he was admitting something he just confessed to himself. “I talked Sally Ann into offering catered Thanksgiving and Christmas meals, hoping to attract a new following to the restaurant.”
 “That’s what she was referring to earlier and I thought it was a wonderful idea,” Lily said, tucking a strand of her shiny brown hair behind her ear.
 “It’s not, if you don’t have the capacity,” he said. “We don’t. We don’t have the staff, the storage, the freezer space, or the team to deliver the meals. Thanksgiving was a disaster, with more than half of our orders arriving late in the evening, hours past our guaranteed delivery time. Sally Ann didn’t speak to me for a week.”
 Cole noticed a flicker of something cross Lily’s face, something he couldn’t read but wanted to.
 He smiled. “Sally Ann and her husband Otis have five kids, a love of this island, and a way of doing things that is way better than anything I’ve figured out. They would be better off without me, I’d bet.”
 Cole took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe he’d just shared all of that with Lily.
 “You’ve already taken the orders for Christmas?” Lily asked, a small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Can’t you just refund the money?”
 “No, we took it, used it to fund the Thanksgiving purchases. Dozens of the turkeys went bad before Sally Ann could fix them when one of our freezers died. That’s the trouble with Christmas. We have to follow through this time or Marshside Mama’s hope of growing, surviving even, is over.” Cole shook his head. He hated the sound of failure coming from his mouth. He took a gulp of his cocktail.
 Lily stood up. “I can help, if you would like. Everything you want to do is good and needed here on the island. But you’re not a chef. I am. And I’m here on the island, on my own, doing nothing through Christmas,” her voice briefly faltered, but then she continued. “Perhaps I could come up with a scalable, Lowcountry Christmas dinner that will be both delicious and costeffective and appropriate for your kitchen,”
 Cole watched her eyes light up and caught his breath. She was animated. The sadness he’d sensed inside her was replaced by excitement.
 He wasn’t sure what Sally Ann would think—and he wasn’t even sure what Lily was proposing. He knew chefs were protective of their kitchens, but he did know he was open to help if it meant the restaurant would continue to operate. Also, he would be able to see Lily. The fact she wasn’t wearing the ring now threw him a little. She didn’t seem like someone who would tease him or cheat on a fiancé, yet she’d worn a ring earlier today but not tonight. Should he ask?
 Cole felt so attracted to her. Not just her body or her face but how kind she was. He had to fight the urge to kiss her incredibly full lips.
 “I’ll do some research tonight and we can meet in the morning, what do you think?” “Okay.” He had to drag his mind back to the present.
 Then she smiled and walked over to the Christmas tree that twinkled in the corner of the room. “Actually, I do have a favorite ornament on this tree. This one.”
 Cole walked over to the tree and bent to get a look at what Lily pointed to. He saw two white birds, facing each other inside a handcrafted frame made from glued together Popsicle sticks.
 “It’s mine. I made it when Avery and I were in third grade together. Back when I thought dreams came true,” Lily said and Cole saw that her eyes were a bit misty.
 He smoothed his hand down her incredibly soft hair and then pulled her in for a quick hug.
 “They do come true,” he whispered.
 “Lily, it’s dinner time,” James announced from the door of the library, startling them apart.
 Cole watched as Lily brushed the tears away from under her eyes then she turned and smiled at James. “Of course. Are you staying for dinner?” she asked Cole.
 “No, thank you,” he said, although James’s sudden tension almost made him want to say yes. “But let’s meet tomorrow. Why don’t you come to my house for breakfast tomorrow, nine a.m.”
 Lily nodded.
 “I’ve really enjoyed this,” he said, barely managing to restrain from touching her again. “Please do tell Avery thank you for having me. Nice spending time with you both,” he said, trying to force a smile from guard-dog James.
 And before the tension could become any thicker, he left the room and showed himself out. The cold air snapped him out of the ridiculous frenzy of the past moments, and he took a deep breath, exhaled and watched his breath dissipate in the night air. Slowly, he walked down the front steps of the elegantly decorated Putnam Plantation and to the darkness of his golf cart.
 What just happened? He wondered as he turned the key in the ignition and, blissfully, the cart responded, and he drove away into the night.




Chapter Five

LILY
 ‡ 

AVERY APPEARED INthe foyer just as Cole closed the front door behind him. “James, did you kick him out?” she asked, hands on hips, mouth an angry line.

“Don’t be melodramatic, Avery. He left on his own accord, right Lily?”
 “Yes, he had other plans, Aves,” Lily said quickly. She hated being in the middle of Putnam family fights. She tried to be Switzerland whenever possible, much to Avery’s chagrin.
 “James was sent in here to invite him to eat with us,” Avery said, glaring at James.
 “Well, he had to go. Strange fellow. Just can’t get a read on him,” James said. “I’m famished though, is dinner ready?”
 Avery eyed her brother and shot a Lily a look. She shrugged.
 “Yes, it’s ready. Millie has put everything out, buffet style. Since it’s just the four of us and mom. Jessica has already helped herself. Rude.”
 “Whatever, Avery,” James said and headed past them toward the kitchen.
 “Coming, Lily?” Avery asked.
 Lily would have preferred to stay in the glow of the library Christmas tree and remember the warmth of Cole’s embrace, the smell of him, mingled with the Christmas candles and pine. It was strange. She didn’t know much about him, yet, only that his former career had left him ashamed and committed to helping others. But that seemed enough right now. After this afternoon and evening, she felt close to him and his goal of improving himself and his small piece of the world.
 “Of course,” she said and followed Avery into the kitchen.
 * J AMES ANDJESSICA excused themselves after dinner, claiming James had an early morning meeting at the inn. Lily thought it odd James and his date appeared on Indigo Island so soon, but she had forgotten this retreat was now tied to the Putnams’ business. Avery’s husband Mark and the rest of the Putnam men were back in Atlanta at work. They weren’t arriving until tomorrow. Denton and Blake would probably bring dates for Christmas, too. Everyone would be a couple, except for her. That was the trouble with Christmas. There were just too many expectations and not enough sprinkles of magic when someone needed them.

“You two are adorable together,” Avery said as soon as they were alone and clearing the table.

“We are not a two,” Lily said quickly, but she was embarrassed that her voice seemed to lack conviction because Avery smiled.

Lily began to wrap up the leftovers from their casual meal, which had been a gourmet feast of exotic cheese, charcuterie, fresh field greens, and crisp French bread along with local delicacies.

“Earth to Lily,” Avery said, and Lily snapped out of her daydream, hoping Avery hadn’t been talking too long. “You like him,” Avery accused.

“Yes, he’s nice,” Lily said trying not to blush. “But I was thinking. Cole has a problem, and I’ll bet you can help me figure out how to help.”

“You love a good problem, especially when it looks like him, don’t you?” Avery teased her while wrapping the leftover shrimp cocktail with a big sheet of aluminum foil.

“I do when it’s a culinary problem,” Lily said and explained what Cole had told her about his restaurant.
 “You two have so much in common,” Avery said, dumping the cocktail sauce into a glass container, spilling half of it on the granite counter top. “I think I should let you two solve it together. Plus, I know nothing about the restaurant business, except for how to make a reservation, am I right?”

Lily smiled at her friend. “But that’s why I need your input,” she said, pouring the remaining kale salad into a bigger glass bowl and sealing the lid. “We need to know what people like you want from an authentic Lowcountry restaurant for Christmas.”

“We?” Avery repeated. “He works fast. Bob who?”
 “Avery, this is business,” Lily said. “But yes, I thought staying busy would help me not think about Bob marrying someone else this Christmas only a few weeks after dumping me.”
 “I know,” Avery said softly. “I shouldn’t tease, but Cole is a hottie. And a culinary hottie at that. What could be better?”
 “Avery, stop, I’m serious. I’m helping him with his business, that’s all. He’s not even a chef,” Lily said, too embarrassed to look Avery in the face as she was certain she was blushing.
 “Okay, honestly, I’d love a meal from a more simple time. A meal with homemade Christmas cookies with sprinkles for desert,” she said, laughing.
 “Honestly? Isn’t that too, well, unsophisticated for the people who have second and third homes on Indigo Island?” Lily said and carried the stemware to the kitchen island.
 “No, I don’t think so. We come here for a simple pace, to a more peaceful place. But then, being creatures of habit, we import the same foods, the same drinks, the same—well—everything. We aren’t really experiencing the island, are we? We’re simply making it a reflection of home,” Avery said, stacking the dishes in the sink.
 Lily couldn’t love her best friend any more if she tried. “You are brilliant,” she said and hugged Avery hard. “You are so right. Let the inn serve traditional Christmas dinner. Let all of the homeowners who want to make their own Christmas hams and turkeys—either with their staff or on their own—gasp,” Lily said with a wink. “Do just that. Marshside Mama’s is going to give them a different experience.”
 “And just what experience will that be?” Avery asked.
 “Well, I think I need to take you on a field trip to the restaurant before I can answer that. Let’s do that after my meeting in the morning.”
 At Avery’s questioning look, Lily felt her face flush, and she wished she’d kept her breakfast with Cole a secret, at least until it was over.
 “You have a date?”
 “It’s a meeting to discuss the menu,” Lily said and began to put the dishes into the dishwasher.
 “You’re seeing him tomorrow,” Avery grinned and kicked off her shoes. She turned out the kitchen light. “That’s a date.”
 Lily was grateful for the dark so Avery didn’t see her bright red face.
 “Don’t read anything into it, Aves. We’re discussing a menu,” she helped Avery blow out all the Christmas candles.
 “I’m not reading anything into it, until you do,” Avery said. “I think we’ve got all the lights, you need to get a good night’s beauty rest. Race you up the stairs.”
 And just as they had done for years, they raced each other to the top. And this time, Lily actually won.




Chapter Six

COLE
 ‡ WHAT WAS I thinking? Cole asked himself for the millionth time. He was a bachelor, living in a huge house somebody else had decorated for their family. He had a Sub Zero refrigerator that was absolutely empty except for coffee and half a bottle of orange juice. He ate every meal at the restaurant, or, on days off, at the inn. He had a few power bars in the pantry if his blood sugar dropped too low after a workout.

He looked at the clock on the wall. It was eight a.m. Lily, if she showed up, would be here in an hour. In a panic, he called over to the inn for room service. He ordered two plantation breakfasts— two eggs over easy, toast, hash browns, a bowl of fruit, and sausage. He added a large pot of coffee and two fresh squeezed orange juices. When the woman taking his order asked for his room number, he told her to deliver it to the members’ club. And, he promised an extra big tip if she got it there in twenty minutes or less.

Hanging up, Cole raced outside, hopped onto his golf cart and pressed the pedal to the floor, thankful he had plugged the cart in the night before. He still remembered the way Lily made him feel, the warmth that had spread throughout his body just by being near her. He arrived at the Melrose Inn, but realized he’d been in such a rush he hadn’t worn a coat. He hadn’t noticed the temperature had dipped below freezing on this gray morning.

Cole didn’t feel any chill as he ran up the inn stairs two at a time and bounded into the lobby. Paula, the front desk clerk, eyed him curiously, but he shot her his most innocent smile, and he crossed the lobby, passed the Christmas tree, and walked into the Member’s Club. It reminded him of the Putnams’ library, dark wood paneling, walls of bookshelves, and a large fireplace.

Cole sat in one of the brown leather wingback chairs and stared out the large windows, across the winter brown rose garden to the white gazebo and the ocean beyond. It was hard to tell where the sky ended and the sea began; it was that type of gray, drizzly, cold morning.

“Mr. Stanton?” a young woman pushing a cart full of room service domed dishes asked.

“Yes, that’s me. Thank you so much for getting this all prepared so quickly. I need to load it all into my golf cart. I’ll of course bring all the dishes back. Should I pull around back? Yes, that would be better. Why don’t you roll on over to that door over there, and I’ll be right back,” Cole said, knowing he was overwhelming the young woman whose name tag read Sarah, Georgia. Cole assumed her name was Sarah and she was from Georgia but it struck him as odd suddenly. Perhaps because he was in a panic.

She stared at him. “You aren’t dining here?”
 “Look, Sarah Georgia, I’m in a bit of a rush. I’m going to hand you my club card, here you go, and I want you to add a thirty percent tip on the total. Just roll the food over there to the door and I’ll be right back,” he said and smiled.
 He hurried out the way he’d come and maneuvered his golf cart to the ocean side of the inn, parked at the bottom of the stairs, on the oyster encrusted, no carts allowed path, and bounded back up the stairs. He waved at Sarah through the locked glass door.
 Sarah turned the knob and reluctantly let him in. She handed him the check, which he signed without reading, stuck his club card in his pocket and said “Let’s just start carrying things out. Shouldn’t take us more than two trips.”
 It didn’t and soon he drove carefully, so he didn’t spill the hand-squeezed juice, back to his cottage. By the time his doorbell rang, Cole had replated the meal onto his own dishes, put them in the oven to stay warm, hidden the telltale room service trappings in his laundry room, taken a shower, and shaved. He was, in his mind, perfectly prepared for a relaxing breakfast.
 He opened the door. Her smile stole his breath. It was crazy how she did that. Lily was wrapped in a navy blue wool coat, white mittens and hat. Her nose was red with the cold.
 “Come on in,” he finally said, and she walked inside, oohing and ahhing about how beautiful his home was. The thing was, he didn’t have anything to do with the decoration or the planning or any of the little touches that made his house special. He knew this and saw it through her eyes as if for the first time.
 Cole was happy to see her ring finger was unadorned again.
 “I haven’t taken the time to personalize the place,” he said, suddenly, wondering why he was confessing to an almost stranger with huge brown eyes with gold flecks in them. She wore a white turtleneck and jeans that fit her perfectly, showing off her amazing body that he needed to stop obsessing about.
 “It takes a while to settle in a place. This was a big move for you,” Lily said, her sincerity making him feel better.
 “I should at least have a photo of my mom and dad,” Cole said, “And my brother and his wife and twins. Anyway, let’s go into the kitchen. I hope you’re hungry?”
 “Famished,” she says, smiling as she follows him into the kitchen. “Smells great. What did you make?”
 “Oh, it’s nothing, have a seat,” Cole said. As he pulled the eggs out of the oven he realized the yolks were cooked through. The sausage looked like jerky and forget about the potatoes. He didn’t know what to do.
 “Hey, what’s wrong?” Lily asked. “Oops,” she smiled when she looked at the plates. “It’s hard to keep cooked foods warm. But don’t worry. I can fix this!”
 And as Cole watched, Lily did just that. She grabbed both plates from the oven with a potholder Cole didn’t know he owned and hadn’t ever used. She dumped the contents of both plates into a skillet she’d pulled from below the oven.
 “Butter?” she asked.
 Cole shook his head.
 “I’ll use olive oil,” she said, grabbing the bottle he thought was just decoration on the kitchen island. Cole took a seat at the island. He liked to watch her cook. He liked having her in his home.
 He liked her. Period.
 “Okay, I think I’ve salvaged everything,” Lily said as she replated their meal. “What kind of sausage is this? It’s great!” She added, popping a piece in her mouth.
 Cole smiled, knowing he should confess, but he’d made such a poor showing last night telling her about how he’d screwed up so many of the Thanksgiving orders that he was loathe to let Lily know he not only couldn’t cook, that he didn’t even have food in his fridge.
 “It’s an Indigo Island specialty. We serve it at the restaurant,” he said, hoping she’d leave it at that.
 “Pork, chicken?”
 “Pork,” he said, taking the plate she handed to him and following her to the kitchen table.
 “It’s chicken and sage,” Lily said and sat across from him just as the clouds outside started to break up and shoot shafts of light through his windows, lighting her up.
 “You had someone cook breakfast for us, didn’t you?”
 “You busted me,” he admitted. “I know. I’m a restaurant owner without the slightest idea how to keep a meal warm. Pathetic.”
 Lily laughed and took a sip of her coffee. Despite the rough start, Cole enjoyed his meal and her company, but he was torn. He wanted to address the ring, or the relationship the ring implied, but he’d just met Lily. Still, he couldn’t get past it.
 “I hope I’m not being too forward, but I noticed an engagement ring on your ring finger yesterday and last night it was gone. And I, well, it’s not there today either. Did you just forget to put it on or is there a chance you aren’t engaged?” Cole said. He felt ridiculous, almost desperate to make his hopes crystal clear.
 “I was engaged, for three months, to a man named Bob. We dated for almost five years,” Lily said softly.
 She slumped a little in her seat, and her face shuttered. Cole was afraid he’d ruined everything. He reached across the table and covered her hand with his. Her hand was so soft, so small. She didn’t pull away. Instead, she looked up at him with impossibly sad eyes. He never wanted to see her that sad ever again. He had no idea what this Bob guy had done to her, but he felt Bob definitely needed to be decked.
 “I’m sorry he hurt you,” Cole said. He needed to hold her, and that was all he thought as he stood and walked around the table. And Lily rose and fell into his chest, as he wrapped his arms around her small frame. “And I’m sorry I brought it up,” he said, chin resting on the top of her head. He smelled her hair, clean and flowery, and his heart beat faster in his chest.
 “Avery said all along he was a snob and a jerk. I didn’t listen. I guess I just thought it was all real,” Lily said and pulled her head back from his chest to lock eyes with him. “He’s marrying somebody else, on Christmas day.”
 “This Christmas?” Cole asked, stunned.
 “Yes,” Lily said and buried her face in his shirt again.
 “Good riddance,” he said. “His loss. You don’t need someone like that in your life.”
 Lily’s tears dampened his chest, but she laughed a little. “Are you for real?” she asked.
 He reached down and swept the tear off her cheek with his thumb then placed his finger beneath her chin and tilted her head back for a soft kiss. He meant to pull back, but when her lips parted, he instinctively pressed harder. She felt so right in his arms, so yielding, and she smelled wonderful. His arousal increased with Lily’s gasp, but reluctantly, he broke off the kiss and pulled her into a tight hug, his heart thudded in his chest. “I’m very real,” he said, wishing he hadn’t become so instantly and intensely aroused. He wasn’t a teenager anymore, but Lily did something to him, yet now was definitely not the time. She’d just broken up with her fiancé, and he had a restaurant to try and run.
 “Great breakfast,” Lily said and pulled away. “Let’s do the dishes and talk about your Christmas catering mess.”
 Lily stacked their empty plates and carried them to the sink, Cole followed with their glasses and coffee mugs. He was glad that she no longer seemed sad. Instead, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled. As Lily loaded the dishwasher, she said, “I take it those white boards in the dining room are your plans for the Christmas meal?”
 “Yup. I thought I’d use the same system as Thanksgiving, since that was such as success,” Cole said and heard her laugh.
 She finished putting the dishes into the dishwasher, washed her hands, and walked across the kitchen into the dining room. Cole followed closely behind, enjoying every moment in her presence, but Lily had switched to business mode, he noted, wishing he could get his brain out of the bedroom and back into the kitchen.
 “This is your problem right here,” she stared at his white boards. “This menu is way too ambitious. The ingredients are too sophisticated, and well, all wrong for your restaurant and Indigo Island, not to mention too high in calories,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about the menu all night, and you definitely want to offer something completely different from what the inn is offering.”
 Cole had been thinking about something all last night, too, only his obsession was standing in his dining room, proposing a solution to his troubles, and he had to get his head in the game.
 “What do you mean?”
 “Why are you guys even delivering soup? The She Crab Soup is cream based, hard to reheat let alone keep at the right temperature. It’s more highbrowed Charleston, than casual Indigo Island,” she added, wiping it off the board.
 “Turkey, gravy, stuffing, sweet potatoes. Isn’t that exactly what you delivered at Thanksgiving?” she asked and Cole nodded, embarrassed and feeling helpless. “Did Sally Ann plan this menu or did you, based on your New England memories?”
 “Sally Ann’s planned nothing and I don’t blame her. She’s mad at me because I got us into this mess. She’s teaching me a lesson and just saying it’s all up to me. I’m at my wit’s end,” Cole said, his jaw clenched.
 “I’m sure the feeling is mutual.”
 Cole watched as Lily erased the rest of his planned Christmas menu. She grabbed the black marker and wrote:

Marshside Mama’s Christmas Feast Authentic Lowcountry comfort and cheer delivered right to your door Indigo Crab Patties
 Ol’fashioned pot pie available in three choices: Vegetable, Chicken, and Pot Roast. Smokin’Joe’s Butter Beans Indigo Island Cucumber and Tomato


salad
 Homemade Christmas Cookies with Sprinkles and Glazes


“What do you think?” Lily said, a grin on her face.
 “Sounds good,” Cole said slowly. “But how does this save time and kitchen space? Still looks like a lot of work. And what are butter beans?”
 “They’re an Indigo Island staple. They’re similar to lima beans,” Lily answered, concentrating on the board. “I think this is very doable. Sally Ann and I can make the side dishes and the Christmas cookies a week ahead. Same with the pot pie dough. I have a great recipe. Each pie serves six people. You’ll call and confirm the holiday orders beginning today. Ask for their pie preference, and we’re set.”
 “We? You really want to help?”
 “I really do,” she said.
 “Well, I love the idea and the menu,” he said and had to fight the urge to pull her in for another kiss. The way the sun streamed through the window made her hair shimmer. “Will you help me explain it to Sally Ann?”
 “Absolutely! This is what I love,” Lily said and clasped her hands together in excitement. Cole couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward, placed his hands on either side of her face and drew her closer. Their lips came together, soft at first but then sexy as he deepened the kiss. Soon Cole was dizzy with desire, turned on to his core. Lily moaned softly, but then she stiffened and pulled away.
 “Stop. We need to slow down,” Lily said and pulled away. She turned her back to him and faced the windows. “This is too fast. I can’t feel this, be like this. I was just engaged, I was going to marry Bob. I was so sad that he broke it off, and now, you appear.”
 “I’m sorry,” Cole said, and he was. He couldn’t believe he was so out of control, so turned on and prone to act on his impulses. He’d always been much more deliberate. They had only met yesterday.
 “Lily, I’m sorry. I’m not usually so pushy. I just—” He broke off not really knowing how he could explain his deep attraction to her when he couldn’t even explain it to himself. “I promise, no more messing around, not until you’re ready. If you ever are.”
 Lily turned around to face him. His stomach tensed as he watched her swallow. He remembered the taste of her mouth, the softness of her lips, the smell of her hair. She looked at him and he knew she felt the electricity, but it was too soon, she had been too hurt to trust again. He needed to be patient.
 “I would love your help, though.” She burst into her signature smile.
 “I’d love to help at the restaurant. Let’s go, so I can discuss menu ideas with Sally Ann.”
 The awkwardness evaporated and they walked out the door.
 * LILY

C OLE PARKED THEgolf cart in the back of what Lily could only describe as a charming white cottage with turquoise trim tucked inside a canopy of mossstrewn oaks. The view of the saltwater marsh beyond was breathtaking, the wood-planked dock was empty of boats, the entire scene was eerily still like a painting. Although she had been here before, the second time really was the charm.

Cole led Lily in through the back door and they arrived in Sally Ann’s kitchen. Cole made a quick excuse that he had to set up the dining room, which left the two women to size each other up again.

Once Cole exited, Sally Ann smiled and she welcomed Lily with open arms. Literally. Once Lily explained her ideas for an authentic down home Christmas meal, Sally Ann wrapped her in a bear hug, she oohed and ahhed over Lily’s Christmas menu suggestions. She seemed excited Lily incorporated some of Sally Ann’s signature dishes. Sally Ann instantly understood they could prepare every dish ahead of time.

“You’re my savior, you are, honey,” she said still grinning. “He’s about to kill me with these holiday notions. I have five kids, a husband, and a motherin-law who all expect me to be cookin’ for them on Christmas, not messing around here with what all the fancy people need.”

“I’m so glad to be helping. But don’t thank me yet, we still have to get all of this prepped, ingredients sourced. If we start today confirming all the orders, we should be able to get started tomorrow,” Lily said.

It was eleven in the morning, and Sally Ann quickly hurried to the corner of the kitchen and pulled a white board from behind the sink.

“Here’s what we’re serving today,” she said and pulled out a black marker, much like Lily had done at Cole’s house. Lily stood beside her watching Sally Ann fill the board with today’s offerings: Fresh Local Shrimp, Warm Artichoke Dip, Lowcountry Gumbo, Shrimp and Andouille Creole, Indigo Island Devil Crab Dinner, and Carolina Seafood Boil; Salad and Bread, family style.

Even though Lily and Cole just finished breakfast, her stomach growled. The air was filled with the scent of pine, the sweet, salty air of the marsh, and the spices being used in Sally Ann’s cooking. The windows were screenless and open to the chilly air outside. Three large iron pots simmered on the stove and voices could be heard from the restaurant’s seating area just through the swinging door. Lily felt an essence of comfort and ease here in this kitchen, a feeling so different than any restaurant she’d ever stepped inside.

While Sally Ann finished putting prices next to the menu list, Lily peeked through the door and watched Cole. He was on host duty, seating customers with a warm smile and a personal greeting to those he’d come to know. She loved the way he filled a room, the presence he commanded. But he wasn’t threatening or stuck up, the way Bob acted all the time. Cole was kind, and his blue eyes sparkled with genuine interest as he chatted with each guest, whether the person was a wealthy vacationer or a simple island worker. He looked up, caught her watching him, and smiled. She ducked back inside the kitchen.

“You’re sweet on him,” Sally Ann said, coming up behind her. “I suppose he’s a good boy, just has no feel for this business. I’m gonna go on and start taking orders. Want to stick around and help back here today?”

“I’d love it,” Lily said as Sally Ann pushed out the door, humming a tune Lily didn’t recognize. She looked around the simple kitchen and took stock of everything in front of her. She knew she could make her menu ideas work. In the corner, she spotted two large freezers and opened one to see how full it was. Both of them were about half full. Yes, it would all work just fine.

“Hey,” Cole said appearing behind her. Just his voice rushed heat to her core. “So what do you think?”

“It’s going to work out great,” Lily said, and she heard the happiness in her voice. She was in a kitchen, she was needed, and she was standing close to the most handsome man she’d ever met. For the first time, Lily realized she would be able to move beyond the pain caused by Bob someday, and Cole just might be the man to help her on the path to healing.

But I need to take charge of my own life. Not just rely on Avery or others. She thought helping Cole and Sally Ann would be a great start towards selfhealing.

“Sally Ann asked me to stay and help with lunch, get a feel for the kitchen. Is that okay? I thought you could start making those phone calls?”

“Yes, great idea,” he said. “I’ll make the calls out from the front once I get the lunch crowd seated. And, tell me what you charge an hour, I’m paying you for this.”

“I might blow your budget,” Lily teased. Cole tensed. “Seriously, consider this a donation to the cause. I want you to open that Boys and Girls Club. The island needs a food bank, and a program of picking up prepared, but unserved, restaurant meals from the inn and all the restaurants on the island each night and serving the food to those in need. I want to be a part of it.”

“Thank you. That’s amazing,” Cole said, resting his hand on her shoulder, their eyes locked. She could stare into them for days.

“Hello? A little help out here?” Sally Ann said, shooting eye daggers at Cole, who rushed out to seat customers and help take their orders. Lily laughed and tied on an apron.

The next two hours passed in a haze of frying fish, boiling shrimp, tearing lettuce, and basically, doing whatever Sally Ann instructed. At the end of the lunch rush, once all the pots and pans and dishes are washed and put away, Sally Ann walked up to Lily and wrapped her arm around her waist.

“You know how to cook,” Sally Ann said. “You could be a beenyah, you could.”

“Thank you, this was wonderful,” Lily said, wiping her hands on her borrowed apron. “What’s a beenyah?”

“Ah, dat’s Gullah for folks born here on the island. We’s a dying breed,” she said, releasing her hold on Lily and stripping off her bright yellow apron. “Best get on home, before the dinner service. You come back whenever you want. With or without that one.”

Sally Ann smiled and left. Lily stripped off her apron. She looked a wreck. Her face had been steamed in boiling water, her tank top, which she fortunately had worn under her turtleneck, was splattered in frying oil, her Converse tennis shoes sported a new cocktail sauce stain at the toe. But she was happy.

Cole stood at the front of the restaurant, the phone pressed to his ear. He didn’t see Lily but she could hear his frustration on his side of the conversation.

“Yes, we promise on-time delivery, ma’am, but if you have concerns, then of course you can cancel. Fine, I know you didn’t bring your chef, that’s why we’re here. Yes, I understand this is my last chance, thank you,” Cole hung up, “Ahhhh. I hate this groveling shit.”

“Welcome to the restaurant business,” Lily said and caught him by surprise.

“Whatever. People could be polite at least,” he grumbled, his eyes dark and angry.

“I can’t imagine people were polite in the investment banking world,” Lily said.

Cole laughed, a sharp sound. “No, they weren’t. They were ruthless assholes. I was on Wall Street. Everybody’s a jerk. Just out for money. I was one of them.”

“Well, in the restaurant business, my experience is that once customers are full, they’re happy. So we’ll turn these folks into raving fans. Don’t worry,” she said. “Uh, hey, would you mind giving me a ride back to the other side? I’m a mess.”

Cole seemed to focus on her then. A smile crossed his face. “You are a mess. You smell like fish,” he said. “Come on. I can make the rest of the calls from home.”

As they drove back to the other side of the island, they were both quiet, lost in thought. Lily planned the shopping list for the Christmas meal in her head. Every once in a while, she turned and looked at Cole, but he too was deep in his own thoughts. She couldn’t believe she’d met him only yesterday. She checked out his handsome profile, his strong arms, his prominent chin. She felt as comfortable as she did with Bob, maybe even more so. Because it was business, they were focusing on the same goal.

Cole parked in front of his cottage and they both did a double take. A wreath hung on his front door and green garland decorated the railing of the outside deck.

“Looks like a Christmas elf has been here?” Cole said. “How did you do this?”

“This isn’t me. This is Avery,” Lily said, marveling at how wonderful her friend is. “Do you lock your door?”
 “Nope,” Cole said. Smiling, they ran up the stairs to the front door. The scene took Lily’s breath away. The entry hall table was covered with greenery and punctuated by red and white striped ribbon. The staircase bannister was wrapped with the same red and white striped ribbon, accentuated with a big bow at the balustrade.

In the family room, a live Christmas tree filled the corner, adorned with white lights. Four brown cardboard boxes labeled “ornaments” were stacked next to the tree. Above the fireplace, shiny red and white balls hung from a swooping garland of fresh greens. The house smelled like Christmas, pine, and cinnamon. Lily noticed a set of three candles and leaned in to smell them.

“I don’t know what to say,” Cole said. She thought he might have tears in his eyes, but he quickly turned away from her.

“Just say thank you. She is just like you. She loves helping others, giving to others,” Lily said and felt the urge to hug him, to comfort him even though she’d told him she needed a lot more time. He was so moved by simple acts of kindness, like someone who thought Christmas would pass him by.

Lily lightly touched his back with her hand, and he turned to face her. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck as his hands found her waist and pulled her close. He kissed her and instantly it was so intense both jumped back gasping.

“I got carried away again,” he said. “Sorry.”
 “I’m sorry. I started, but I can’t… I don’t want to…”
 “It’s okay, honey, it’s okay,” he said, hugging her back into his warm embrace. “Let’s just enjoy this amazing moment together under my first Christmas tree of my new life.”
 And as they stood together, hugging next to the tree, Lily began to feel like this could be her new life, too.
 Finally she stepped away. She needed to go home, shower, talk to Avery, get her bearings.
 “Cole, I need to go home, to the Putnams, get cleaned up,” she said.
 “Can I see you tonight? We could decorate the tree together?” he asked, and then paused, adding, “I’ll get the food breakdown together between now and then, a count of the pot pies.” He sensed her nervousness, she realized, so he focused on food. “Then tonight, we can go over what supplies you’ll need from Savannah.”
 He had brought up business to relax her, to get her to let down her guard, and she did. “Sure, that sounds great. Call me later.”




Chapter Seven

COLE
 ‡ HE REALLY HATEDcold showers but Lily had left him with no other choice. She’d just been dumped by a jerk, but he couldn’t help his body’s reaction whenever she touched him, no matter how innocently. She needed time, but he wanted her now. For always. That thought came out of nowhere, but it was true nonetheless. He had never felt this strongly about a woman before, there was something about Lily that completed him in some fundamental way he hadn’t even known existed. She filled a space in his soul he hadn’t realized was empty. Before he’d met her, he hadn’t felt like he would ever find somebody to love, somebody to take care of and to treasure.

His timing sucked. He wanted to be in a committed relationship with her, but she was still reeling from her broken engagement. There was nothing he could do. Shouting ‘I’m not Bob,’ wouldn’t cut it. He was reduced to waiting and hoping. Two of his weakest points. He had always been a man of action.

“Look at me getting all romantic,” he chided himself. He was getting way ahead of himself and he’d never felt so out of whack before. As he stepped out of the shower and toweled off, he marveled again about the smells and sights of Christmas now filling his house, a house that had been transformed into a home. Avery had even decorated the kitchen table with a candy cane themed centerpiece to match the rest of the décor. Where did she even find all of this holiday cheer, he wondered?

As he pulled on his favorite light blue cashmere sweater and a pair of jeans, he noticed a framed photo of Lily, laughing in front of a decorated Christmas tree. Pure joy Lily. He challenged himself to bring that expression back to her face this Christmas. He hurried downstairs to convert all of his ego-crushing telephone calls into solid orders: Christmas dinner orders that would highlight the special Lowcountry cooking of Marshside Mama’s and be delivered on time.
 * LILY

S HE PARKED THEgolf cart in its spot out front, hurried up the stairs to the main door, and into the foyer. She looked around and smiled, the coast still was clear. She raced up the grand staircase, taking the steps two at a time, and made it to the top in record speed. As she turned the corner, she careened into James.

“Oh, sorry,” she said. “I hope I didn’t get you dirty.”
 “Lily,” James backed away from her as if she were a skunk about to spray him. “What happened? You’re a mess.
 “Cooking happened, James,” she extended both arms out, palms up, imagining that she did probably look and smell a bit feral to him. “This is the look of a person who has been working in the kitchen for a shift.”
 “Where have you been lending out your talents?” He demanded in an imperial tone that uncomfortably reminded her of Bob.
 Lily was suddenly proud of her messiness, her wild hair, her shiny face, and her food-splattered clothes. She was proud of her smell because it represented the new dishes she had learned to prepare, the new experiences she’d had, and the new confidence she’d gained. She now knew there was life after Bob, and she had no intention of going back. She liked where she now was.

Do one thing every day that scares you. Her favorite saying popped into her head. She’d forgotten this Eleanor Roosevelt quote, and maybe forgotten herself, for the past five years.
 “Have you been at the inn, in the kitchen? They let you just grub about?”
 Lily nearly tossed her hair back and snorted at him.
 “I’ve been on the backside of the island, near the marsh, helping the cook at a fabulous local restaurant called Marshide Mama’s,” she relished his bewildered look. Of course James had never been there. “You really should try it. It’s going to be the hottest, most desirable reservation on the island after the holidays. Mark my words,” Lily said, feigning a confidence she’d determined to internalize.
 “Oh, so now you’re the arbiter of taste on Indigo Island, are you?” James said with a sly smile.
 “I am, as a matter of fact,” Lily said because she didn’t want to spar with him but wanted a shower. “One of my many talents. See you downstairs later.”
 “Don’t forget we have a family dinner tonight,” James said and surprised her by reaching out to brush a strand of hair from her face.
 “Of course,” she said, suddenly feeling uncomfortable around him. The way he stared at her unnerved her. “See you.”
 He reached over and brushed a strand of hair from her face. A gentle gesture and Lily smiled.
 Once inside her room, she kicked off her Converse tennis shoes inside the door and inhaled the fresh salty sea air that streamed inside the room from the open window. Smiling at Cole’s jacket hanging in her closet, she hurried into the luxurious bathroom, turned on the shower and waited for the steam to fill the glass enclosure before undressing and stepping in. She reluctantly glanced at herself in the mirror and her jaw dropped. She looked wild—her hair was as curly as it had ever been, her face was smudged with grease, but as she looked at herself more closely, she noticed she looked happy. Free. Lily smiled and hurried into the shower, the hot, strong current washing the dirt and the day away.
 Showered, dried, lotioned, and dressed, Lily looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror in the corner of her bedroom. Her fitted white corduroy jeans, a chocolate brown turtle neck, cashmere sweater, and ankle boots made her feel warm, happy and comfortable, but she really needed to stop stalling and talk to Avery.
 She texted Avery: “Where are you?”
 Avery instantly answered her text: “Library. Tell me EVERYTHING. Now!”
 Lily hurried downstairs to the library.
 “Avery, you’re not going to believe my day,” she burst out then blushed. “Mark! Great to see you! When did you get in?”
 Thankfully she hadn’t blurted out about Cole.
 “I came over with Richard,” Mark said, smiling kindly like he always did. “So, Avery’s jumping with excitement. Tell us your news.”

Us. Lily needed to get used to the fact that Avery and Mark were a couple. She was the third wheel.
 “Here, Lils,” Avery said handing her a glass of champagne. “Tell us all about Cole and the amazing date.”
 “It wasn’t a date,” she said automatically while Avery winked.
 “By the way, did he like the candy canes?” She toasted Lily with her glass and the third wheel feeling vanished.
 “Oh my gosh, he had tears in his eyes when he looked around, Aves, it was amazing what you did,” she said, “Cheers and thank you. You really made his Christmas.”
 “I think I had a lot of help with that task,” Avery said.
 “Who helped? Your mom?” Lily asked.
 Avery rolled her eyes and laughed.
 “I mean you, but yes, Mom helped, and we had fun. She said she actually missed her whole candy cane theme and was happy to put it to good use. Nice place he has. You’ll be glad to know, I didn’t find any hidden photos of girlfriends or any other weirdness,” Avery said as Mark came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her.
 “You broke in to some stranger’s house, and snooped through his belongings?” he shook his head. “Should I be booking us a midnight flight to Mexico to escape the police?”
 “The door was wide open,” Avery said. Mark laughed, but she ignored him. “I needed to be sure the guy Lily met is good enough. His house definitely needs personalization, but you can help with that, Lils.”
 “Goodbye Bob,” he said affectionately toying with his wife’s hair. “You already have our Lily moving in with this man. Does he have a name? Should I go demand what his intentions are?”
 Lily sipped her champagne. She knew Mark was teasing, but it made her feel awkward.
 “I have a good feeling,” Avery said sagely. “So I want to help her out so she can be as happy as I am. God knows, she can’t be left to make these decisions on her own,”
 “Hey, you were with me when I met Bob, Avery,” Lily said defensively.
 “The minute I met him I said ‘boring’,” Mark intoned. “Clearly both of you are worthless. Bring him around Lily. I will pass judgment.”
 “I picked you,” Avery retorted. “So clearly I know what I’m doing.”
 “But I picked you, so clearly my skills are superior,” Avery sighed and melted against him.
 “How was your day?” Avery asked, practically purring as Mark lightly stroked down her slim arms.
 Lily looked at them. The third wheel feeling was back, but she envied the love they shared. At the same time, she felt blessed. “It was one of the best days of my life,” she said, sitting down in one of the huge leather chairs. “I felt so alive. I can really make a difference in Cole’s restaurant business for the holidays, I love his business partner Sally Ann, and I love the ideas he has to bring more nutritious food to the poorer families on the back of the island. And then, tonight, I’m going to help Cole decorate his tree with the ornaments you guys brought over. He’s so grateful. All in all, it has been amazing.”
 Avery and Mark exchanged a skeptical look.
 “What?” she asked. “You found a dead body in his closet?”
 Avery took a deep breath and sat down in the chair next to Lily. “No, silly, not at all. I did have dad’s guys do a background check.”
 “Avery,” Lily began.
 “I hope you don’t mind. He is absolutely who he says he is. Never married. Complete workaholic, successful until last April when he dropped off the radar and ended up on Indigo Island. Dad’s people cleared him. I’m not worried about Cole, Lils, I’m worried about you.”
 “You were just telling me I’d be good at personalizing his house.”
 “I know. I get carried away, but seriously, Lils, I’m not sure you’re ready to be in a relationship.”
 “I’m not in a relationship,” Lily said. “Lils,” Avery said.
 Lily saw the genuine concern in Avery’s eyes and loved her for it. Avery sucked in her bottom lip, a nervous sign, a sign only her best friend could detect. She leaned forward and hugged Avery.
 “I’m not. I mean, yes, he’s attractive. And he makes me feel like someday I’ll get over Bob, but really, I’m enjoying helping to plan out the Christmas dinner. And I love his restaurant, and Sally Ann, and all the hard work everyone over there does. And I love learning all the new recipes.”
 “That sounds so racy,” Mark said.
 “Be serious. I’m worried,” Avery said as her lip disappeared.
 “Is this about James?” Lily asked. She had to. He was the elephant in the room. Lily looked over her shoulder to make sure the elephant wasn’t entering. “You’re not still thinking he and I should date, are you?”
 “No, not really,” Avery said, not sounding certain. Mark laughed. “I know James is a workaholic. He’s not ready to settle down or to put in the time necessary to really build a relationship, and until then, he keeps dating bitches like Jessica, but I guess I still harbor a hope that we could be sisters for real. I’m sorry.”
 “It’s okay,” Lily said. “But I’m not jumping into anything with Cole. I think he’s interested, but I told him I need time.”
 “Good for you,” Avery said.
 “But you still look worried.”
 “I guess it’s the trouble with Christmas. It’s a big holiday, and Bob’s getting married on December 25th, and well, I don’t want you to jump at the first guy who shows an interest just because it’s a great time to be in love,” Avery said.
 Lily stood and walked over to the bar to fill her glass. She looked over at the Christmas tree they’d decorated and spotted her ornament. She smiled. “I know, Aves. I know. That’s the other problem with the holiday season. If it’s real, you tend to doubt it because it seems too cliché, you know?”
 Evalyn walked into the room and smiled at Lily. “Hello dear. I hope your new friend enjoyed the decorations at his house. Avery and the crew and I had a hoot putting them up,” she said. “Dinner time everyone.”
 Lily hurried over to hug Evalyn and followed her out of the library. She planned on having a quick meal with the Putnams and then heading to Cole’s house. It could actually be the perfect ending to the perfect day. She texted Cole her plans.
 He responded back that he would pick her up in his heated golf cart. She smiled. Even better. She’d bundle up extra warmly in his black coat.
 In the formal dining room, the third Christmas tree, sporting a nautical theme with navy and red shiny balls, twinkled in the corner. Lily sat between James, who was seated at the head of the table across from his father, and Mark. Avery was across the table from her. Jessica was sitting across from Evalyn.
 “It sure will be great when Denton, Blake, and Samantha get here,” Richard said, passing the spinach salad to Avery.
 “When do they arrive?” Lily asked. She was anxious to see Denton and to meet Blake’s girlfriend, Samantha. Avery liked her so Lily would, too. Nobody could believe Blake was in a relationship that had lasted longer than a few dates.
 “Denton will be here on the twentyfirst, as soon as he’s finished with exams,” Evalyn said, a twinkle in her eye flashed for her youngest son. “Blake is harder to pin down, of course. I assume he’ll arrive on the twenty-fourth and leave on the twenty-sixth, unless Sam can talk some sense into him.”
 James smiled and turned his attention to Lily. “So, when is Bob marrying that Postle girl?”
 Lily could barely process the question; her brain couldn’t believe he’d asked it.
 “James,” Avery said. “That is inappropriate. Bob is a bastard and we all think so. We don’t care what he does or when he does it.”
 “Avery, language,” Evalyn said, “But I agree. Good riddance.”
 Lily took a moment to absorb Evalyn’s kindness.
 “I made a mistake, James. I almost married a self-centered narcissist. Thankfully, he found a richer prize. But it still hurts. I still feel shocked, but I’m determined to move on and find someone who can love me for who I am. Someone who can focus on love, instead of business and find happiness, and I hope I can find that someday. Of course, I wish the same for you. Pass the potatoes, please.”
 The room was silent as James handed the bowl of mashed potatoes to Lily, glaring at her with his steely, navy blue eyes. If looks could kill. She realized he’d taken her words more personally than she meant. Or maybe she did want to say that to squash, once and for all, any Putnam matchmaking attempts. Even Jessica, nibbling on a long, red nail, shot her a withering glare.
 “James?” She wasn’t sure what to say to make amends. “I didn’t…” she began.
 “So, Richard, have you been out on the course?” Mark jumped to her rescue.
 James stood and tossed his napkin onto his plate. “Excuse me.”
 The entire table was stunned as he quickly walked out of the room. Jessica pushed her chair back and followed behind him, wobbling on her stiletto heels.
 “You hit a nerve, Lils,” Avery said quietly.
 “I’ll go talk to him,” Evalyn said, beginning to stand up.
 “No, please, Evalyn, it’s my fault. Let me go speak to him. I’ve upset him and ruined dinner. I’m sorry,” Lily said and hurried out of the room. She saw the front door close as she reached the foyer and rushed to pull it open.
 “He wants to be alone,” Jessica said, hands on her hips. “I know Avery doesn’t like me and thinks my manners suck, but I don’t know why she thinks you’re such a prize.”
 Lily ignored her and hurried outside. James stood on the porch, staring out into the blackness of the ocean beyond. It was a starless, chilly night and Lily could see his breath clouds.
 “James, I’m sorry,” she said, stepping onto the porch and closing the front door. The twinkle lights in the garland gave the porch a peaceful, candlelight like glow.
 “Me too,” he said, still not facing her. “I didn’t mean to bring up the jerk. I’m glad you’re free of him.”
 Lily hugged herself, relieved they would get past this. She hated tension with any member of Avery’s family. She watched James kick the toe of his loafer against the porch railing. Finally, he turned to face her. He shoved his hands into his pants pockets, and he stared down at the floor like a little kid who had been scolded. Lily had never seen him look so humble, so young.
 He suddenly looked up and his dark blue eyes stared straight into hers. Lily tensed.
 “The trouble is, I was so glad to hear about your broken engagement that I even agreed to celebrate my birthday at that tiny restaurant with my family, when it wasn’t even my birthday,” he said.
 “That was really nice of you. Avery was worried about me, I guess.”
 “That’s the thing. I was worried about you, too,” James said, taking a step closer to where Lily stood. “I still am. I, well, now that you aren’t engaged I was hoping that we could spend time together, be together.”
 He exhaled as his words collided in her ears.
 “No, James, you don’t. Not really. It’s just that we’ve known each other such a long time, and we’re both a bit lonely, and the trouble with Christmas is that it makes you feel alone if you aren’t in a romantic relationship.” She grasped at words, wanting to explain so that he wouldn’t be hurt. “That explains Jessica. She’s not your type. Not really. You’re just in that holiday state of mind where you think you need to be a couple because everybody else is,” Lily said quickly, trying to diffuse the seriousness of his statements.
 “I care for you Lily, I do. I always have. I still remember that night.” He took a step closer and touched her cheek.
 She covered his hand with hers.
 “James,” she whispered. “I care about you, of course I do, but not like that.” She searched his eyes, trying to gauge how to proceed. “That night was so long ago. It was an impulse. It wasn’t real.”
 “It felt real to me.”
 Lily didn’t know what to say.
 “I was in high school, James. You were just finishing sophomore year in college. That was a long time ago. I think of you like a brother,” she said. “I love you because you’re Avery’s brother. I’ll always love you. but not like that.”
 “Like what?” James said, his voice low, his eyes dark.
 “You know,” Lily said, dropping his hand. She felt uncomfortable and began to back away. Suddenly James’s hands were on her shoulders, pushing her against the side of the house.
 “James, stop,” she said firmly not wanting things to be bad between them.
 “How do you know unless we try?” His lips were a whisper from hers.
 She turned her head away.
 “James, no,” she pushed him away.
 “My God, I’m so sorry, Lily. I thought you might feel the same about me. I mean we’d be perfect together.”
 She shook her head afraid to look him in the eye and see his expression of hurt or anger. Most women never said no to James.
 “Lily, I’m so sorry.”
 “James,” she said, wanting him to go, wanting to get away herself, but she had to fix this for Avery. “Let’s talk, please.”
 “We don’t need to talk anymore, Lily. I really didn’t mean to push it. I thought. I hoped,” he stopped again and turned away from her. “I understand. And I’m sorry. Please believe me, it won’t happen again.”
 “I believe you.”
 James walked down the remaining stairs and into the dark night.
 Lily’s body began to shake. She didn’t want to hurt him, and wasn’t even sure why he would think there was a future for them. Had she lead James on somehow? She should go back inside and sit with Avery’s family, but she didn’t feel ready to face them. Maybe she should just text Cole to come pick her up.
 “Lils, what are you doing out here? Get inside,” Avery says, yanking open the front door and spotting her friend in the shadows. “It’s cold.”
 “Coming. Wonder if you could give me a ride to Cole’s,” Lily said, not making eye contact. Her shivering was making her voice sound weird. She hoped Avery wouldn’t comment.
 “Sure. Mark and I are going to go to the inn for a drink. We’ll drop you on our way. I’m excited to see the candy cane red and white decorations at night,” she said, pulling the door closed behind her. “Meet down here in ten minutes?”
 “Perfect,” Lily said, hurrying up the main staircase to avoid any conversation. She felt Jessica’s stare but ignored her.
 Once inside her bedroom, she let out a sigh and started to relax. She didn’t want to think about what happened with James. It was a misunderstanding, and she’d handled it. It was over. Just like her engagement. She walked over to the large bedroom window. Typically, the stars and moonlight illuminated the ocean beyond, but tonight the landscape was eerily dark. She wondered if maybe she shouldn’t visit Cole. She didn’t want to lead him on, but she really enjoyed his company, his smile, his kind eyes, his strong arms. All of him.
 Her heart rate kicked up just thinking about his kiss earlier. She had told him she needed time, but was that really true? She felt a slow burn deep in her core as she anticipated seeing him, talking to him, touching him that she couldn’t remember feeling for Bob, or for any man like this. But how could she trust her feelings? How could she feel so strongly about Cole, even lust after him, when a couple of weeks ago she’d thought she was going to marry Bob? She’d been excited about marrying Bob.
 Was she rebounding? She didn’t feel like it. Cole was perfect. He felt right. He was smart and dedicated and willing to admit mistakes. He wanted to do good work with his life. And he was so honest with his feelings. Lily realized now that she and Bob had never discussed their hopes and dreams and mistakes like she and Cole already had. She craved emotional closeness but to be honest, she had to admit Cole was hot, hot, hot. She felt like she was going to ignite every time he looked at her. Maybe for once in her life, she should throw caution out the window and just embrace her feelings and her desires. Not be so consumed by fear.
 Taking a deep breath, Lily texted: “Still okay to come over? Avery can drop me in 10 min.”
 Cole responded: “Hurry.”
 Lily sent back: “:)”
 Smiling, Lily hurried into the bathroom to freshen up, grabbed her warmest coat from the closet—fulllength white wool with a matching white cashmere hat—and her red mittens, her purse, and Cole’s coat for an extra layer. As she closed her bedroom door behind her, she said a silent prayer that James wouldn’t be in the hallway.
 She ran down the hall and paused at the top of the stairs, spotting Avery and Mark waiting—the perfect couple. They held hands and smiled at each other.
 “Hey, you look gorgeous,” Mark said, finally glancing away from his wife.
 Lily laughed. “I’m wearing the exact same thing I had on at dinner, but you’d know that, if you ever looked away from Avery,” she said. “You two are the most perfect couple ever, but that isn’t news to you,” Lily said as she pulled on her coat, hat, and mittens and followed Avery and Mark out the door.
 They climbed into the covered golf cart, Mark at the wheel, and zipped off into the dark night.
 “Ooooh it’s perfect!” Avery exclaimed as they pulled up to Cole’s cottage. “Look at the red and white lights, Mark! So fun!”
 “You are a Christmas nut just like your mom, Aves,” Mark said, parking so he could help Lily out.
 “Do you guys want to come in?” she asked, hoping they’d say no.
 “I think we’ll let you two have some private time,” Avery answered, blowing Lily a kiss, and by the way Avery cuddled up to Mark, Lily thought it would be good for Mark and Avery to have some alone time as well.
 Lily smelled cinnamon and some other spice as she knocked on the door.
 Cole opened the door. He wore a white t-shirt that hugged the muscles of his shoulders and arms. His jeans fit him perfectly. Lily resisted the urge to hug him. She smiled and he gently tugged her inside, waving at Mark and Avery. The sound of Nat King Cole singing Christmas songs filled the air.
 “Hello, beautiful,” Cole said and kissed her on the cheek as he helped her take off her coat. His cottage was warm and inviting. Cinnamon candles burned on the table in front of the roaring fireplace. The Christmas tree was lit, waiting its ornaments. The lights throughout the cottage were dimmed, adding to the sense of comfort. “Make yourself at home, Lily.”
 She walked into the family room and sat on the big white couch in front of the fire. She felt warm, and safe, and as Cole joined her on the sofa, she smelled his clean scent, and stared into his amazing baby blue eyes. She relaxed close to him and Cole raised his hand and tucked her hair behind her ear.
 “I missed you,” Cole said softly. “We were only apart four hours and twenty minutes, and all I could think about was you and your eyes, and your smile,” Cole said.
 Lily swallowed. Her turtleneck felt too tight. She pulled at it and wished she’d worn something not quite so prim. Her stomach clenched at the thought.
 “We’re going to decorate the tree, right?” she said, smiling.
 “Later,” Cole said, his blue eyes darkening as he ran his hand through his thick blonde hair.
 “You wanted to talk about the shopping list for the Christmas meal?” Lily asked, in a conspiratorial whisper.
 “Definitely later,” Cole said. “I’d really like to talk about us.”
 Lily was certain her turtleneck would strangle her.
 “Us?” she whispered and he nodded, gently tipping her face towards his.
 Slowly he lowered his lips to hers. Lily sighed into his mouth and relaxed into him, loving the strength of his body. She walked her fingers up his forearms and pulled him closer to her as he deepened the kiss. And this, this is perfect, this is Cole. Lily was dizzy with desire but he broke the kiss.
 “You are so beautiful, Lily. So perfect,” he said and played with the bottom of her turtleneck. She smiled, stretched both arms into the air, and he pulled off her sweater. The cooler air of the room hit her warm skin, and goose bumps sprung up across her upper body. Cole pushed her gently back onto the sofa, knelt next to her, and softly kissed her stomach. Lily shuddered. His kisses moved up between her breasts to her neck and her forehead, and then finally, to her waiting lips. She moaned as she pulled him against her breasts, and ran her hands around his broad shoulders and down his back.
 “Cole, should we slow down?” Lily said, “I don’t want to ruin anything, not before Christmas.”
 “We’ve only just begun, Lily. You could never ruin anything. I’ve never wanted anything, anyone more than you,” Cole murmured, his blue stare pierced her heart. She felt a fire burning inside, a fire he’d flamed. His lips were on hers again, hungry, his tongue slid inside her mouth as his hand gently brushed her nipple through her bra. Lily moaned and arched so her breasts pushed into his hands. His fingers slid around her back and unhooked her bra.
 “Oh, Cole,” she said as he pulled her bra off and buried his face between her breasts, moving to suck a nipple until it was firm, and then he kissed his way slowly to the other breast. Lily plunged her hands into his hair. His fingers stroked her nipples and his lips sent shivers throughout her entire body until Lily felt an explosion deep inside. She reached for him, ran her fingers under his shirt and relished his hard stomach. She slid her hand lower, traced the waistband of his jeans before she pressed her palm to the front of the denim, cupping his erection.
 Suddenly, he took both of her hands and pulled them to his lips, kissing the top of each before he stood up. He looked down at her, lying half-naked and pulsing with desire.
 “What?” she asked. She frowned, and he rubbed her pouting bottom lip with a finger before he sat beside her.
 “I want to take it slowly. To make our first time special,” he said and hugged her against his strong chest.
 She was confused, a little hurt. “You changed your mind?” she asked and burrowed her face in his chest, breathing him in deeply. He was right. It made her want him more.
 “No, not at all. I thought I could control myself better, I’m sorry,” he said. “I mean it. But I want to make sure you’re ready. Because I’m all in.”
 Lily’s insides were still clenching with need, but her heart listened. “That’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me,” she said, finally lifting her head away from his chest to look Cole in the eyes. She felt so many emotions, but one of them, she recognized, was close to love. As she looked at his strong chin, his caring face, she smiled. He pulled her up off the couch and wrapped her in a tight embrace. The Christmas lights, the Nat King Cole songs, the smells, this man—everything was perfect.
 Finally, she’d calmed enough to have some fun. “Well, take off your shirt then,” she said, thinking it’s only fair she should get to see him topless. He pulled the t-shirt off over his head and she admired every toned muscle he revealed.
 “Even?” he said with a laugh.
 “No. Not even close. Hand me your shirt,” she said. When he tossed it to her, she pulled it on, savoring the smell of him on her body. She tucked his shirt into her jeans, blousing it to hide her still-erect nipples.
 “That looks good,” he said and brushed her breast with his fingers.
 “Hey, no fair,” she said, arms folded across her chest.
 “Let’s get a drink and start decorating the tree, shall we?” He asked.
 He laced his fingers through hers and led her into his warmly lit kitchen. The candy cane centerpiece candle glowed and the lights were dimmed.
 “Champagne?”
 “Please,” she said. “You know, it’s funny. I know the importance of taking it slow. I do. I was a virgin when I met Bob, can you believe that?”
 Cole turned toward her and handed her a flute. “Yes, I can,” he said and pulled her close, his strong arm around her waist. “You’re special, Lily. You deserve everything you’ve dreamed of in life. Including a man who will treasure you, and help you make your dreams come true. Cheers!”
 “Cheers,” she clinked her glass on his, still standing pressed against him in his beautiful kitchen. Lily felt like she should pinch herself. Could he be real? She worried. Maybe he just didn’t want me that way.
 “And you’re sure you weren’t, um, turned off by me?”
 “Honestly, Lily? You’re exasperating,” he said and kissed her softly on the lips. “You felt my response. Come on. We have some ornament hanging to do.”
 * COLE

C OLE WAS PROUDhe controlled himself. It was the right thing to do, of course, but man was it hard—pun intended.

He stood on the stepladder and hung red and white ornaments on his Christmas tree at his house, which overlooked the ocean on a remote Sea Island, laughing and singing with the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. He was the happiest he’d been in his life and was determined not to ruin it. He wanted to get to know her, talk to her about the little things, and the big things, the important stuff, and the small stuff. He wanted to hold her close, make her feel special.

Of course, he wanted to have sex. He couldn’t believe her body, her perfect breasts, her sweet curves. He could hardly keep his eyes off her, much less his hands. Cole dropped an ornament, and it shattered on the hardwood floor.

“Sorry,” he said, because that was the second time he’d done that. Somehow the hooks seemed to slip right out of his fingers.

“No problem. Goodness knows the Putnams have more ornaments than they know what to do with,” Lily said, from somewhere under the tree. “I’m just about finished down here. How’s the top of the tree?”

“Just about finished,” he said, wondering if he could trust himself to keep his hands off of her for the rest of the evening. He wanted to ask her to spend the night. He wanted that, more than anything.

“Great. We need to get the shopping list together. I’d love to go with you to Savannah. I can’t believe I’ve never been there,” she said.

“That would be great. I love it over there and you will, too,” he said and wondered how this, them, even happened. It was a miracle, he decided, though he stopped believing in those many years ago. Cole felt like he should call his mom and tell her he had finally fallen in love.

“Hey, what’s your favorite Christmas movie?” he asked, climbing down the ladder.

“ Love Actually,” she said and kissed him on the cheek. Her fingers played with his abs and Cole groaned. She hadn’t let him put on another shirt. He could handle it if she could, but it was getting harder. Focus.

“That’s my favorite, too,” he said. “It’s amazing how random love can be.” Cole stacked the empty boxes together and folded the ladder. Lily joined him and they admire his tree.

“It is random, and wonderful, when it happens. The tree looks beautiful,” Lily said. “We did a great job.”

“We did,” he agreed. “Let’s get the shopping list finished so we can have a little more fun.”

“Hmmm,” Lily said, and she followed him into the dining room.
 Cole had been busy. One whiteboard was covered with the delivery schedule: Name of customer, time of promised delivery and address, grouped in clusters to make it easier. He had created four different clusters, and hoped he’d be able to round up a couple extra drivers.
 The next board was filled with ingredients, and he hoped he’d captured everything they would need, but knew Lily could double-check it. He’d made it through the entire call list, and only six out of twenty four orders had cancelled and asked for refunds.
 Lily took her time, processing everything he’d written on each board. “Have you been over everything with Sally Ann?” she asked, still staring at the ingredients board, her back to him, hands on her hips, gorgeous shiny hair cascading down her back. Cole couldn’t help it; he had to touch her. He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her to him.
 “I thought this was work time,” she said over her shoulder, and he kissed the top of her head.
 “It is, I’m just helping you concentrate,” he said and turned her around to face him. He wanted her.

Now.
 She touched his cheek with her hand and he felt electricity throughout his body. “You know, I was upset at first, when we stopped. But now, I think it was an amazing decision.” She rose up on tiptoes and kissed his lips, a slow, seductive movement.
 He bent his head, pressed his lips into hers and heard her sigh.
 “Okay, we waited. Done with that,” he said, swooping her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck and laughed, her head tipped back. Cole nuzzled her neck.
 “Put me down,” she said, her joy rang in his ears as he ran upstairs.
 “Lily, I can’t wait,” Cole said, his voice husky and needy. “Can you?”
 He thought he could be a gentleman, thought he could control himself. He couldn’t. He hadn’t prepared upstairs for company. His bed wasn’t made; the lighting wasn’t set on dimmers. He didn’t care. Lily was quiet in his arms, curled into him. Her unique scent filled him, her hair tickled his nose, and her dark eyes seemed to burn through him to his soul.
 He reached his bedroom but didn’t turn on the lights. He glanced out the windows and the ocean was dark black. The night was a blank canvas, one he intended to fill with memories. He placed Lily on the bed and climbed in beside her. In the darkness, her eyes shimmered.
 “Cole, what are we doing?” she said quietly.
 “Would it be okay if I made love to you?” he asked, brushing the hair from her face.
 “I thought you’d never ask,” she said, hooking her hand behind his neck and pulling him to her for a kiss. He moaned as he quickly pulled his shirt off of her. Finally, they were skin to skin. But it wasn’t enough. He reached down to unbutton her pants and she helped him, squirming out of them as he pulled them down. He ran his finger down her thigh. Quickly, he peeled off his jeans and underwear. He straddled her, leaned forward, found her lips, and kissed her deeply. Her arms wrapped around his neck.
 “Lily, you’re beautiful,” he said, moving his lips to her soft neck, to her breast, sucking until her nipple was hard, and then he nipped the taut peak.
 “Ahh,” Lily said, her hips rising up, which shot lightning straight to Cole’s groin, his erection firm.
 Cole wanted to taste all of her, and moved down her body, his mouth and tongue lapped her stomach as she moaned and moved beneath him. His hands eased her thighs apart as he lapped at her sex, licking and sucking until his tongue found the tight bud and her hips shot up. His hands caught her hips and pressed her more tightly to him, his tongue stroked her clit over and over before delving into her body. She gasped when he plunged a finger inside her and caressed her silken walls.
 “Cole,” she cried and sat up, grabbing his hair, as she came in his mouth, shuddering as she dropped back down on the bed.
 He rolled her on top of him, holding her until she calmed, kissing her forehead and tucking her hair behind her ear.
 “Are you okay?”
 “Are you serious?”
 “Yes.”
 “That’s never happened to me. Ever,” she said, another convulsion racking her small body.
 “And you liked it?” he asked, smiling as he held her head between his hands, causing her to look at him.
 “It was amazing,” she said, and her hips begin to move around his erection.
 He kept her on top of him, placed his hands on her side and gently moved her up and down, his erection pinned between their stomachs. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he rolled to his side, braced himself on his elbows, Lily beneath him. He took a deep breath.
 “Will this be special enough for you? Do you know how much I care? I know it has only been two days,” he said, staring into her eyes, wanting her to know how much he meant his words, how much she had climbed inside his heart.
 “Yes,” she said in a whisper, her dark brown eyes unblinking, trusting him, trusting them.
 “Good,” he answered, kissed her forehead, her nose, and finally, found her lips. He loved every inch of her and longed to know her completely. “I want you, Lily.”
 She took a deep breath and ran her fingers across his chest and he looked into her eyes.
 “Okay?”
 She nodded. He leaned over her, his member poised at her entrance then he slowly eased inside, part of the way.
 “Ahh,” she said, breathing hard, and he stopped, worried. “Go,” she said, her hips moved up as he pushed all the way inside her. He held her there, bending to kiss her tenderly, wanting to pump in and out of her, but holding on to the moment, their first time.
 “Now!” she demanded, her muscles squeezing around him, urging him on as he began to thrust in and out, deeper and deeper, as she moved beneath him and their bodies became one. She tightened and released around him and then he finally found relief collapsing, shuddering, beside her. Once he caught his breath he hugged her to his side.
 “That was amazing,” he said, breathing hard.
 “He loves me,” she murmured as she cuddled into his side and fell asleep.

Yes, he does. Cole smiled and held her tight.




Chapter Eight

LILY
 ‡ SHE HAD NEVERcooked so much in her life, even in culinary school. She was fairly certain she had ruined every fingernail. Somehow, she had managed to get a sunburn on her face—although it could have been windburn or frostbite— and she was fairly certain she had gained a few pounds thanks to Sally Ann’s insistence on trying everything they prepared.

And she was positive she’d never been so happy in her life.
 It was December twenty-second, three days until Christmas, and so much had changed. Ever since she had woken up a week ago with the morning sunlight streaming in the window and a heavy arm draped over her shoulder, she had been smiling. It wasn’t just the great sex. It wasn’t just the fact they’d decorated a Christmas tree together. Nope. It also wasn’t only the shared responsibility of saving his restaurant and his reputation, of planning a meal, and strategizing the future of Marshside Mama’s. It was much more. It was the way his blue eyes sparkled that first morning when he had brought her coffee in bed. It was the way they’d talked and held each other before either of them made a move to take a shower or start their day.
 It was the way he listened to her as if she mattered, as if she were the center of his world. She had never experienced pure attention. And, Cole admitted, he had not been capable of giving it until now. Until he had learned his own business decisions had caused a man to take his own life, until he’d seen the man’s widow’s eyes. He was a changed man and that was why he’d moved to Indigo Island to heal and to make an impact. Lily knew she had to forgive Bob his social climbing and for breaking their engagement in order to move forward. Cole’s ability to forgive himself was a model for her. Instead of being stuck in anger and feeling like a victim, she’d move on to a new life helping others even as she helped herself grow into a true, balanced relationship with a partner who deserved her love and full attention to as well.
 At mid-morning, she was working in Cole’s kitchen, rolling the dough out for her fifteenth pot pie. She looked out the window at the golf course and the sparkling sound beyond and thought once again that this was the most gorgeous place she’d ever been. Right here, right now was the happiest she’d been. In this kitchen, rolling out dough, all by herself. She realized the trouble with Christmas came when she relied on other people to bring her happiness. Because they couldn’t. She had to feel good about herself before she could allow Cole into her heart, allow her heart to trust and feel again. Like everything in life, to truly live, it must start within.
 She pushed up the sleeves of Cole’s cozy sweatshirt and wiped her hands on her apron. She and Sally Ann had prepared the pie fillings in the restaurant kitchen, along with the rest of the sides. There just wasn’t enough room for Lily to finish the pie crusts and the cookies at Marshside Mama’s, so she had taken over Cole’s cottage kitchen. Avery and Blake’s girlfriend, Samantha, were coming over at noon to start making the cookies. She had plenty of sprinkles and silver beads for Avery.
 The kitchen smelled like cinnamon from the candles, but also of mint as Lily tried her hand at making the famous island mint tea, served at all the finest Lowcountry plantations during the Christmas holiday. She’d found the recipe when she had been researching the Christmas menu. It was a pleasing mix of green tea and mint, and she was enjoying a steaming cup.
 She and James had finally run into each other, two days after the porch incident. She’d been home at the Putnams to change, and he had walked out of his bedroom at the same moment she passed by in the hall.
 It had been awkward.
 “Hi, James,” she had said casually, feeling her face flush. She was a mess anyway, from spending the night at Cole’s, wearing one of his sweaters to keep warm for the golf cart ride home. Cole always made sure she had a cozy sweater of his to wear.
 “Hey, Lily. I just want to apologize again for my behavior. I’m embarrassed. I had no idea you had a boyfriend. Well, even if you didn’t, I was wrong,” James had said, his eyes kind and sad.
 “I know. Seriously, please don’t think about it again. Okay? Apology accepted,” she had said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “You’re a great guy. Nothing’s changed.”
 James took a deep breath, relief flooding his handsome face. “Thanks, and you’re great, too. See you later.” And then he had walked away from her down the hall, while she had hurried the other way to her bedroom. Relieved.
 She spent nearly every moment at Cole’s, but the two of them were always invited to Putnam cocktail parties and dinners. They’d declined for now as they’ve needed to work. Cole’s goal was to get everything prepped and ready by December twenty-third. Lily thought they could do it, even as Sally Ann shook her head no. They’d made a lot of progress.
 Cole surprised her, bounding into the kitchen, a huge smile on his face. “Hey, babe, what smells so minty?” he asked, coming up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist, lightly kissing her behind the ear which sent desire searing through her body.
 “Not now, I’m making pie crust,” Lily said, leaning against his strong chest, wishing she could turn and melt into him.
 “I just stopped by to help and tell you some great news,” he said, nuzzling her neck.
 “Ah, huh,” she closed her eyes and relaxed against him. “What’s the great news?” she asked, feeling a little dizzy as his fingers brushed against her breasts.
 “You’re killing me,” he whispered. “You aren’t wearing a bra.”
 “But I am working.”
 He laughed a little ruefully. “Whatever happened to mixing business with pleasure? I did want you to know our lunch and dinners are fully reserved at the restaurant, now until after New Year’s.”
 “Great,” she said, closing her eyes, losing herself in his touch, as his hand ran underneath the apron, at the top of her pants along her panty line. Her stomach clenched. She was breathless. “Cole we can’t.”
 He pulled her away from the counter and turned her around to face him, kissing her deeply, his hand behind her neck. Her flour-covered hands were still at her side until she couldn’t take it. Needing to touch him, she wrapped her arms around his waist so flour now covered his black cashmere sweater.
 “Well, hello there,” Avery said, sauntering into the kitchen, a huge smile on her face. “I would have knocked, but I just thought we were making Christmas cookies. I didn’t know a naughty elf had dropped by.”
 Lily blushed and wiped her hands on her apron as Cole gave Avery a lecherous grin. “Just keeping the help in line,” he said as another beautiful blonde walked into the kitchen behind Avery. “Wow, Marshside Mama’s staff just keeps growing.”
 Lily smiled and walked forward.
 “You must be Samantha. I’ve heard so much about you,” Lily said.
 “Hi, yes, great to meet you Lily, Cole,” Samantha said with a smile.
 Lily liked Samantha’s warm, easy presence immediately. She was happy for Blake. She never thought Blake would take the time for a relationship, much like his brother James. Much like Cole, she realized, smiling at him.
 “I hope you’re a better baker than Avery?” Lily teased her best friend, “Or this is going to be a disaster.”
 “Nope, have no idea what I’m doing in the kitchen, but this sounds like fun,” Samantha said. “Although I doubt we’ll get much done with that one around.”
 She pointed to Cole who laughed and kissed Lily on the cheek. “True,” he said, as Avery walked over and tried to brush the flour off of his shoulders. It was in his hair and on his cheeks.
 “You better go upstairs and change before you head back to the restaurant,” Avery said laughing.
 “Right you are,” Cole said. “See you later, ladies. Time to stop procrastinating and start baking.”
 Once he left, Avery squeezed Lily’s shoulders. “You guys are the cutest,” she said. “Now, where are my shiny silver ball thingies?”
 “You’re getting way ahead of yourself, Aves. First, you two need to make the cookie dough. Wash up and I’ll show you all the ingredients,” Lily said.
 “Make?” Samantha said, wide-eyed. “Don’t we just slice cookie dough, you know, from one of those frozen rolls?”
 Lily smiled at the two of them, even as she had her work cut out for her. She had an idea. “Hey, Aves, is your mom free? Could she and Millie come over?” Lily asked, calculating with four more hands, hands with experience, they might finish by midnight.
 “I’ll call her. She would love to be included, Millie, too. Oh, and I think Denton’s girlfriend arrives this afternoon. Maybe she could help, too? I could call Dorsey, see if she wants to come over after work,” Avery answered, reaching for the telephone hanging on the kitchen wall.
 “The more the merrier,” Lily said. It was crunch time in the kitchen.
 * COLE

SALLYANN HUMMEDa Christmas spiritual as she filled a heavy iron pot at the sink. He knew it was a spiritual hymn because he had asked. He’d never heard her hum before. He considered it a happy thing, and hoped it held.

In addition to preparing the evening’s dinner offerings, Cole and Sally Ann worked together to prepare two huge batches of Smokin’ Joe’s Butter Beans and the sweet smell filled the kitchen and the dining room. Lima beans, pig’s tails—he almost gagged when she tossed those in—ham hocks and smoked pork neck bone were the secret ingredients. Cole wished he didn’t know about anything but the beans, but kept a smile on his face during the whole process.

He took a moment to step outside and enjoy the winter sky at dusk, the old oaks and the dock beyond silhouetted against the indigo blue. This month they were finally going to turn a profit. Every meal was fully booked, lunch and dinner, from now until three days after the New Year. It was amazing to feel like the business would go someplace. He walked back into the kitchen, past the humming Sally Ann, and into the packed restaurant. The first seating was well into their main courses, and a line had formed at the host stand again for the next. At the front of the line Carol, his Realtor, the one who talked him into buying this place and her husband waited. They must have boated over from Hilton Head.

“Cole, the place is on fire,” she said giving him a big hug. “I keep hearing about it, from the locals and from the tourists over on Hilton Head. You’ve really turned it around. And it looks so festive for the holidays!” He proudly showed them to their table.

As they settled in, Carol said, “I heard your girlfriend is something, too. Beautiful and a chef?”

Cole knew his eyes lit up with the mention of Lily. “I’m not sure how I got so lucky. But I feel like my life is beginning all over again, and I love it. She’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me. We’re eventually going to want to buy a piece of land to build the Boys and Girls Club. Enjoy your meal and Merry Christmas,” he said, hurrying back to seat the next guests.

The place did look amazing, thanks to Avery and the Putnams’ Christmas storage room. He wondered if their supply of decorations could ever be depleted. Lily and Avery spent Monday decorating. Each of the dining tables were draped with a bright red tablecloth. Inside, the windows were rimmed with white twinkle lights and bright red bows. Outside, the eaves of the cottage twinkled with lights, and each piling of the dock was wrapped with lights and adorned with a big red bow. If they could afford the electricity, Cole might keep the white lights year round. They added the perfect sparkle to the place at night. He laughed. Did I really just think that?

Fortunately, Sally Ann’s daughter, Kacey, had agreed to help wait tables and assist at the front, seating customers. Sally Ann added Otis to her kitchen staff, freeing Cole up to start meeting with the other restaurant owners on the island about the Second Servings program. Jack, at the inn, jumped on the idea immediately, donating one of the inn’s vans to transport the food to the backside of the island every evening once the restaurant at the inn closed. For now, Marshside Mama’s was the distribution point and several of Sally Ann’s kids worked the distribution shift, their wages paid happily by Cole.

Lily spent most lunches and evenings in the kitchen, learning to cook the Lowcountry staples side by side with Sally Ann, and she also taught Sally Ann some of her favorite pastry recipes. To say that Lily had helped save this place was an understatement. He couldn’t believe just three short weeks ago he didn’t know her. And now, he couldn’t imagine his life without her.

The final happy diners left the restaurant at 10:30, and Cole was relieved to close the door in their wake. It had been a busy night. All the tables were cleared and wiped down, except for the last one, which Cole took care of quickly, putting the glassware and plates into a plastic tub and then turning out the dining room lights.

As he carried the tub into the kitchen, he spotted Sally Ann loading the dishwasher. She looked beat. Even the cheery red apron Lily bought for her couldn’t mask the exhaustion.
 “Are you okay?” Cole asked, reaching out and touching her arm. “I’ll be fine, you just worry about yourself and making sure we have everything ready to box and package tomorrow. I’m not missing my Christmas at home, no sir,” she said, as Otis looked over with a smile.

“I hope Otis does the cooking on the twenty-fifth,” Cole said, winking at the older man who was bagging the last of the kitchen waste.

“No sir, I made enough of all this”— she waved her hands towards the beans cooling on the stove—“we’re havin’ what the fancy folk are having. It’s our food anyway,” Sally Ann said, pulling the apron off.

“Great idea,” Cole said, knowing he’d have Christmas dinner at the Putnams, anything but a laid back, Lowcountry feast, he presumed. “If it’s alright with you guys, I’m going to go check on Lily and the pie and cookie crew. I hope they got everything finished.”

“They’d better, we’re out of time and space,” Sally Ann said.
 He knew. They had stacks of storage containers and festive to-go boxes ready to sort the meals by family tomorrow. The freezer space had been reconfigured, and a plan was in place. The missing ingredients were all in Lily’s hands.
 On the drive home, he found himself humming a tune, a Christmas song, and it was beginning to look a lot like Christmas. Even though there wasn’t any snow like they had in Boston, lights and cheer were everywhere. Driving past the inn, the bridge over the pond was lit with twinkle lights, as were the palm trees. Huge pots of red poinsettias marched up the stairs to the lobby and a group of happy vacationers burst out of the door.
 Cole was envious of their carefree fun. As soon as they got the meals packed up, the delivery schedule firm, he would take Lily to the inn for dinner and dancing. They’d focus on just the two of them, a real date without Marshside Mama’s hanging over their heads. He smiled at the thought when he pulled up to his cottage. As he ran up the stairs, he heard quite a few women laughing. Loud Christmas music greeted him when he opened the door. The kitchen was a complete disaster.
 The hardwood floors were white, dusted with a layer of flour. The counters and the island were coated with the same white powder, bursts of colorful sprinkles, globs of dough and assorted cookie cutters lay discarded all around. It was as if a Christmas cookie bomb exploded in his kitchen.
 “Hi ya, Cole!” Avery yelled from where she stood across the island from him. All the women stopped talking and turned toward him. He saw Evalyn and Millie, Lily with Samantha and another gorgeous blonde he’d never met and Dorsey from the inn. Lily rushed over to him and planted a huge kiss directly on his lips. Her face was smudged with flour, her apron dirty, and her eyes were glassy. He reached for her and smelled brandy.
 “Lily, are you drunk?” he asked, laughing as she tried unsuccessfully to straighten his Christmas bow tie—a gift from Avery, or the Putnams’ Christmas storage, he wasn’t certain. He wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her.
 “Nope, just happy, happy. Hey, meet Shelby, she goes with Denton.”
 Shelby waved from where stood with Samantha.
 Lily looked adorable, cheeks flushed and a big smile on her face. He saw Avery hold up a small tumbler of amber liquid and fruit to toast him.
 “Glad you all had so much fun and thank you for all the help,” he said, and then more softly, “Lily, did you get all of the pie crusts finished and pre-baked? What about the cookies?”
 She leaned forward, trying to whisper in his ear, but she missed and touched his chin with her mouth.
 “Honey, we got it all done! All of it! And now we’re celebrating a little. Want one of these special cocktails? Evalyn made them, and they’re great!”
 “I think I’ll pass,” he smiled. “Busy day tomorrow. But, all of you, thank you so much. You’ve saved Marshside Mama’s Christmas!” Cole said, wrapping both arms around Lily, picking her up and kissing her.
 “Hey, you two, get a room,” Avery said, and then to the others, “Come on, gang. Let’s head back to our house and get cleaned up. It’s almost midnight! We’ll drop you at the inn, Dorsey.”
 Cole settled Lily against the island, and gave Avery a huge hug. “Can I drive you all home? I don’t know how to thank you for all you’ve done, truly,” he said.
 Avery turned serious. “Millie is driving, she didn’t drink. The only thanks I need is Lily’s happiness, and so far, you’re doing a great job,” she said. “Come on girls!”
 The women filed past him, all hugging Lily goodnight. Cole walked behind them and held the door while they climbed into the Putnam golf cart, Millie at the wheel. As they drove off, he closed the door and laughed at the trail of flour they’d left in their wake.
 “Sweetheart?” Cole said and walked back into the kitchen.
 Lily had pulled out a barstool, and rested her head on her arms amid all the cookie debris. He heard a faint snore, and realized she’d passed out, either from Evalyn’s secret drink, or from exhaustion. They’d been going full steam all week. He could feel it, too.
 Carefully, he pulled her into his arms. She settled in happily, eyes still closed, breathing deeply. Her dark hair had smudges of flour and a streak of what had to be red icing coated the side of her cheek. He hugged her tightly as he turned out all the lights and carried her upstairs to bed. He placed her on what’d become “her side”, the left side, facing the framed photo of Lily, happy at Christmas, that Avery had placed there. Cole hoped he could replace the image with one from this Christmas, one with both of them in it.
 After tucking Lily in and kissing her lightly on her cheek, he headed to the bathroom to take a long, hot shower. Tomorrow, everything would come together. All the meals would be prepped and ready for delivery on Christmas Eve day. And Marshside Mama’s would be the talk of the Lowcountry.




Chapter Nine

LILY
 ‡ WAKING UP WITH icing caked on her cheek, fully clothed, had to rank up there with one of the most embarrassing moments of her life. She wasn’t precisely sure how she’d made it up to Cole’s bedroom, but she had a faint memory of Cole’s arms around her. She smiled, looking at the photo of her under the Christmas tree. It was taken at the Putnams years ago, when she was in her early twenties. Before Bob. She allowed herself to think about him for a moment. He was marrying somebody else in two days, and now Lily felt that he had done her the biggest favor. She realized her worth now and what it took to make her happy.

She rolled over to reach for Cole, but his side of the bed was empty. She wondered if she did something, said something, to make him sleep in another room. Panicked, she hopped out of bed, landing on her aching bare feet, and hurried down the hall to check the other three bedrooms. But he wasn’t there.

She slowly walked back into the master bedroom and looked out at the sound. It was still and very bright. What time was it, she wondered, realizing in a rush that today was the day they’d assemble all of the meals, and that Sally Ann would be waiting for her piecrusts. She turned on her phone. It was ten a.m. She’d overslept.

Lily hurried into the bathroom, stripped her clothes off and stepped into the shower. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and had to laugh. Her face summed up last night—chaos and laughter. She took a quick shower, skipped make up and dressed casually. She dreaded the mess waiting for her in the kitchen, but when she went downstairs, she was stunned.

The room was spotless. It was as if the cookie caper of last evening never happened. Puzzled, she opened the refrigerator to start pulling out the pies. They were gone. She hurried to the pantry where they’d stored the individually wrapped Christmas cookie orders, labeled by family for delivery. The cookies also were gone.

What is going on?
 She grabbed the kitchen phone and dialed Marshside Mama’s. Cole answered, his voice made her heart beat faster. “Cole, where’s all the food?”
 “How’d you sleep?” he asked.
 “Sorry about last night,” Lily blushed. “I guess I just passed out.”
 “Don’t worry about it. We’ve all been working so hard. And Evalyn makes a mean Planter’s Punch, I hear,” Cole said, and she heard the laughter in his voice.
 “Um, I don’t know how you cleaned the kitchen and hauled all of the food over to the restaurant, without me even waking up, but I’m ready to help,” she said. “I feel terrible I’m not there already.”
 “I have my Christmas elves, too, you know. I left you the golf cart, so come over whenever you want. Don’t feel bad, Lils, you’ve already done so much. You saved Christmas, we all know it,” he said. “Sally Ann is nodding in agreement, and she told me to tell you the crusts are perfection.”
 “I’m so glad she likes them! I’ll be right there,” she said, hanging up the phone.
 Lily pushed the pedal of the golf cart all the way down to the floor, hurrying to get across the island and to be a part of the final packaging of all the catering meals. As she pulled up, she noticed three white vans in the parking lot. She pulled the golf cart around back to the kitchen entrance, parked, and ran inside.
 The kitchen was bustling with activity and a bunch of people she’d never seen before all in kitchen whites.
 Sally Ann hurried over and gave her a huge hug. “Honey, everything is better than good,” she said, releasing Lily and then taking her by the hand. “Cole finally had a good idea and hired us day help. All these folks are from the inn, and they’re all in foodservice so they know what they’re doing.” She led Lily out of the kitchen and into the restaurant. Each of the tables had two or three names written on index cards, and food was being assembled per order.
 “Your man has come up with a system,” Sally Ann said. “Those ones over there, those three girls, they’re each in charge of a family’s order, pulling the correct amount of each side, the right flavors of pot pie and the like. Then Cole double checks the order before it’s boxed into the cardboard boxes, over there. We should have everything all packed up before the lunch rush.”
 Lily smiled. It was orderly chaos and it was working. Sally Ann gave her arm a squeeze and headed back into the kitchen. Lily spotted Cole as he came through the front door, his blonde hair a mess, his blue eyes sparkling as he laughed with Denton. She watched them talking together for a moment and then Cole sensed her presence. His head turned her way, their eyes locked. Her stomach clenched as she hurried over and threw her arms around his neck, kissing him on the cheek, before giving Denton a huge hug.
 “Hey, Lily,” Denton said, “So great to see you. And I like this guy here, way better than boring Bob.”
 Lily blushed. Avery’s youngest brother always treated her like a sister, and he was always blunt. He never liked Bob, and he always told her so. “You were right, D.”
 Cole wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “We’re almost ready to start delivery. A day ahead of time. Given the Thanksgiving fiasco, all the customers are more than excited to receive their orders today. Those were happy calls.” “I’ll bet. What can I do?”
 “We have the delivery under control. James, Mark, Denton, Blake, and Richard are all helping, can you believe it? We borrowed four vans from Jack, at the inn,” he said, explaining the white vans. “If you could work the front of the house today for lunch, that would be a big help,” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist, pulling her close.
 “Sure,” she said and wished she’d dressed up a little more, her pink fleece not exactly host material, but it would have to do. “Hey. Cole, how on earth did you clean that kitchen?”
 He bends down and kisses her softly on the lips. “I wish I could take credit for it. Evalyn said she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t send a cleaning crew over. She insisted. Can you believe how quiet they were? She called me this morning, said they’d be there by seven thirty a.m. And they were.”

The Putnams are incredible. All of them. “Wow, how are we going to be able to thank them for everything,” she said, looking into his bright blue eyes.
 “They all keep telling me you’re a daughter to them and as long as you’re happy, that’s all the payback they need,” Cole said, shaking his head. “They’re amazing. So, how am I doing on paying them back? Are you happy?”
 Lily nodded and then folded into his arms for another kiss. She felt his body harden against hers.
 “God, you’re gorgeous,” he whispered. “I hate to leave you even for a second. Let’s meet back home this afternoon and have a little celebration.”
 “See you then,” she said, watching him walk away with pure love in her heart.
 * A FTER THE LUNCHcrowd left and the tables were cleared, she cut through the kitchen, and waved goodbye to Sally Ann. She couldn’t wait to see Cole. She drove as fast as she could towards the Putnams, hoping she could find Avery home. She did. Avery was in the kitchen with her mom and Shelby, laughing and sipping tea. After saying a quick hello, Lily said, “Avery, could I speak to you upstairs please?”

Avery looked perplexed, but followed Lily out of the kitchen.
 “What is it?”
 “I need something sexy, quick,” Lily whispered, pulling Avery up the stairs.
 “And you didn’t pack anything because you thought you’d be a spinster the rest of your life,” Avery said using a thick southern accent. “Poor old Lily, never to have sex again.”
 “Shhhh,” Lily hissed, her face bright red, hurrying into Avery’s room.
 “You crack me up. You’re so puritanical,” Avery said, “but that’s why I love you. Okay, here are some choices.”
 Avery pulled open a dresser drawer and started flinging lingerie in Lily’s direction. Lily didn’t know what she wanted, just that she wanted to surprise Cole. “I don’t know, Aves, maybe something Christmassy?”
 “Oooh, I like that. Let’s go with the candy cane theme of his cottage. Here, this is perfect,” she said and handed Lily a ruby red silk camisole and a white lace thong. “Not too slutty, but still sexy.”
 “Oh, this is perfect. I love it,” Lily said and stuffed the items into the pocket of her pink fleece. “Please don’t tell anybody, just, don’t, okay?”
 “Your secret’s safe with me,” Avery said, and Lily knew her friend fought to keep from laughing. But she didn’t care.
 “Okay, I’ll see you later,” Lily said, smiling at Avery before opening the door.
 “Have fun, my little sex kitten,” Avery yelled after her. Lily blushed bright red, but thankfully, nobody else was in the hall as she ran down to her bedroom to grab some more things.

* and move her things into Cole’s cottage, she thought as she carried her things up the stairs. But he hadn’t invited her, and she wasn’t about to presume. She’s grabbed a dress for tonight, her favorite red cocktail dress, which didn’t make her think of Bob anymore and all of her makeup. She hoped they’d finally have a chance to celebrate, that maybe, just maybe, he could take the night off from the restaurant. She’d be ready, just in case.

SHE PROBABLY SHOULDjust pack a suitcase
As she walked down the upstairs hallway, she hoped she’d made it home before Cole. Home, she thought, and realized the cottage did feel like home. The white woodwork, the high ceilings, the bright sunny kitchen, the wonderful master bedroom with its oceanfront view—it was out of the pages of a magazine. The scale was much more comfortable to her than the Putnams grand plantation home.

She walked in the bedroom and smiled. “Cole?”
 No answer. She hurried into the bathroom and plugged in her curling iron and pulled her makeup out of the bag. She yanked the cami and panties out of her pocket, glad to see they weren’t too wrinkled as she undressed and then pulled on her attempt at sexy. She looked in the mirror. Not bad.
 She added a thin layer of foundation, a brush of mascara and liplossed her lips a red shade. She used the curling iron to add soft waves to her hair, hoping she could accomplish everything before his arrival. She had locked the front door to slow him down, so he’d have to knock to come in, but still, she was nervous. And excited.
 She heard the knocker on the door. Her heart thudded. She checked herself one more time in the mirror, unplugged the curling iron, and hurried downstairs. At the last minute, she remembered to look through the peephole in the door. What if it isn’t Cole?
 But it was. She smiled when she saw his confused look staring back through the tiny lens. He wasn’t used to locked doors on the island.
 She opened the door slowly, standing behind it so he couldn’t see her.
 “Lily?” he asked, confusion in his voice as he stepped inside.
 She closed the door and locked it as he stood staring at her.
 “Oh. My. Look at you.” He grinned and looked her up and down.
 She felt loved and a little bit shy.
 “Are those for me?” she asked looking at the bouquet of red roses in his hand.
 “Oh, yes, I, yes, honey, you look amazing,” he said, holding out the roses with one hand and touching the top of her shoulder with his finger. “And this fits you like a dream,” he says, his finger running down the strap of the camisole, and then across her breasts, her nipples instantly responded.
 Lily shuddered as Cole took her hand in his. “What do you have in mind?” he asked in a low husky voice.
 Lily struggled to keep her breathing even. Her heart pounded in her chest as she stared at his darkened blue eyes.
 “Upstairs,” she said, trying not to blush, trying to be bold and sexy. She would become the woman who picked her man, instead of having men like Bob select her.
 And she picked Cole. “I want to make love to you.”
 “Oh, Lils,” Cole said following behind her, still holding the roses in one hand, her hand in the other.
 As she led him upstairs, remembering to sway her hips, she worried. She wished again she’d had a mother who had talked her through things like sex and relationships, but she hadn’t. By the time the Putnams became her family, they assumed she knew all of the rules of romance and sex. She didn’t feel confident in the bedroom, not at all. Her only experiences had been with Bob. But he hadn’t been a patient teacher, nor a considerate lover. She’d discovered the difference with just this little time with Cole. And she wanted to show him how much she appreciated him.

You can do this. You can be assertive in bed. It’s not bad. It’s good when it’s with the man you love.
 She pulled him into the bedroom. The curtains were closed but sunlight peeked through in odd streams, adding intriguing light to the otherwise darkened room. Cole put the roses down on the dresser and stood looking at Lily, waiting for her to instruct him further.
 Lily reached for him, rubbing her fingers across his sculpted chest, circling each of his nipples and then dropping her hand to his firm stomach, reaching the bottom of his t-shirt. He gasped as she pulled his shirt up and he helped her take it off, tossing it on the floor. Her fingers worked fast, unbuckling his belt and the top of his jeans, unzipping them as she kissed his firm stomach.
 Cole moaned and his hands were on her shoulders and then in her hair as she bent to pull his pants down. As he stepped out of his jeans, she quickly pulled his underwear down, releasing him and his already hard shaft. She had never taken a man like this before, but she wanted to with Cole. She knelt before him, sucking and swirling him in her mouth, using her hands to pull him deeper inside.
 “Lily, I’m going to—” he cried, trying to pull away, but she held his buttocks tight, as he shuddered and came in her mouth, calling out her name as she tried to swallow it all.
 “Honey, that was amazing,” he said, still convulsing but helping her up to standing, cupping her chin, tilting her head up so he could stare into her eyes. “Thank you.”
 She blushed as he picked her up into his arms, holding her tight.
 “I know you’re in charge, but I would really like to return the favor,” he said, kissing her on the forehead as he carried her to their bed, placing her gently against the pillows.
 “If you insist,” she smiled into his handsome face.
 “I do,” Cole said and climbed on top of her, straddling her. “I love this top, but it has to go.” He pulled at the bottom of the cami and it slid up easily, gliding across her skin, grazing her nipples. Cole lowered his head to her breast, his eyes never leaving hers. Taking one nipple in his mouth he rolled his tongue around it, as Lily arched, pressing into him. “Not yet,” he said, biting her nipple, sending an electric current of pleasure and pain soaring to her core. She grabbed his thick hair in both hands.
 He moved lower, his mouth making a trail of kisses down her stomach to the line of her white lace panties. Lily was beyond wet, beyond ready, but he stopped. She opened her eyes and looked at him. He stared at her.
 “Lily, I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you,” he said.
 “I love you, too, please,” she said, pushing into his hand, wanting him inside her.
 “Please what?” He kissed the base of her throat, moving back down to her breast, open mouth sucking and then kissing, sending waves of pleasure to her core.
 “Make love to me,” she said.
 “Soon,” he answered as he yanked down the lace and plunged his fingers inside her, opening her, expertly finding her center, pushing her closer to the edge. She moaned his name. His mouth worked its way down her body again, caressing her stomach with his lips while his fingers danced inside her until he found the spot that sent her over the edge. She screamed as the orgasm shocked her system. When she finally stopped shaking, she realized Cole spooned her and murmurred “It’s okay.”
 “Um,” she said as he rolled and pulled her on top of him. She was still shaky but loved the feeling of his chest under her head, his heartbeat in her ear. She felt his erection pushing against her and slowly shifted, positioning him at her entrance.
 “Lils,” he said as she began moving against him and he arched and pushed inside her, pushing her shoulders up until she sat on him, his shaft in deep, as his hands guided her hips up and down. Lily was dizzy and she clenched, about to come again when he rolled her over onto her back, taking over the rhythm, until they both came together.
 Lily opened her eyes but couldn’t see a thing. The room was completely dark. She felt Cole beside her and smiled. She couldn’t believe all of the things they did together, and just thinking about it made her excited again. She was having trouble recognizing this new sexual person she’d become since she met Cole, but she’d try to get used to it.
 She reached over and touched his cheek, and he murmured, “Hi.”
 “Hi. I’m so hungry. You?” she asked.
 “Famished,” he said, pulling her into his warm embrace. “Good thing I made a reservation for us at the inn for dinner tonight. And it’s in an hour. It’s time to celebrate the night before the night before Christmas.”
 * COLE
 THE AFTERNOON HADbeen mind-blowing.

He had been emboldened by her and had tried things he hadn’t dreamed of trying with Lily before. And she’d enjoyed it. They’d both enjoyed it.

He showered and changed in one of the bedrooms down the hall. Lily wanted to get dressed and surprise him. She had hoped they would have a date tonight, and he was so glad he had it all arranged. He’d called Jack just a few minutes before and everything was set. It was time to go. He checked himself one final time in the mirror. He wore his only remaining suit from his past life. It was black, and fit perfectly, although he noticed his biceps had gotten bigger since he moved to Indigo Island. Physical labor, he assumed. His tie was, of course, Christmas themed, striped red and white. He matched his cottage décor.

He walked down the hall and knocked on the master bedroom door. “Lily, it’s time to go,” he said, as she pulled the bedroom door open. His heart pounded in his chest. She looked gorgeous. She wore a tight red cocktail dress that hugged her body in all the right places. Her shiny hair was loose, curled, and flowing over her shoulders. She wore a simple gold and pearl necklace around her neck, and almost no makeup that he could tell.

“What do you think?” she asked, her brown eyes wide, searching his face for approval. Cole realized he hadn’t yet spoken.

“You took my breath and my words away,” he said, “You look beautiful.”
 “You look quite handsome yourself,” she said, turning to grab her coat off the bed. “Shall we?”
 He parked the golf cart in front of the inn and helped her out. They walked up the stairs, enchanted by the poinsettias and the sparkling lights. Inside the lobby, the inn was busy with groups of vacationers admiring the gold and silver tree, or sitting in groups enjoying drinks from the bar. Cole waved to the woman behind the front desk, “Merry Christmas, Paula,” he said and he felt Lily squeeze his arm. “What?”
 “You’re amazing, that’s all,” she said. As they admired the huge tree, Cole pulled out his cell phone.
 “Selfie,” he said, aiming the camera at them as Lily started to laugh. “That’s what I wanted to see. A joyful Lily, with me. Come on.” He would frame this photo, replace the picture next to the bed.
 Lily was puzzled as he led her to the grand staircase. “I thought the dining room was down the hall?” she says.
 “It is.” Cole held her hand and guided her up the stairs. At the top, they turned left and walked down a long hall. He stopped in front of a set of double doors. “We will be dining here,” he said and threw open the doors, revealing a formal, private dining room with a long mahogany table, and gold-framed oil paintings lining the walls. The room was lit with candles and the light danced off the paintings and the sparkling glass windows with a view of the white gazebo out on the lawn, lit up and decorated with twinkle lights for the holiday.
 Next to the windows, a small table for two had been set, with a white tablecloth, a glowing votive candle, and a single red rose in a crystal vase. Cole helped her shrug off her coat, and settled her into her seat.
 “So, come here often?” Cole asked, enjoying the way the light bounced off her hair, her eyes shone. “Are you crying?” Worried, he reached for her hand, covered it with his.
 “I’m just so happy,” she said, wiping a tear away with her finger. “This is so special. I can’t believe you planned this evening.”
 “And I can’t believe you planned this afternoon. Now that was special,” Cole said squeezing her hand. “Look, I know we both are amazed by how close we’ve grown in such a short period of time. I feel like I’ve known you all my life. I want to be with you for all my life. Lily, will you marry me?”
 “What?” she said, looking at him like he was an alien.
 Cole stood and walked to her side of the table, knelt on one knee. “I said, will you marry me?” He reached inside his suit coat pocket and pulled out the ring. It wasn’t as big and grand as the ring she’d had from Bob, but he really hoped she’d like it. Of course, he got Avery’s seal of approval, as well as all the Putnam men.
 “This is happening?” she said, dazed. “For real?”
 He feared she might faint. He handed her a glass of water from the table.
 “Drink this,” he said, pulling her into his arms after she’d taken a few sips. “Lily, I want to grow old with you, raise children with you, well, you know, in the right order.”
 And then he heard it. Her magical laugh. “Yes. Yes, I will marry you.”
 Cole slid the ring onto her finger and it fit perfectly. It was antique, from an estate sale, handled through the best jeweler in Savannah.
 “Well, Lils, do you like the ring? Did I do a good job?” he asked, his arms wrapped around her, holding her tight.
 “That’s the trouble with Christmas, Cole. It’s almost like this is too good to be true,” she said, holding her hand out, allowing the ring to sparkle in the candlelight. “I’m afraid I’m dreaming and soon I’m going to wake up in my apartment in Atlanta, all alone, pulling daisy petals.”
 “It’s not a dream,” Cole said, wrapping her hair around his hand and tilting her head up for a kiss. “This is the rest of our lives.”
 “He loves me,” she said, her eyes glistening with happiness.
 “He always will,” he said, meaning every word.




Chapter Ten

LILY
 ‡ IT WASCHRISTMASday, and as she looked around at the smiling faces gathered together in the Putnams’ dining room, she saw love and happiness, family and hope.

In the twinkling candles and crystal chandelier light, the dessert course was being assembled on the sideboard. Lily’s red velvet and white chocolate layered cheesecake was displayed on a sterling stand, nestled amongst the eucalyptus branches, decorating the table. Avery’s sugar cookies—Christmas tree cutouts with white icing, hung with her favorite silver balls, with a Key Lime glaze were arranged on a silver plate. Evalyn and Millie had made sugary peppermint bars, cut into squares and individually cushioned in a bright red cupcake liners. Dorsey and Jack brought gooey brownies from the inn’s kitchen. Samantha and Shelby worked together, and made Griscotti—grits plus biscotti. Lily had been skeptical of their choice, but the results, as the crunchy treat melted in her mouth with dried cranberries baked into the mix, had convinced her she was wrong.

Ever since Cole’s proposal her life had been a blend of love and festivities. The day after their engagement they had enjoyed a leisurely morning. After getting ready for the lunch shift at the restaurant, they had driven together in the golf cart to Marshside Mama’s. Sally Ann’s scream scared Otis, who had run into the kitchen from out back, certain she’d chopped off her finger slicing something.

“No, old fool. It’s these two. They’re getting married,” she had said, arms still wrapped tightly around Lily. When she’d finally released her from the crushing hug, Lily had grabbed her own red apron and joined Sally Ann, boiling shrimp for lunch, while Cole headed to the front of the house. By the time lunch was over, enough islanders had heard the news that it seemed the whole island would know.

“We need to go tell the Putnams!” Lily had said, rushing out of the kitchen and pulling Cole away from the reservation list. “They can’t hear from anybody but me. I know Avery helped pick out the ring, but still, we need to make it official, and it won’t be until I get to tell them!”

By the time they’d bounded up the steps to the Putnam Plantation a thick layer of clouds had covered the sun, the ocean was as gray as the sky. Lily shivered on the front porch as Cole wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to live here, in paradise.”

“It is paradise, isn’t it? Chilly, but paradise,” Cole had said as the door swung open.

“And?” Avery had said, grinning, hurrying them inside. The house smelled like gingerbread and pine and Avery was wearing an apron with a smiling Santa Claus face on it.

Lily grabbed her in a huge embrace. “We’re engaged!”
 “Yes! Mom, Dad, Mark, Sam, Blake, Denton, James, Shelby, Millie get out here! Oh, and Jessica,” she bellowed, as Putnams and girlfriends began to appear from the library, from upstairs, from the kitchen joining them where they stood under the Christmas tree.
 Cole had kissed Lily’s cheek and took her hand as everyone assembled.
 “Avery, dear, what is the commotion all about?” Evalyn had said, hurrying in from the kitchen. “The gingerbread is almost ready and needs to be taken out of the oven.”
 “Mom. Lily and Cole have an announcement,” Avery had said, her eyes sparkling.
 Lily had looked up to the top of the stairs where James stood, surveying the scene. She had smiled up at him and he had raised the Stella bottle in his hand in a silent toast.
 “We’re engaged, everybody. We’ll be married this summer, right here on Indigo Island. Thank you all for bringing Lily into my life and for helping me surprise her with the ring. It’s only been a short time, but I couldn’t ask for a better extended family,” Cole had said as Lily wiped the tears from her eyes.
 “Well, isn’t this great news,” Richard had said, offering to open a special wine to celebrate. Lily and Cole had explained they had to go back to the restaurant for Christmas Eve dinner, but they’d be over for Christmas, as planned.
 And they were. The meal was spectacular, of course: tomato bisque with blue cheese straws, juicy slices of beef tenderloin with horseradish sauce, sage-crusted pork racks with pear chutney, asparagus with curry dip, mini corn cakes with salmon and fresh dill cream, au gratin potatoes, sweet potato casserole, carrot and cauliflower salad, green beans with hollandaise sauce, and a selection of fine red wines. She tried to save room to try all the desserts. She stood and walked with Cole to the arrangement of Christmas goodies. She was wearing a simple, black velvet Aline dress with short sleeves and black patent pumps. A strand of shiny pearls was around her neck and the only jewelry on her hands was her sparkling engagement ring. Her dark hair was curled in soft waves, shining on her shoulders.
 “You look gorgeous, Lils,” Cole whispered in her ear.
 “I love you so much,” she said.
 As she helped herself to one of each of the deserts, Lily had a quick flashback to picking petals, alone. She realized with a start Bob’s wedding was today. Something so important just a short time ago had happened without Lily giving it a thought. She took a bite of the tip of Avery’s Christmas tree cookie, savoring the rich buttery taste, smiling as the silver ball melted in her mouth.
 The trouble with Christmas wasn’t because of the holiday at all. Christmas was what people made it. It was their choice to focus on the bad things that had happened to them and the people who had hurt them, or choose to focus on the magical, light-filled, sparkling season that promised hope and dreams would come true.
 Lily chose happiness.

The End
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