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      Eve

      The first of December always smelled like cinnamon. Well, cinnamon and lots of questionable decisions.

      Eve Carlisle stood in the front window of the Silver Bell with one knee pressed into a giant bolt of ivory velvet, a strand of battery-operated twinkle lights she’d gotten at the dollar store clenched between her teeth, trying very hard not to think about the fact that she’d been dreading this exact day since about January 2nd.

      She spat out the lights and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “You’re fine,” she muttered to herself. “It’s just a window. Windows aren’t that important. Nobody ever died because of a window. Well, maybe if they fell out of a window, but this one is ground level…”

      But it wasn’t just a window.

      It was the window.

      The one facing Harbor Street and catching the afternoon light, making everything inside it glow like a snow globe. Tourists photographed it and used it as a landmark.

      “Turn left at the Christmas shop,” people would say, because Wexley Island only had one. A nine-mile-long island didn’t need two Christmas shops, after all.

      Every year, Eve turned this window into something that made people stop on the sidewalk and press their noses to the glass like little children.

      Last year, she had designed a Victorian parlor scene with antique ornaments and a porcelain nativity she’d found at an estate sale in Beaufort for a ridiculous price.

      The year before that, she’d created a coastal Christmas display with tiny shrimp boats strung in lights, a palmetto tree wearing a Santa hat, and the whole scene dusted in fake snow.

      But this year…

      She had absolutely no idea what she was doing.

      She sat back on her heels and looked at the mess around her.

      Boxes of ornaments.

      Spools of gold and cranberry ribbon.

      The wooden sled she’d bought from a man in Bluffton who swore it was from the 1940s, though it looked suspiciously like something from a Pottery Barn catalog.

      Three different kinds of garland because one kind just wasn’t enough, apparently.

      A basket of pine cones she’d collected from a forest trail behind her cottage, which had seemed charming at the time but now just looked like… a regular old basket of pine cones.

      Still talking to herself like a crazy person, she said, “You need a theme.”

      Talking to yourself out loud was perfectly acceptable when you owned a business, lived alone, and just had a cat who never answered back anyway, except to sigh when you were late feeding him. Her cat was very stuck up.

      The shop bell jingled behind her.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Eve didn’t even turn around.

      Only one person on the island announced herself by saying “Knock, knock” every time she walked through a door: Isabella Montgomery, the owner of the Wexley Inn.

      “I’m not open yet,” Eve called.

      “Well, good thing I’m not a customer. I’m just your friend, though you’re making me question that right now.”

      Isabella appeared at the edge of the window display, looking completely put together, as always, even though it was only eight-thirty in the morning.

      Her honey-blonde bob was smooth and precisely cut. She wore a cream sweater that showcased just how elegant she was even in everyday life.

      Isabella carried two paper cups from The Porch, the coffee shop near the harbor. Her favorite coffee shop on Wexley Island.

      “I brought you a latte, with an extra shot, and you look like you definitely need it.”

      “I look like I’ve been wrestling a sled.”

      “Also true.”

      Isabella handed her the cup and leaned against the wall, looking at the chaos around her. She looked slightly amused, but mostly concerned.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Since six o’clock.”

      “Eve.”

      “What? It’s December first. This is the big day. Lots to do. In fact, I should’ve done this window right after Thanksgiving.” Eve took a sip of the latte. She gestured at the window with her free hand. “I’m going for something, but unfortunately I do not know what that something is yet.”

      Isabella looked at the pile of materials.

      “Well, what about just… like a coastal Christmas? You could do the sled with some garland. Maybe put out those gorgeous glass ornaments you got from Charleston.”

      “I did coastal two years ago. I did classic Victorian last year.”

      “Nostalgia? Vintage? Retro? Winter wonderland?” Isabella offered. Eve gave her a look. Isabella threw up her hands. “Listen, I run an inn, not a Christmas shop, and I’m fresh out of ideas.” She paused. Her voice softened. “You know, you don’t have to make everything perfect. People love this place no matter what you put in that window.”

      “It has to be perfect,” Eve said.

      She didn’t know why, but she meant it in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

      Because the window was the thing.

      It was the part of Christmas she could control. The part she could mold, shape, and arrange until it looked exactly the way it was supposed to.

      Until it looked like magic.

      Magic for other people.

      Until it looked like she still believed in magic.

      Of course, she didn’t say any of those words out loud.

      “It’s just good business,” she said instead.

      Isabella didn’t push it. It was one of the things Eve liked about her. She knew when to step forward and when to just hold back.

      They had become friends, mostly because they had arrived on the island around the same time, both starting over alone.

      Isabella had come to Wexley a few years back to restore an old inn, cashing in her retirement and her whole former life to do it.

      She’d had her own version of upheaval, her own midlife reinvention. She understood what it meant to build something new on top of something that had once been very broken. They didn’t discuss that part much because they really didn’t need to.

      But Eve kept little rooms in her heart closed off from everyone, and it felt like Isabella understood that too. Women her age had lived complicated lives, and letting everyone in just didn’t feel safe.

      “So,” Isabella said, changing gears, “I actually came over for a couple of reasons. One, the latte, of course. Two, I need to order wreaths. Thomas wants to get sixteen this year, one for each guest room door, one for the entrance, and of course, the back porch, because he said the back porch also needs to be, and I quote, ‘an experience.’”

      Eve almost smiled. “An experience?”

      “Those were his words. He’s been watching all those TV shows again about inn renovations. I think he even watches videos on YouTube. You would think a man who has literally restored every beam in that building by hand would be done tinkering with things, but of course not.”

      She rolled her eyes. But there was a fondness in her voice.

      She and Thomas Langley had found their way back to each other after thirty years apart. Then they turned the Wexley Inn into the place travel magazines wrote about.

      “Fresh magnolia and pine, if you can do that. And you know those little dried oranges you did the last time? Well, the guests went absolutely wild for those.”

      “I can do that,” Eve said, pulling her phone from her back pocket and typing a note. Sixteen wreaths: magnolia, pine, dried citrus. The Wexley Inn. December 18th delivery.

      Anytime she wrote something down, it steadied her. Because orders were concrete. They had deadlines and material lists. There was a clear finished product. And of course, orders never asked you how you were feeling.

      “Perfect,” Isabella said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Oh, one more thing. And please, just don’t say no yet. At least not immediately.”

      “Oh, good Lord, that’s never a promising start to a conversation.”

      “The Ladies’ Club is doing a Christmas kickoff brunch this Saturday. It’s at the inn. We’re going to have quiche and mimosas, and we’re going to wear those really tacky holiday sweaters. I mean, that’s optional, but it’s definitely encouraged. You should come.”

      Eve opened her mouth and then closed it.

      “I said don’t say no yet,” Isabella said, holding up her hand.

      “I wasn’t going to say no.”

      Isabella raised an eyebrow.

      “I was just going to say maybe, which is kind of like a yes if you squint really hard.”

      “Well, I will accept your maybe and raise you a big guilt trip about how Patsy Jenkins is bringing that seven-layer dip and will be absolutely offended if you’re not there to eat it.”

      “You know, that’s emotional manipulation.”

      “No, that’s friendship, my dear,” Isabella said, grinning.

      She tapped the window frame like she was knocking on it for luck and then turned for the door.

      “Saturday, ten o’clock. And remember, wear something very festive, or very tacky. Or both.”

      The bell jingled as the door closed, and then the shop was quiet again.

      Eve stood there for a moment, holding her latte with both hands, and looked around at the Silver Bell.

      She’d opened the shop three years ago, six months after her husband, Dan, died. Everyone had told her it was too soon.

      Her sister said she was running away from her grief. Her mother said she just needed more time.

      Her therapist had said she needed to be careful not to confuse her productivity with actually processing grief.

      And they were probably all right.

      But Eve had needed to do something with her hands, and all those hours alone, and that terrible emptiness that had moved into her chest the morning she’d found Dan on the garage floor beside his workbench.

      He had only been fifty-one. She’d been forty-nine. They had been married for twenty-six years. She had assumed they had at least twenty-six more.

      But see, that was the thing about assumptions. They didn’t announce themselves as being very fragile until they broke apart.

      They had tried early in their marriage to have children. Dan wanted the big family with a white picket fence. Eve did too at that time, but fate had other plans. They had a wonderful marriage anyway, but now she was alone. Completely and totally alone.

      There were no kids or grandkids. Her mother had remarried four years ago and moved to Oregon with the love of her life. Her sister had her own issues, raising four kids with her husband who refused to work. So Christmas became not only a lonely time without Dan, but an even lonelier time without her extended family.

      She had poured everything into the Silver Bell. All of her money, all of her love and loss, and she had been desperate to make something beautiful out of something that was very broken.

      Like those Japanese vases that break and are put back together with gold filling in the broken spaces.

      She’d found the storefront on Wexley Island almost by accident during a weekend trip meant to clear her head.

      Before, it had been a bait shop, of all things, and it smelled kind of like salt and motor oil when she signed the lease.

      But the bones were good. It had high ceilings, wide-plank floors, and that big window. The window had drawn her in at first, but today it was driving her mad.

      She had gutted the place with the landlord’s permission, sanded it, painted it, and hammered it until her arms ached and her mind went quiet.

      She’d filled the shelves with handmade ornaments, some carved out of wood and some blown glass, some that had sea glass or driftwood or copper wire.

      And then she’d written a little story for each one, tucked little cards beneath them on the shelf, and explained who they were for and what they meant.

      The Lighthouse Keeper: For anyone who’s ever stayed awake keeping watch over someone they love.

      The Heron’s Nest: For the ones who built a home from nothing and made it everything.

      The Compass Rose: For when you’ve lost your direction but haven’t lost your way.

      And people loved them.

      Not just the tourists, although the tourists came in droves all summer long, but the locals too.

      People would always come in looking for birthday gifts or a housewarming present, and then they would leave with something that made them feel good inside. Eve had seen it happen more times than she could count.

      The Silver Bell had become hers.

      It was her identity and her armor, and it was her reason to get up in the morning.

      It was also a really great excuse not to sit still long enough to feel anything she didn’t want to feel.

      But every December, owning the Silver Bell nearly killed her.
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      She worked on the window for about two more hours, but by eleven o’clock, she had settled on something. She couldn’t tell anyone exactly what it was, but it involved an old wooden crate turned on its side, filled with vintage ornaments in deep reds and forest greens. The sled leaned against the wall at an angle, a plaid blanket draped over it. She had arranged real pine branches to frame the scene, the sharp green smell mixing with a cinnamon candle she’d lit on the counter. A stack of wrapped packages sat tied with twine.

      And in the center, there was a small wooden stand with a single silver bell, the original bell, the one Dan had given her the Christmas they got engaged.

      Dan had found it at a flea market in Savannah. He pressed it into her palm and said, “Every bell has a voice, and this one sounds like you.”

      Of course, she had laughed and called him ridiculous and overly romantic. He’d shaken it gently, and it made a sound, clear and bright, stopping her mid-sentence.

      It sounded like her in ways she couldn’t describe.

      So she had named her shop after it.

      She set it carefully in the window and adjusted its position until the light caught the slightly tarnished surface, making it glow. She stepped back and looked at it from the sidewalk, through the glass.

      It was good.

      It felt warm, and it looked like a memory you couldn’t quite place but wanted to step inside of and never leave. Christmas was that way for a lot of people. Like a warm, fuzzy memory. But for others, like herself, Christmas was a reminder of things lost. A reminder of dreams dashed.

      Of course, the window scene also made her want to sit down on the floor and cry.

      But she didn’t.

      She turned the sign to open and put on the holiday playlist that she’d spent three weeks creating: Ella Fitzgerald, Bing Crosby, and nothing recorded after 1975 because newer Christmas music made her want to throw things.

      And then she went and stood behind the counter.

      The first customers of December trickled in by lunchtime. A young couple from Charlotte looked for a gift for the wife’s mother. Then a woman in her sixties came in, as she did every year, and always bought the most expensive ornament in the shop without blinking. A man stood in front of a carved wooden ornament for twenty minutes before choosing one shaped like a boat. And then he asked Eve to wrap it up.

      “Is there a story card for this one?” he asked.

      “There always is.”

      Eve turned, picked up a small card, and tucked it into the tissue paper.

      “This one is called the Maiden Voyage. It’s for anyone brave enough to set sail without knowing where they’ll land.”

      His eyes grew glassy, and then he cleared his throat.

      “My son’s shipping out in January. Navy.”

      Eve felt a lump in her throat. “Well, then it found the right person, didn’t it? Please tell him thank you for his service.”

      He nodded, took the bag, and left without saying another word. She imagined it was because he couldn’t form any.

      And this was the part of it she loved.

      Not the decorating or the business plan.

      Certainly not the inventory spreadsheets or all the social media posts that Isabella kept telling her she had to make.

      But this.

      The moment an ornament matched with its owner.

      The way that a small handmade thing could reach inside someone’s chest and press against the tender place that they were protecting.

      She had learned that from her husband.

      He’d been a woodworker, not by trade, but because he enjoyed it. He was actually a high school history teacher by day and a maker of beautiful things by night and on weekends.

      Their garage had been his workshop, and Eve had spent so many evenings sitting on a stool watching his hands move over the wood as he sanded and carved and coaxed shapes out of raw materials with a patience she would never understand. Patience wasn’t a virtue she was born with, but she was trying desperately to cultivate it.

      “The wood already knows what it wants to be,” he used to say. “I’m just helping it get there.”

      He had taught her to carve, slowly and impatiently on her part, with many ruined blocks and a few bandaged fingers along the way. She might have also invented a few of her own curse words in the process.

      But she had learned.

      And when he died, the carving was the only thing she couldn’t give up, even after she’d given up almost everything else.

      Their house in Augusta, the friend group they’d shared, and the whole life she’d built around the assumption that he would always be in it.

      She had kept his tools and kept the knowledge he’d taught her, and then she had turned it into this. The Silver Bell. Christmas all year round. Magic for other people, and December sadness for her.

      Most days it felt like enough, but some days it felt overwhelming.
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      She closed up the shop at six. The December sky had gone the color of a bruise, deep purple and indigo at the edges, with a thin line of gold that was still clinging to the horizon over the water.

      Wexley Island was quieter in winter. The summer crowds had gone, and the year-round residents had settled into their slower off-season rhythm.

      She walked out the front door and stood on the sidewalk for a moment, looking at her window display from the outside. The twinkle lights were on a timer, and they clicked to life, casting everything in a warm, amber glow.

      Through the glass, the Silver Bell looked like a place where nothing bad ever happened, where Christmas was simple and good, which was exactly what Christmas was supposed to mean. Christmas was the one time of the year when everything was coated in magic. Oh, how she wished she could have just a little bit of that magic.

      She pulled her jacket tighter and walked to the car.

      The drive home was short because everything on Wexley was short. The island was only nine miles end to end, connected to the mainland by a two-lane bridge that rattled when the wind blew too hard.

      Eve’s cottage sat at the southern tip, tucked behind a row of live oaks whose branches were so draped in Spanish moss that they looked like they were going to fall to the ground.

      Sometimes she thought they looked like they were dressed for a funeral. When she had that thought, she scolded herself every time because they were just beautiful trees.

      Just trees.

      Not everything had to be a metaphor for grief.

      Inside, the cottage was just as she’d left it. Quiet and tidy, but the kind of quiet that could press against her if she let it. She didn’t love this kind of quiet as much as many people did. This wasn’t the relaxing kind of quiet. It was the deafening kind of quiet that pointed out the gaping hole in her heart.

      Her cat, Biscuit, a fat orange tabby with an attitude problem and a deep commitment to knocking everything off the tables while she wasn’t at home, was sound asleep on the kitchen counter, where he was absolutely not supposed to be and where they both knew he would never stop being.

      “Hey, buddy.” She scratched behind his ears. He purred but didn’t open his eyes. “Glad one of us had a relaxing day.”

      She made dinner: soup from a can, toast with butter, and a glass of wine she poured way too generously but didn’t feel a bit guilty about.

      She stood at the counter to eat because sitting at a table for one was just way too depressing.

      After dinner, she washed her bowl, wiped down the counter, and drifted into the living room. She reached down for a book on the small shelf that sat beside the fireplace.

      On the second shelf, between a stack of novels and a ceramic vase she’d bought in Charleston, was a framed photo of Dan.

      They had taken it on the last Christmas Day they’d spent together, although she hadn’t known that it would be the last because who does? Life throws curveballs.

      He stood in their kitchen in Augusta, wearing a ridiculous reindeer apron she’d bought him as a joke and that he insisted on wearing every December.

      He was holding up a wooden ornament he had just finished carving, which was a star, simple and elegant, and grinning at the camera with the pride of a man who had just caught the biggest fish in the lake.

      She picked up the frame and ran her thumb across the glass.

      “First of December,” she said softly. “Your favorite. Used to be mine, too.”

      Dan had loved December the way most people loved their own birthdays. He would wake up early, put on Christmas music before the coffee was even brewed, and spend the whole day happily doing things that would have stressed anyone else out, which was somehow the most endearing thing about him.

      He would haul boxes of decorations out of the attic, tangle himself up in lights, and burn at least one batch of cookies.

      But by the end of the night, the house looked like a Hallmark movie set, and he would sit in the middle of it all, beaming with pride but exhausted.

      “You’d be so proud of the window,” she said to the photo. “That sled is still a little crooked, but I think it works, and I used our bell. Of course.”

      The photo didn’t answer.

      It never did.

      But sometimes in the quiet of her cottage, she could almost hear what he would say.

      Of course you used the bell, Evie. It’s what Christmas is all about.

      She set the frame back on the shelf and pressed her hand against her chest.

      That’s where the ache lived.

      Three and a half years, and it still hadn’t gone away.

      Sometimes it was slightly quieter, less like a scream and more like a hum that she couldn’t turn off, always there, always running in the background.

      She thought about Isabella’s invitation to the Ladies’ Club brunch.

      Mimosas, quiche, and women who were going to ask how she was doing with that little tilt of their heads that meant they were really asking about that other thing, about that dead husband thing.

      She should go.

      She knew she should go.

      Isabella had gone out of her way more than once to pull Eve into the island’s fold. She’d been the one to introduce Eve to the Ladies’ Club in the first place, back when Isabella herself was still a newcomer fighting to win Wexley over.

      But now the inn was thriving, Isabella and Thomas were building a life together, and the island had taken them both in.

      Isabella hadn’t forgotten what it felt like to stand on the outside, and she just kept reaching back for Eve over and over.

      But December was a month of performances, and Eve only had so much energy for that. She needed time to recharge after being around people. After pretending that she had her life together. After pretending her heart wasn’t irretrievably broken.

      She turned off the living room light, carried her wine to the bedroom, and sat on the edge of the bed in the dark.

      Outside, the wind moved through the live oaks. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear the ocean murmuring.

      “Twenty-four more days,” she whispered.

      She set the glass on her nightstand, pulled the quilt up to her chin, and closed her eyes.

      And in the shop on Harbor Street, the twinkle lights glowed. The silver bell sat in the window, catching the light from the street.

      And if anyone had been walking by at that hour, they might have even thought they heard it ring.

      But there was no one.

      It was just the wind.

      Just December beginning again.
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      Jack

      The bridge to Wexley Island was not making Jack feel particularly confident.

      He gripped the steering wheel of his rented Tahoe and watched as the two-lane road narrowed into what felt like a very dangerous situation, the guardrails dropping away on both sides to show off an expanse of salt marsh that stretched to the horizon in every direction.

      The bridge itself was very low and flat, barely skimming the top of the water. It rattled beneath the tires in a way that made him wonder when they had last inspected it.

      “This is so cool,” Nora said from the backseat, her little face pressed to the window.

      “This is a death trap,” Tess said from beside her, not even looking up from her phone.

      “It’s just a bridge,” Jack said. “It’s fine. Bridges are fine.”

      “Very convincing, Dad.”

      Sam, who was in the passenger seat, was smiling. He had his window cracked, the salt air pushing his hair across his forehead in that way that made him look younger than nineteen, closer to the boy he’d been before college and responsibility had settled over him.

      “Smells good, though. Kind of like the beach, but I guess a little marshier.”

      “Marshier isn’t a word,” Tess said.

      “Well, it is now because I just said it.”

      “That’s not how words work.”

      “Dad, tell Tess that’s how words work.”

      “Um, I’m currently driving across a death trap, so I’m not going to weigh in on this conversation.”

      Nora pressed her whole hand against the glass.

      “Daddy, look, there’s a bird with really long legs standing in the water. What kind of bird is that?”

      “That’s a heron, sweetie. It looks like it’s waiting for something.”

      “It’s waiting for fish,” Tess said.

      “No.” Nora shook her head with the certainty of an eight-year-old. “It’s waiting for us. It’s a welcome heron.”

      Jack looked in the rearview mirror and saw Nora’s little face, round and bright-eyed and full of the kind of wonder he had stopped being able to manufacture somewhere around the third year of doing everything alone.

      She had Laura’s eyes. They were brown with these little flecks of gold that were so beautiful when they caught the light.

      Every time he noticed it, which was practically every day, it was like being handed a gift and a bag of grief at the same time.

      They made it across the bridge. The road widened, and the marsh gave way to live oaks draped in Spanish moss. Their branches arched overhead and formed a tunnel of green.

      A wooden sign appeared on the right: Welcome to Wexley Island: Population 3,200. Please drive slowly.

      “Wait, there are three thousand people that live here?” Tess said. “That’s not a town. That’s the size of my old high school.”

      “It’s an island,” Jack said. “It’s supposed to be small. That’s the whole point of it.”

      “The point of what? There’s nothing here.”

      “There’s a historic district. It’s a wildlife sanctuary. There’s a maritime forest.”

      “A what forest?”

      “Maritime. It means…”

      “Dad, I know what maritime means. I’m sixteen, not six.” Tess slumped down deeper into her seat. “I’m just saying, there’s not even a movie theater or a mall. My friends are all back home doing their normal December things, and here I am on some little tiny island that has a population smaller than my Instagram following.”

      “You do not have three thousand Instagram followers. Stop lying,” Sam said.

      “You don’t know my life.”

      “I literally shared a bathroom with you for sixteen years.”

      “Okay, okay,” Jack said, in the tone he’d perfected over nearly two decades of being a parent, the one that says I love you all, but I will drive this car into the marsh if you don’t stop arguing. “We’re here for the month. We’re going to make the best of it. This island has a wonderful history, the kind of history I need for my book, and I think if everybody just gives it a chance, you might actually enjoy it.”

      Complete silence came from the backseat.

      “Well, we all know Nora’s going to enjoy herself,” Sam said.

      “I already am,” she confirmed. “I saw a welcome heron, and I’m sure that that means good luck.”

      “That’s not a real thing,” Tess said, rolling her eyes.

      “Well, it is now,” Nora said, “because I just said it.”

      Sam laughed. Even Tess, despite her best efforts, let the corner of her mouth twitch a little.

      Jack exhaled.

      They were going to be fine.

      Well, probably.
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      The Wexley Inn sat at the end of a crushed shell drive, lined with azalea bushes, their blooms long gone after the season, but the green foliage still thick enough to form a wall on either side.

      The building was a three-story Victorian, white clapboard, dark shutters, a wraparound porch with rocking chairs spread evenly along the railing.

      It looked like something right out of a history book, which was part of why Jack had chosen it as their place to stay for the month.

      That and the fact that literally every other rental on the island was either booked or cost more than his book advance.

      He’d found the inn online, buried in a search for extended-stay lodging on Lowcountry islands. The website was tasteful and used language that made you feel like the owners actually cared about the place and weren’t just trying to fill rooms.

      There’d been a photo of the porch at sunset, the marsh glowing gold behind it, and something about that had made Jack stop scrolling.

      That’s the one, he’d thought.

      He hadn’t even checked the reviews.

      For all he knew, he was going to stay in a roach-infested motel pretending to be an inn.

      Now, as they pulled up in front of the steps, he felt a quiet certainty settle over him.

      The inn looked like it had been brought back to life.

      He could see it in the details of the fresh paint, the newer porch columns, and the window boxes filled with winter greenery.

      Somebody had put real care into this place.

      “Whoa,” Sam said.

      “It’s so pretty,” Nora breathed.

      Tess said nothing, but Jack did catch her leaning forward to look through the windshield.

      They piled out of the car, and Nora immediately ran up the porch steps and tried a rocking chair. Sam started unloading bags while Tess stood on the crushed shell and looked at her phone.

      She held it up to the sky and frowned.

      “The Wi-Fi here better be good,” she said.

      The front door opened, and a woman stepped out.

      She looked to be in her mid-fifties, with a short blonde bob. She wore a simple gray sheath dress and a string of pearls.

      “You must be the Baldwins.”

      She came down the steps with her hand extended.

      “I’m Isabella Montgomery. Welcome to the Wexley Inn.”

      Jack shook her hand.

      “I’m Jack Baldwin. This is Sam, Tess, and the one that’s testing your rocking chairs is Nora.”

      “This is the best one,” Isabella told Nora. “It doesn’t squeak,” she whispered.

      Nora smiled.

      Isabella turned back to Jack.

      “We’ve got you in the marsh view suite on the second floor. There’s two bedrooms, a sitting room, and a little kitchenette. It’s not a full kitchen, I’m afraid, but there is a microwave and a coffee pot. Luella, she’s our cook, will put out breakfast every morning at eight. So if you miss it, she’ll take it personally, and I would recommend not missing it because it’s delicious.”

      “Noted.”

      Jack liked her immediately.

      “We appreciate you accommodating us through Christmas. I know that’s pretty unusual.”

      “Oh, not at all. December is our quieter month, and you would think we’d get a little wave around Christmas week, but mostly it’s just locals and the occasional couple looking for a holiday in the Lowcountry. And a family of four is a treat.”

      She looked at Tess, who was still frowning at her phone.

      “The Wi-Fi password is on a card in the room. It’s reliable, I promise.”

      Tess looked up, slightly embarrassed.

      “Thank you.”

      A man appeared in the doorway behind Isabella, tall, broad shoulders, salt-and-pepper hair, the kind of build that came from working with your hands rather than working out in a gym.

      He was carrying a toolbox and had a pencil behind his ear.

      “Thomas,” Isabella said. “This is Jack Baldwin and his family. They’re our December guests. Jack, this is Thomas Langley. He restored the inn, and now he seems to not be able to stop finding more things to fix.”

      “The back porch railing was a bit loose,” Thomas said.
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