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      Julia Harper couldn’t keep herself from glancing over to Liam Coldwater every few seconds. She told herself to stop at least a dozen times before Laurel leaned over and whispered, “What is with you and him?”

      Julia couldn’t answer, so she stuffed another piece of bruschetta into her mouth. She’d eat the whole platter if she had to. She wasn’t going to answer any questions about Liam tonight. It would be great if she could stop looking at him.

      She focused on a conversation Alice was having with Kristen, but she knew few of the players in the conversation, and it didn’t hold her interest. She felt the weight of a gaze on her face, and she once again looked across the living room, past the dining room table, and into the kitchen, where Liam stood.

      He’d been talking to Arthur Rice and Duke Grover, but they’d both dispersed. Liam stood there alone, and their eyes met. The entire Appetizer Hour fell away, and while Julia felt certain someone very nearby was talking to her, she couldn’t hear them. She couldn’t look away from the handsome Liam Coldwater.

      At the same time, shame burned through her chest, and the embarrassment of their encounter late last week forced her to drop her head and break the connection.

      The conversations surrounding her continued, and she looked up as Alice’s son joined the table. They all started adjusting to make room for the extra chair, and Julia smiled at the young man. He was a good-looking kid, and he reminded Julia so much of her own sons.

      “May I speak to you for a moment?” The man’s voice in her ear hummed, lighting Julia with a fire that burst into a white-hot inferno. She didn’t have to turn to see who it was, but her chin dropped in Liam’s direction. The scent of his breath—like raspberry jam and mint—and the warmth of his skin filled her from head to toe in a single inhale.

      She took the napkin from her lap and put it on her plate, though she’d only eaten half of her food. “I’ll be right back,” she managed to say.

      “I’ll save your spot,” Laurel said. Julia bore the weight of several pairs of eyes as she faced first the kitchen. Liam stood in the direction of the front door, and he made the choice for them by taking her hand and tugging her in that direction.

      She sucked in a breath at the electricity flowing from his arm and into hers, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted him to feel that too or not. Her track record with dating the past couple of years hadn’t been good, and she’d come to terms with healing herself before bringing someone new into her life. If she ever did.

      Liam said nothing, and the party continued behind them as they went outside. It had been raining when Julia had arrived with Tessa and Maddy, and a steady drizzle still covered Five Island Cove.

      He released her hand as the door closed behind them, and Julia wrapped her arms around herself. She wanted him to speak first, because he needed to explain why she’d caught him in a lie.

      Liam continued down the four steps to the sidewalk, but Julia stayed on the porch, under the eaves and out of the rain. He paced to the end of the sidewalk before he turned back to her. “I’m sorry,” he called across the distance to her.

      Part of her wanted him to lower his voice. Alice’s neighbors would surely come investigate the source of the thing disturbing their holiday dinners. She glanced around, a sense of romanticism entering her bloodstream. What woman didn’t want a man to proclaim his love for her to the world?

      He’s not doing that, she told herself. They’d been on one date—a fantastic, amazing date. Julia had even given herself permission to kiss him should he make the move when he dropped her off.

      He hadn’t, but they’d had another evening planned for a few days later.

      “He’s my son,” Liam yelled now. “His name is Ian, and he’s the best thing in my life. I don’t tell women about him until things are more serious, because it’s a lot.” He threw his arms out to the side. “I’m a lot for them to take in. The job. The badge. The insane hours!” He yelled into the storm now, his head tipped back to the angry, gray sky.

      Julia found him downright adorable. Strong, tall, sexy, and utterly charming. All adjectives she’d use for Liam Coldwater.

      He looked at her, the ends of his longer, curly, blond hair dripping with the drizzle now. He looked absolutely tormented, and Julia wanted to erase all of that for him.

      “So I didn’t say anything. When you ran into us in the market, I froze. I didn’t mean to lie, and I’ve hated myself every hour since.” His arms dropped to his side, and that was almost the permission Julia needed to move. Like he was an air traffic controller, holding her at bay with his arms up, and now that they’d gone down, she could go to him.

      She went down the steps deliberately, not looking at them. Only him. She walked toward him slowly, the way she’d approach a scared dog she desperately wanted to get closer to. He let her come all the way to him, the silence between them only punctuated by rain.

      Julia took his face in her hands, the warmth of his skin infusing into her chilled fingers. “I would’ve kissed you after our first date,” she said.

      Liam searched her face, those bright blue eyes filled with hope and sorrow at the same time. “I wanted to,” he said, his voice scratching in his throat now. Probably because of the way he yelled everything else. “I was scared.”

      Julia pressed into him, and he finally put his hands on her waist, one of them moving up her back. “You?” she teased. “The tough, gruff police officer?” She studied his collar for a few moments before looking up into his face again. “I didn’t think men like you got scared.”

      “Only of gorgeous women,” he said. “After an amazing date which I never wanted to end.”

      “I have three sons,” she said. “You could’ve told me.”

      He nodded as he held her close, close, close. Alice’s neighbors sure were getting a show this morning. “I keep him close to the vest,” he said. “He’s an amazing kid, but I don’t want him getting hurt again.”

      Julia noted the “again,” and she’d like that story. Maybe not in the rain, with the whole neighborhood watching, but sometime. “Take me to dinner this weekend? Or are you working?”

      “I’m off on Sunday until three,” he said, his schedule right there in his mind. Julia had liked his intelligence when they’d first met, and again on their first date.

      “So not dinner.” She smoothed his collar down flat.

      “Breakfast? Brunch? Lunch?” He listed them off, and Julia liked that it seemed like he wanted to see her. “All three?”

      A smile touched her mouth, and Liam finally cracked too. He allowed a tame grin to spread his lips, and Julia fantasized about kissing him. Straightening that smile and really being able to taste the mint and raspberry jam on his lips.

      “You can keep him to yourself for a while,” Julia said. “Okay? I won’t ask you to introduce me to him formally until you’re ready.” She regretted how quickly she’d reacted to the lies he’d told. She had a reason for that—a good reason—but he didn’t know it. She hadn’t told him about her cheating ex or the way she felt unworthy of the pure, undivided attention from others.

      “Okay,” he murmured. “Can I kiss you now?”

      Julia put a couple of inches between them and looked him right in the eyes. “Out here? On the street in front of my friend’s house?” She shook her head. “Mm, I don’t think so, Liam.”

      He smiled again. “Not good enough for you?”

      Julia had no doubt it would be the best kiss of her life. She didn’t want to say that, though, so she shook her head. “I want to enjoy it,” she whispered. “And I can’t do that if I think everyone’s watching us.”

      He looked over her shoulder to the house. “I think the curtains just fluttered, so you’re probably right.”

      Julia backed up again, the idea of her friends watching her stand in this man’s arms overwhelming for her. They separated, and she said, “I didn’t block your number.” Enough rain had accumulated in her hair that it ran down the side of her face. She brushed the droplet away, gave him a smile, and turned back to the house.

      She ran on her tiptoes to the porch and out of the rain. Upon re-entering Alice’s house, she caught Maddy herding several others back into the living room and dining room areas, and they’d definitely been spying on her.

      A smile stuck in her chest, and she decided she didn’t care. She still wasn’t going to answer any questions about Liam Coldwater tonight.

      She paused at the end of the hall, trying to decide if she should simply return to her seat at the table or try to get a little dryer in the bathroom. The living room had carpet, and Julia wiped another drop of water from her face as she took in the crowd there.

      Alice wasn’t in the living room anymore, and she came around the corner and into the kitchen. She held up a pale blue towel, effectively eliminating another decision Julia had to make. She went toward her, and Alice bustled her into the master bedroom.

      “Thank you,” Julia said. She took the towel and buried her face in it. Alice didn’t ask any questions, but Maddy would. Tessa would. Eloise would.

      She wiped her hair back and met Alice’s eyes. “Did everyone run into your office?”

      “Pretty much, yeah,” she said with a smile. “Maddy yelled at all of them when you started backing up.” She wore pure curiosity in her eyes, and Julia wanted to tell her. Maybe if she could get some other opinions, she’d know what to do about Liam.

      At the same time, she knew what to do about Liam—keep seeing him. She didn’t know if they’d work out, because her last relationship had ended when she’d left Nantucket. She wasn’t like Tessa and Abe, who’d stayed together and then made plans to both settle in the cove. Maddy and Ben had done the same thing.

      Julia hadn’t been so lucky.

      She actually did count herself as lucky, because she didn’t want a man who wouldn’t move heaven and earth to be with her. Liam had texted her seventeen times since their encounter in the food mart. He’d called three times, until she’d finally texted to tell him she didn’t want to see him again.

      Her phone buzzed now, and Julia finished drying her hair before she checked it. Breakfast on Sunday. Nine o’clock. Too early? I think we could try this place. He’d included a link to the cutest little bistro she’d ever seen, and she smiled as she looked at the image that had populated with the text.

      “Have you been here?” She showed Alice the phone, and she didn’t mind that the woman took a few moments to obviously read the previous texts.

      “Yeah.” She grinned at Julia. “They have amazing breakfast. Fast too. Tell him to get a reservation if you’re going on Sunday. They’re busy on the weekends.” She took Julia’s towel and left her alone in the bedroom to confirm her date with Liam Coldwater.
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      Madeline Lancaster noted the red SUV in her driveway the moment the RideShare car made the turn to join it. “Who’s that?” she asked, swinging her attention to Ben.

      “Don’t know,” he said. He usually wore a serious expression, and that didn’t change. He smiled the most when with her, and sometimes she felt like she had to work hard to get that mouth to curl upward.

      “Thanks.” She tapped to pay the driver and got out of the car. Ben met her at the front of the car and took her hand. They went by the car, and she eyed it suspiciously. She wasn’t expecting visitors, and her house on Rocky Ridge wasn’t exactly on any tourist loops.

      “It’s a rental,” Ben said. “Chelsea? Kyle?”

      “They didn’t say they’d be coming,” Maddy said. Excitement leapt through her, because she’d love to see her kids today. She’d thought about ordering Thanksgiving dinner from a specialty market here on Rocky Ridge, and it would be perfect for a quiet meal at home for two. But she hadn’t, because she could put together something easy for her and Ben.

      Before the red SUV in the driveway, that was what her Thanksgiving was going to be. Just her and Ben, and maybe not even turkey.

      She went into the garage as Ben held the door for her, the scent of sugar floating on the air. “Someone’s definitely here,” she said.

      Ben darted in front of her and said, “Let me check it out.” He went up the few steps to the landing outside the house and then opened the door. The sugar turned to frosting, and Maddy moved slowly as her boyfriend went inside the house fully.

      The spring-loaded door slammed shut, sealing Maddy in the dark garage. She expected Ben to open it again immediately and tell her everything was okay, but he didn’t. She couldn’t hear any yelling or laughing beyond the door either, and she wasn’t sure if she should go in or stay hidden in the garage.

      She hadn’t heard of much violent crime in Five Island Cove, especially out here on this furthest north island, but it was a holiday, and this less-populated part of the cove could be a good target for thieves for all she knew.

      Maddy hadn’t quite committed to entering the house yet when the door opened again. Her daughter stuck her head out and said, “Mom, get in here and see what I made for you.”

      Joy exploded through Maddy, and she said, “Chelsea,” before hurrying toward her. “What are you doing here?”

      Her daughter laughed as Maddy flew into her arms, and they entered the house together. She hugged her tightly in the mudroom again, and then hung her purse over a hook while Chelsea went into the kitchen, chattering about how she was glad Maddy had a few staples here at the house.

      Maddy followed her, coming to a complete stop when she saw Kyle and Bea there too. They stood in front of the countertop, both of them holding a sugar cookie the size of their hands. Chelsea skipped over to them and picked one up as well. She faced Maddy, whose heartbeat had started jumping like water droplets in a screaming hot pan.

      The sugar cookies weren’t shaped like turkeys or pumpkin pies, the way Maddy expected them to be. Fall leaves, maybe. Something with brown frosting, or oranges and yellows.

      Kyle and Bea held pure white frosted cookies that Maddy suspected were wedding bells.

      Chelsea lifted a treat that was frosted in fall colors—gold. It was a diamond ring, with blue lines for the facets of the gem on top of the gold ring, which had been cut out expertly.

      “What is going on?” she asked. Ben entered the kitchen from around the corner that led into the living room, and he carried a black box.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      “Madeline,” he said, oh-so-serious as usual. “I’m in love with you. I’m crazy about you. I want to spend my life with you.” He spoke in that sexy, I’m-in-control-here voice he often used, almost like he wasn’t nervous at all. Maddy knew the man in ways others didn’t, and she watched his pulse flutter in his throat.

      He was nervous, and that only made Maddy’s anxiety increase.

      Ben arrived in front of her and got down on both knees. He slowly opened the black velvet box in his hand to show her the ring. He looked at it, and then up to her, and Maddy beamed down at him. “Will you marry me?”

      Maddy looked over to her children and back at him. “Did you ask my kids to come here just for this?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I needed the help, and I figured you’d like to have them here for Thanksgiving. So I asked them to come.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “You’re amazing.” She loved him, and they’d been talking about marriage and weddings and an engagement for months now. She loved having him in her life, and in her children’s lives.

      “Is that Maddy-code for yes?” he asked. Those gorgeous blue eyes searched hers, and Maddy decided she didn’t need to torture him.

      “No,” she said. “That’s not Maddy-code for yes.” She took his face in her hands and leaned down, almost touching her lips to his. “Yes, I’ll marry you. No code necessary.”

      He kissed her, and Maddy kissed him back while her kids cheered. So many emotions ran through her, she couldn’t categorize them all. She pulled away from Ben and held out her hand so he could slide the diamond onto her finger.

      She’d never thought she’d wear another wedding band. She’d never thought she could love another man as much as she loved Ben. She’d never thought her journey in life would lead her here.

      Ben stood and took her into his arms. “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you too,” she whispered just before her squealing daughter arrived. Maddy hugged her again, laughing with her. Then she gripped Kyle in her arms, tears filling her eyes the way they had when he’d come to her for help when he and Bea’s wedding venue had flaked on them.

      She hugged Bea last, saying, “Thank you so much for coming.”

      “Of course,” she said, grinning. “Kyle and I love the cove.”

      “Where’s my grandbaby?” Maddy asked, just now realizing that Knox wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      “Asleep in his crib,” Kyle said. “Come on, Mom. Try the cookies and tell us which ones you like best.” He cast a look over to Chelsea, and Maddy sensed a competition between them. She took a bite of the wedding bell, and it was flaky and moist at the same time. There was a bit too much frosting for her liking, but she grinned at her son.

      She took a bite of the diamond, and this frosting was too weak. She would never say so, and she said, “They’re both amazing.”

      “Told you she wouldn’t pick,” Chelsea said. She rolled her eyes, and Maddy looked around for her fiancé.

      “Where’d Ben go?” she asked.

      He came into the kitchen then, another specialty market box marked with a Thanksgiving dinner, and she couldn’t believe his level of detail. She wanted to kiss him again, this time without the audience, but she helped him get it unpacked and get the turkey breast into the oven to get heated.

      “I’ll do it,” Bea said, coming to Maddy’s side to take over. “Kyle, Knox is fussing. Will you go grab him for your mother?”

      “Oh, this is Daddy,” Chelsea said, lifting her phone as it rang. She bustled into the front of the house to take the call, and Maddy took the opportunity to grab Ben’s hand and duck into her bedroom with him.

      “You’ll move in here permanently, right?” she asked as she closed the door behind him. He stayed with her sometimes now, but she wanted him to live here.

      “Yes,” he said. He took her into his arms again and lowered his head to kiss her. It started sweet and slow, but as things tended to do with Ben, it turned heated and passionate rather quickly. She tipped her head back, and he slid his mouth along the column of her throat.

      “Thank you for getting my kids here,” she said breathlessly.

      “I’m regretting it a little,” he admitted.

      She grinned at him, feeling flirtatious and far younger than she actually was. “You want me to yourself.”

      He growled, his eyes meeting hers. “I want you to myself,” he admitted before he claimed her mouth again.

      When he pulled away, Maddy looked at him, not wanting to tease him anymore. She wanted him to know. “I want you to myself too,” she said.

      “When do you want to get married?” he asked, simply holding her now.

      “Spring,” she said. “Right here in the cove. I’ll talk to Robin about the weather, but maybe April?” She looked at him. “Did you tell your parents?”

      He nodded. “Showed them the ring last week.” Another rare smile came to his face. “She’s going to drive you crazy at Christmastime.”

      Maddy groaned, but it was all in good fun. His parents were great, but his mother did like to shower Maddy in gifts, as if she needed another skin care kit. His brother worked for a huge skin care corporation, and his mother was simply regifting things.

      “Mom,” Kyle called, and Maddy pushed away from the door.

      “Coming,” she called. She looked at Ben again. “I’m so in love with you. You know that, right?” She needed him to know. She spoke her feelings quite often, actually. It was Ben who showed her how he felt.

      “I know,” he whispered. “I love you too.”

      She nodded and turned to go see her grandson. Then she’d call Robin and see about booking her to plan the spring wedding Maddy was going to have. She’d also need to talk to her boss, make sure she could have time off in the spring, and balance everything with The Glass Dolphin.

      If Ben can get away from the Coast Guard, she told herself as she went out into the kitchen and saw her beautiful grandson. He kicked and squealed, and she laughed as she took him from her son.

      Then you can make a spring wedding work with your job.
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      When the doorbell rang, Kristen Shields dusted her hands against her apron and hurried out of her cramped kitchen. The only people who’d ring the doorbell were exactly the people she’d been baking for, and her pulse knocked against the back of her throat.

      “Coming,” she called. She very nearly tripped over the rug she’d put down between the kitchen and the doorway, but she managed to stay on her feet.

      She opened the door to find Theo standing there with a man who looked very much like him.

      His son.

      Kristen hadn’t met any of his children yet, and she wished she wasn’t so nervous about doing so. Theo had made it clear his feelings for her wouldn’t change based on his children’s opinions, but Kristen still wanted to make a good impression.

      “Terry, this is Kristen,” Theo said. “Kristen, my oldest, Terry.” He stepped back and indicated the woman there. “His wife, Cleo, and their kids, Marty and Violet.” He beamed at his grandkids, who were both in their teens. Mid-teens, if Kristen had to guess.

      “Hello,” she said. “Come in, come in.” She stepped back, pulling the door open further to make more room for them.

      “It smells good,” Terry said, and he smiled at Kristen as he entered first. “Dad said you were making cookies.”

      “So many cookies,” Kristen said. “There’s a whole bunch of them on the table. Help yourself.”

      The kids smiled at her politely as she entered, and once everyone was in, Theo put one hand on her hip and swept a kiss across her lips. “Did you make those snickerdoodles?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, working hard not to giggle. The man loved cinnamon and sugar, and Kristen made snickerdoodles at least once a week, just for him.

      Her cat, whom she’d named Sweetie, came down the hall to see what the fuss was about. Violet pulled in a breath and said, “Mom. Look at that cat.”

      Her mother turned and looked, and Kristen watched as she then exchanged a glance with her husband. “Is she allergic?” Kristen asked. “I can put her in her carrier in the bedroom.” That wouldn’t rid the apartment of cat hair, but Kristen had vacuumed meticulously last night and then again this morning.

      She wanted everything to be perfect for today. She wasn’t even sure why, only that she wanted Theo’s kids to like her.

      “It’s fine,” Cleo said. “Violet thinks she needs a cat.”

      The girl rushed toward Sweetie, who sat down as her eyes widened. She scooped the cat into her arms, and Kristen thought they’d be best friends before anyone else arrived. “She’s so cute,” Violet cooed.

      “She might scratch your face off,” Marty said.

      “Martin,” Terry said. “Don’t antagonize your sister. Look.” He pointed to one of the plates of cookies. “Kristen made thumbprints. Come get one, and then take these oatmeal raisin ones to your grandfather.”

      Marty, who was clearly older than Violet, did as his father said. Kristen’s chest vibrated as he then bit into one of her thumbprint cookies. She’d made the raspberry jam and the apricot jam from scratch, and pure satisfaction poured through her when Marty leaned his head back and groaned. “This is so good,” he said around a mouthful of cookie and crumbs and filling.

      “They look so beautiful,” Cleo said. “I love the thumbprint at Christmastime, but I’ll take it any time of year.” She picked up a cookie too, and she smiled as she took a bite of it. “Mm.” Her eyes widened, and after she swallowed—she had more manners than her son, and Kristen liked them both immensely—she said, “Kristen, these are delicious.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I got the recipe from a fellow lighthouse wife.” She rounded the counter as the timer on the oven went off. She bent and took out the last sheet of sugar cookies. By the time everyone arrived, they should be cool enough to decorate.

      Theo had seven grandchildren, and Kristen had thought planning an activity for all of them to do made the most sense. Then she could finish dinner while they did that, and as snow had come to the cove for their not-on-Thanksgiving Thanksgiving dinner, herding them all outside wasn’t an option.

      To prove her point, Mother Nature drove a gust of wind into Kristen’s windows, and they shook slightly.

      “Rowena is here,” Theo said. He started to get up, but his son told him to stay on the couch. He went to the door before anyone knocked or rang the bell and opened it. He went outside, and it didn’t take long for the cold to leak in.

      Terry started to laugh, his voice as big and as boisterous as his father’s. He said some things Kristen couldn’t decipher, and then he entered her condo again, this time with another woman.

      They definitely belonged to each other, and to Theo, and Kristen put down her oven mitts and went to greet her. “Hello,” she said, smiling with everything she had once more. “I’m⁠—”

      “Kristen Shields,” Theo said, appearing at her side. His hand moved along her waist, and Kristen couldn’t resist leaning into him. “This is my daughter Rowena. She’s divorced, but she brought her daughter, Hailey. Where is she?”

      “Sulking for a moment,” Rowena said with a heavy dose of eye rolling. “I swear, I don’t know how anyone survives seventeen-year-olds.” She gave Kristen a smile that didn’t seem as warm as Terry’s or Cleo’s, but Kristen could’ve imagined it. Or, Rowena could’ve been dealing with her own family situation and simply not felt like smiling at her father’s new girlfriend.

      Kristen told herself she and Theo weren’t that new. They’d been dating for six months, and honestly, she couldn’t believe it herself.

      “What goes around, comes around,” Theo said.

      “Dad.” Rowena scoffed and rolled her eyes again. “I don’t need a lecture.” She started to shed her coat, the awkwardness and tension in the room suddenly expanding to the rafters. Kristen looked over to Theo, and he didn’t seem ruffled at all.

      “She’ll know where to come to?” Kristen asked.

      “I’ll go get her,” Marty said. “I’ll take these mint chip cookies, and she won’t be able to resist them.” He smiled at Kristen, the whole plate of double-chocolate chip cookies—yes, some of them were mint—in his hand. He ducked out of the condo, and Kristen sincerely hoped he’d come back with some cookies…and his cousin.

      Rowena joined Cleo on the cusp of the kitchen and surveyed that spread. “Wow,” she said, genuinely sounding surprised. “You said there would be cookies, but this is a lot of cookies.” She didn’t look at Kristen at all, but her brother and sister-in-law.

      Kristen had made little labels for each kind by folding a small card in half and writing the variety of cookie on it. Some of them had themed plates that went with them, and she admired her cookie bar. Robin would be thrilled, and Kristen had snapped a few pictures before anyone had arrived.

      “They’re amazing,” Cleo said. She pushed the last bite of a cowboy cookie—coconut, oatmeal, pecans, and chocolate chips—into her mouth. She didn’t try to speak around it, but when she finished, she said, “I’ve eaten four already.” She giggled, but Rowena didn’t join in.

      “Dad has the oatmeal raisin,” Terry said.

      Kristen hadn’t joined them, and looking at them from across the room, she knew she didn’t fit with them yet. They’d had their whole lives to mesh, to learn about one another, to become a family. She was the outsider here, though Theo still stood at her side.

      Rowena lived in Connecticut, and her divorce had been finalized in the fall. Kristen knew women like her; some of them were her own Seafaring Girls, and she knew Rowena likely needed time to heal. Having Kristen and Theo’s relationship shoved in her face wasn’t something she wanted.

      Kristen stepped away from Theo and went around the people standing at the end of her peninsula. She started getting out the frostings she’d made and colored that morning and putting them on the dining room table. She’d already fitted in the leaf, and it still wouldn’t hold them all for their dinner tonight.

      Theo would probably have his sons set up the folding table that currently waited in Kristen’s hallway, and they’d butt it up against the table to make one big long one.

      “So,” Rowena said as Kristen returned to the kitchen. “Are you and Daddy going to get married?” She took a bite of her shortbread cookie, which Kristen had decorated like a wreath, and looked at Kristen fully for the first time.

      Panic shot through her chest, sending barbs into her ribs and fleshy organs.

      “Row,” Terry admonished. “Don’t.”

      “What?” Rowena asked. “It’s a valid question.”

      “One Dad said not to bring up.” Terry gave his sister a pointed look and then Kristen a warm smile. “Don’t mind her. She’s—” The rest of his words got drowned out by a hearty shout from the direction of the doorway.

      Kristen looked over to it and found Theo’s final child entering. Nelson carried more weight than his older brother, and he had far less hair. He’d shaved his head completely, but he wore a full beard. He laughed and practically yelled, “We’re here!” as he held the door open for his four children to parade through.

      Two boys and two girls entered, each of them wearing a bright red or green sweater. They were a festive bunch, and they were followed by their mother, who wore a red, white, and green plaid dress with a pair of four-inch, bright red heels.

      Kristen had never met anyone like her before. Her blonde hair had been swept up into a ponytail high on her head, and she surveyed the condo like she could single-handedly transform it into a penthouse suite if given a few hours and a roll of duct tape.

      “Nelson!” Terry boomed, and he went to hug his brother. Lots of greetings got exchanged, one where Nelson picked up Rowena and hugged her in a bouncing way while she loudly protested.

      Kristen stood out of the way and watched Theo interact with his kids and grandkids. He glowed, as he obviously loved them all. He’d told her they hadn’t gotten together like this in a few years, and he’d really been looking forward to having the holidays with his family back together again.

      She swallowed as he finally looked at her. He held out his hand, and Kristen forced herself to move to stand beside him. The door opened again, and Marty and another teenage girl entered.

      “Ah, Hailey,” he said. “Rowena’s daughter. My son, Nelson, and his wife Victoria. Their kids, Raven, Fiona, Denver, and Dallas. The last two are twins.” He beamed at the boys in matching red sweaters like they were the cutest things on the planet. They had good genes, and they were good-looking boys.

      Kristen smiled at all of them, and said, “Welcome. Thanks for coming.” She gestured to the cookie bar behind her. “It’s great to meet you all, and I have dessert first today. We can decorate the sugar cookies when everyone’s ready too.”

      All four of Victoria’s children looked at her for permission to eat a cookie, and she gave it with a quick nod of her head. They then converged on the counter, nearly knocking Kristen out of the way.

      She laughed as she moved into the safer recesses of the living room, Theo at her side. The noise from the kitchen only reached its current level when she held the luncheon for her girls here at the condo. She’d only done so once, because it was easier to meet at a restaurant. Then someone else cooked and cleaned up.

      “They’re great,” she said.

      Theo took her hand in his. “I think so too. Even Rowena. She’ll come around.”

      Words gathered in Kristen’s mouth, and she tried to order the properly before they came out. She finally landed on, “You told them not to ask about our relationship?” She looked at him, searching those brilliant gray-blue eyes.

      He suddenly looked nervous, and Theo never looked like that. “I didn’t want it to be awkward for you.”

      “Why would it be awkward for me?”

      “Because we haven’t talked about it.” He waved to one of the twins, who lifted a sandwich cookie Kristen had made from a boxed cake mix.

      “Maybe we should,” Kristen said, her voice dry and brittle.

      Theo looked at her. “You want to get married?” He seemed genuinely surprised, and that sent a barb of uncertainty into Kristen’s heart.

      “Maybe,” she hedged. “Do you?”

      “To be honest,” he said. “I⁠—”

      “Grandpa,” Hailey yelled to him. “Get over here and look at this stained-glass cookie. It’s amazing!”

      Kristen edged away from him, the echo of his words in her ears. To be honest. I⁠—

      “Just a minute,” he said to his granddaughter. But that only spurred her to groan and insist he come now, before Marty ate the artwork.

      What came after that I? He what? He never wanted to get married again? He never thought he would? He liked things how they were?

      Theo sighed amidst more insistence that he come join them at the cookie bar, and he said, “Be right back,” and walked away.

      Kristen stayed over by her electric fireplace, watching. Part of her mind whispered at her to go join them. You can’t be part of them if you stand over here.

      The other part really wanted to know what Theo was going to say. Needed to know.

      Cleo met her eyes and gave her the tiniest gesture to get over there. Kristen would have to shelve her disappointment and rein in her imagination for now. Once Theo’s children left, she’d ask him again. Oh, yes, she would, because she needed to know what the past six months had been, if anything, if it hadn’t been building to a permanent, long-lasting relationship.
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      Robin Grover needed more time to get used to, well, having her own free time. She’d dedicated so much of the last twenty years of her life to raising her children, and in more recent years, running her wedding planning business, that she wasn’t used to unrushed lunches with her friends.

      But the Saturday following Thanksgiving had provided her with that opportunity. Her eldest daughter, Mandie, had come home from college for the turkey festivities, but she was returning today.

      Duke, Robin’s husband, would be taking her and their younger daughter back to the city that evening. They’d stay over there—just the two of them—and return tomorrow afternoon. Robin would have the house to herself—another luxury she’d given up years and years ago.

      She sometimes didn’t thrive in the quietness of a house without anyone else in it. Sometimes, she adored being able to make what she wanted to eat without consulting with anyone or worrying that they might not like it. Sometimes, she needed the silence to order her own thoughts and put her own life in order. But sometimes, it only reminded her of being alone—and Robin didn’t like being alone.

      “There you are,” Alice said, and Robin blinked her way back to reality. Back to the present, where she sat on a plush bench in the lobby at The Glass Dolphin. She’d been the first to arrive for lunch today, but now she rose to her feet to hug one of her best friends.

      Alice, in her fashionable slim-cut black slacks and a sweater with swirling black and white roses on it, embraced her back. “El says she’s running late.”

      “When isn’t she running late?” Robin asked, though she didn’t mean it unkindly. “That inn is going to eat her alive.” She pulled away from Alice and re-shouldered her purse so it wasn’t slipping down her arm.

      Alice wore concern in her expression, a similar vein of which ran through Robin. “She seems to love it, though,” she said. “And she did just hire more help.”

      “Three managers,” Robin acknowledged. “Plus her.” She looked out the wall of windows at the front of the restaurant. “I hope it gives her more time at home.”

      “I think it will.” Alice turned to face the weather outside too. It hadn’t snowed yet, but it would soon enough. Usually not until January, and it didn’t stick for long, a fact Robin appreciated. Duke had to go out fishing every day, rain, snow, or shine, and she worried about him during the winter squalls.

      He had a new boat now, however, and he’d been doing better than ever. Robin allowed a small smile to move through herself, erasing the tension in her muscles. This was an easy-going, Saturday afternoon lunch with her two best friends. She didn’t need to be stretched so tight.

      “Hey,” Eloise said a couple of minutes later, breathless as she bustled into the restaurant. “I’m so sorry. I barely made the ferry off Sanctuary.” She hugged Alice, who reassured her she wasn’t late, and then she moved into Robin’s arms.

      “Mm, it’s so good to see you,” Robin said, squeezing Eloise. Both of her friends had dark hair and eyes, and Robin, as the only blonde there today, stood out among them. “How’s Aaron? The girls?”

      “Good,” she said. “He’s home this weekend, which almost never happens.” Eloise stepped back, her smile glorious and her cheeks a bit pink, probably from the chill on the ferry ride from Sanctuary Island, which sat just north of Diamond, where her inn overlooked the world.

      Alice stepped over to the hostess station while Robin stayed closer to Eloise. “How was dinner at his parents’?”

      “Good,” Eloise said with a note of falsehood in her voice. “I like his mom and dad.”

      Robin nodded. Her mother had spent the Thanksgiving holidays on the mainland, and Duke’s parents lived in the Midwest. Robin hardly ever saw them, and her core family unit felt smaller than ever.

      Her heart pinched once, and then she brightened as Alice turned toward them. “They’re ready for us.” She led the way, and all Robin had to do was follow. With every step, she reminded herself that she had more friends—good friends—than some people had family members.

      They could’ve invited a dozen women to this luncheon—and they had. But everyone else had had plans, and Robin knew better than most that not everyone could attend everything. She took a seat on the bench next to Alice, and Eloise sat across from them in a chair.

      The waitress introduced herself and handed each of them a menu she opened for them. The Glass Dolphin was fairly new to the cove, and they definitely catered to a high-end clientele.

      That didn’t normally include Robin, but she could come here with her friends for lunch and only order for herself. “Did the twins get back to the city?” she asked as she perused the salads. They had one here with roasted beets, goat cheese, and candied walnuts that made Robin’s mouth water just thinking about it.

      “They’re not going back until tomorrow,” Alice said. “They met up with some friends from high school and went to the beach today.”

      “It’s cold for a beach day,” Eloise said.

      “Not when you’re eighteen,” Alice said wryly. She glanced at Robin. “Remember when we used to escape to the beach whenever we could? It didn’t matter if the wind whipped our clothes off our bodies, we still went.”

      Robin smiled at the memories. So many of them marched through her mind, many of them with both Alice and Eloise in them. “I remember,” she said. “I definitely feel the cold differently now.”

      “No kidding.” Alice looked back at her menu. “Do you remember if we met up after going off to college?”

      Robin startled at the question, because Alice didn’t usually spend too much time in the past. She’d itched to leave Five Island Cove and go to her fancy law school in the city. She’d done just that too. She’d married a lawyer, and they’d had a big, beautiful home in the Hamptons. Right up until a handful of years ago, when she’d left the mainland, left her husband, and returned to her roots.

      Robin cleared her throat. “I remember you didn’t come home for the holidays,” she said as casually as possible. She let her eyes roam the menu, but she wasn’t reading any of the items. “At all. And then summer came, and you still didn’t come back.”

      Alice met her eye, and Robin simply gazed back. “I remember missing you,” Robin said next, her voice soft. “And then I met Duke, and I got sort of wrapped up in him.” She offered Alice a small smile, and her friend reached over and gave Robin a side-squeeze.

      That was all she needed to do, because Robin knew why Alice hadn’t wanted to return to the cove. Even after she’d gotten married and had her twins, she’d rarely returned to Rocky Ridge, the northernmost island in the cove, where she’d grown up.

      “I think I came back,” Eloise said, drawing both Alice’s and Robin’s attention. “But I don’t remember much.”

      Before Robin could answer, her phone zinged out the text notification that meant her mother had messaged. “That’s my mom,” she said with a sigh. They hadn’t been on the best of terms for a while now, but Robin was tired of dealing with the tumultuous emotions that came with her mother. “Let’s see what Jennifer has to say.”

      “Probably something about how perfect Stu’s turkey was and how beautiful Anna-Maria is.” Alice gave Robin an encouraging smile, which caused a flash of love and friendship to bolt through Robin.

      “Probably,” she murmured as she fished through her oversized purse to find her device. “I don’t know, actually. There’s been some tension between them.”

      “Fascinating,” Eloise said.

      Robin found her phone and swiped to see her mother’s message. Her heartbeat throbbed up into her throat for a moment, and then the organ deflated and sank to her toes.

      Thanksgiving was wonderful here. I hope yours was too. I think I’m going to go on another cruise for Christmas, so we’ll have to find a time to celebrate together.

      A soft “pfft” came out of Robin’s mouth, a noise she hadn’t even realized she’d made until it had escaped.

      “What?” Alice asked.

      Robin simply handed her the phone and smoothed back her hair. In the drier winter, it didn’t frizz much, and she’d just gotten it cut and the color fixed up last week. “How are Clara and Julia doing at the inn?” she asked Eloise.

      But Alice handed the phone to Eloise, and she read the message. She looked up, worry in her pretty brown eyes. “You’ll be happier without having to entertain her for the holidays,” she said. She turned over the phone and set it in front of Robin.

      “Yeah.” Robin looked at her device, wishing working out her relationship with her mother came with a manual. She’d read it cover to cover and do exactly as it said if she could. She drew in a deep breath and shook herself out of what-ifs and worries. “It’s fine. I like having my small family celebrations.”

      “We’ll have our Friendship Feast at the inn,” Eloise offered. “I’ve already told AJ and Jean about it, and Kristen said she tried a few new cookie recipes on Theo’s family yesterday, and some of them were a big hit.” She gave them a big smile, and it reached right into Robin and plucked out her unhappiness.

      “We can never go wrong with Kristen’s cookies.” She glanced over to Alice’s menu. “What are you getting?” That was her way of saying she was done talking about this, and Alice and Eloise graciously allowed her exit from the conversation.

      “I think I’m going to go for the pumpkin gnocchi.” Alice tipped her menu toward Robin. “You?”

      “I can’t pass up the roasted beet salad,” she said.

      “I
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