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      Santa’s cooked up a delicious mistaken identity confection for your holiday enjoyment and delivered it wrapped in a bow…

       

      When Katy, an event planner getting over a bad breakup, and Cole, a chef who was left at the altar, are recruited to save a Christmas Eve wedding hit by a nor’easter snowstorm, the last thing on their minds is new romance. Forced to team up to keep the festivities on track, the blaze between Katy and Cole burns brighter as the evening wears on. Can they ignore their growing attraction and keep their relationship strictly professional? Or will they give in to the mistletoe and say I do to a Christmas kiss that promises more to come in the new year?
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      Katy Costa had a plan. Well, she had a lot of plans, most of which had crashed and burned with ridiculous frequency over the past year. But this plan involved only her and was too simple to fall through. Tonight, she was going to indulge in a pity party of epic proportions.

      The first step toward that goal was to hit the supermarket for the four basic food groups—cookies, ice cream, chocolate, and wine. A daunting endeavor at noontime on Christmas Eve. Cars jammed the parking lot and frantic last-minute shoppers thronged the aisles. Children shrieked as an employee dressed as Santa Claus circled the store, demanding to know if they’d been good this year. The metal wheels of Katy’s shopping cart wobbled. They also squeaked, a high-pitched squeal like a choir of mice that nearly drowned out “Jingle Bell Rock” hissing from the overhead speaker.

      Not exactly how she’d expected to spend Christmas Eve.

      If everything had gone according to plan, Katy thought she’d be spending tonight in her cozy apartment overlooking Portland, Maine’s Casco Bay, with her boyfriend Ash by her side. The two of them celebrating her success in landing a promotion she’d been hoping for all year. Followed by a toast to their two-year anniversary of meeting at the Chamber of Commerce’s annual holiday party. Maybe even getting a certain question popped.

      Then, everything had gone sideways. The promotion had fizzled, and the job had gone to someone else. So had Ash. He’d found someone new and had dumped Katy eight months ago. To add insult to injury, she’d received notice yesterday that her apartment building was going condo and she had to move out by spring.

      Ho-ho-ho.

      In the space of a few months, the life plan Katy had set out after she lost her parents during high school—work hard, go to a good college, get a decent job, find a great guy, and live happily ever after—had derailed spectacularly. At twenty-seven, she had no plan and no idea where she’d be in the coming year.

      But she knew where she would be tonight. Curled up on her sofa, watching the slew of holiday movies she had cued up on her TV, brooding until Santa landed his sleigh on her building’s roof, or she dropped off to sleep in a sugar and carbs coma.

      Despite the chaos in the store, Katy managed to quickly score the necessary ingredients for her solo holiday party, in the form of a box of reindeer-shaped cinnamon cookies, a pint of Maine Black Bear ice cream, and a packed-to-go turkey and stuffing dinner.

      All she needed was the wine.

      A problem, she realized when she reached the appropriate aisle. The shelves were nearly empty. Shoppers eyed the few wine bottles remaining as if they were birds of prey scouting out their next meal. Katy joined the flock. Her cart’s wheels squawked an off-key tune as she moved down the aisle, scanning the slim pickings.

      A large bottle of white wine on an upper shelf caught her eye. The label read Mistletoe in fancy cursive letters, above a picture of the kissing plant’s lush green leaves and fat white berries. Not ideal, since she wouldn’t be kissing anyone tonight, with or without mistletoe to egg her on, but with the wine choices limited, it would have to do.

      Katy angled her shopping cart and stepped closer to the shelves. She reached up and grabbed… Not the wine bottle, but a hand. A man’s hand. Connected to the long arm of a guy who’d reached for the Mistletoe at the same time she had.

      He wore black jeans, sturdy boots, and a blue winter jacket. Roughly her age, tall, but not too tall, slim but not skinny, he had a broad nose and even broader shoulders, a strong, clean-shaven jaw, tan skin touched with red from the cold outside, dark blue eyes, and hair the color of midnight that stuck out in all directions as if in a hurry to get someplace.

      The complete boy next door package. Appealing. Adorable even, if she liked that type. Or any type of guy at the moment. After what had happened with Ash, she doubted she’d be interested in any man ever again.

      “You sure you want to commit to this wine?” he said. He even had an appealing voice. A little gruff, a little amused, and as comforting as a warm blanket. “Could be a big mistake.”

      “Mistake?” Katy realized her fingers still touched his. Her cheeks flared red hot and she snatched her hand away.

      “The Mistletoe doesn’t work with what you’ve got in there.” He glanced into her shopping cart then back to her, a playful glint in his eyes. “Oh sure, it’s Christmassy and all, but everyone knows a red wine pairs best with cinnamon cookies.”

      He capped off this odd bit of news with a twitch of his lips, hinting at dimples. Because of course he’d have dimples. What boy next door would be fully armored without dimples?

      His smile had the desired—and charming—effect. She laughed. “Oh, really? How do you know that?”

      He leaned closer, wrapping her in his scent, as fresh and crisp as a winter day. “They call me the wine whisperer,” he said, lowering his voice, as if spilling a dangerous secret.

      Katy wasn’t laughing now. She felt a little breathless. And so very aware of her messy appearance. She’d helped out at the dog shelter all morning and planned to shower when she got home. She loved playing with the dogs, one of the few times she truly relaxed, but she always ended up slobbered in dog drool and smelling like a kennel.

      “Oh, the wine whisperer?” she said, self-consciously smoothing her hair and taking a step back. “How does one achieve such an impressive title?”

      “I dunno. Drink a lot of wine?” He shrugged. His shoulders were broad and muscular, so a shrug was a major event. “No, actually, I cook with wine a lot. My advice? For cinnamon reindeer cookies, a rich, warm cabernet will hit the spot.”

      “You sound like you know what you’re talking about. But here’s the thing. I’ve never had red wine, cabernet or otherwise.”

      He looked offended. Or pretended to be. “You’re missing out. Cabernet is a full-bodied wine, but smooth, almost sensual. One sip of a good cab can change your life.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure to put on one little sip.” Was he flirting with her? More important question, was she flirting with him? It had been so long since she’d gotten her flirt on, she couldn’t tell. Whatever this back and forth could be called, it felt sort of…good.

      “If you don’t believe me, try some for yourself,” he said. “Let’s see…” He scanned the paltry selection of wines, taking his time. His forehead scrunched in theatrically serious concentration. He was so ridiculous. He acted as if this were the most important decision of the year when there were maybe two dozen bottles of wine left.

      “Do you think you can move this along?” she teased, making a big show of checking her nonexistent wristwatch. “The store will be closing soon. Pretty sure Santa Claus is on his way.”

      As if her words had conjured him, the supermarket’s Santa ho-ho-hoed down the aisle and sidled up to them. Katy saw a kid of about seventeen under the fake white beard. Jingle bells hung from his belt, his stick-skinny legs barely filled his baggy red pants, and he had easily a dozen pillows stuffed into his velvety coat.

      “Happy holidays,” Santa bellowed in a voice just past puberty. “Have you been a good girl this year?” His gaze shifted from Katy to her companion. “Have you been a good boy? Or will you be getting coal for Christmas?”

      “It’s always coal for Christmas for me,” the wine whisperer said, making Katy giggle.

      “You? On the naughty list?” she said. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Sadly, it’s true. I’m the worst.” He deployed another dimpled grin. “What about you? Naughty or nice?”

      He watched her closely, as if all he wanted for Christmas was her answer. Katy’s cheeks burned again, roasting like chestnuts on an open flame. A mischievous voice inside her urged her to blurt out an unequivocal naughty and see where things went from there.

      “No comment,” she said instead, getting hold of herself.

      “Wise woman,” he said, with a hint of disappointment in his voice. He bent down and pulled out a bottle of cabernet from deep within the bottom shelf then held it up. The label read Grinning Reindeer, over an illustration of a deer with a goofy, gap-toothed smile.

      Teen Santa gave the cabernet a thumbs up. “Excellent choice, my good fellow. That’s Mrs. Claus’s favorite wine.” He clapped both of them on the back with white-gloved hands. “Merry Christmas, you two.” Adding a broad wink and a hearty ho-ho-ho, he jingled away to spread cheer elsewhere.

      Katy gulped. The kid thought they were a couple. Seriously? Just because they’d been flirting and grinning at each other and bantering over completely idiotic things didn’t mean… Eep. That was exactly how a couple acted. No. Hard no on that. Katy had vowed never to be part of a couple again and not even an appealing boy next door with killer dimples could make her break that vow. The sooner she got her wine and got out of here, the better.

      “Santa’s recommendation is good enough for me,” she said quickly and plucked the Grinning Reindeer from the wine whisperer’s hand. She settled the bottle into her cart. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He did a dorky little bow that threatened Katy’s resolve. Could he stop being so adorable for one second?

      “And now that we’ve gotten that settled…” He snatched the Mistletoe from the shelf and tucked the bottle under his arm. “I’ll just take this wine for myself.”

      “Hey,” Katy said, with a laugh that landed somewhere between indignant and amused. This guy was too much. “Wine whisperer? More like wine stealer. You wanted the Mistletoe all along, and you’ve been buttering me up until you got it. No wonder you’re getting coal for Christmas.”

      “Guilty as charged, but with an explanation—” His phone buzzed, cutting him off and leaving Katy dying to know what that explanation could be. Annoyance creased his forehead as he reached into his jacket pocket for his phone. He glanced at the screen and his irritation vanished. He broke into a broad smile.

      “Excuse me,” he said to Katy and lifted his phone to his ear, greeting his caller with a gooey and affectionate, “Hi, there.”

      Katy and her shopping cart slunk away. She steered toward the checkout and got into a long line. Only one thing could make a man smile like that. Or say hello like that.

      Someone special on the other end of the call.

      Her cheeks flamed for a third time, but for a different reason. She should have known. The guy had no ring on his finger, but that didn’t rule out a significant other. And there she’d been, getting all giggly and flirty with him, totally oblivious to what should’ve been obvious. Just like with Ash. Shouldn’t she have known Ash had found someone else? Shouldn’t she have guessed he’d been cheating on her?

      The checkout line inched forward. The cash register beeped as the cashier swiped what seemed to be a thousand last-minute gifts over the price scanner. Katy passed a display of holiday stockings for dogs, filled with chew toys and squeakies and other goodies. She snagged a half dozen to bring to the shelter the next time she went to volunteer. She tossed the packages into her cart, where they landed next to the cabernet.

      Her gaze shifted from the wine to the self-checkout area near the store’s other exit. She spotted the wine stealer in line, smiling into his phone. She frowned. What kind of man flirted with a stranger in the supermarket? On Christmas Eve? Especially when he had someone special a phone call away.

      Or…had he been flirting? Perhaps she’d read too much into the encounter. Could she be that lonely, still that wounded by what had happened with Ash that she’d latch onto a stranger’s friendliness like that?

      Katy’s phone jingled and she wrestled it out of her handbag. Caller ID showed a picture of her sister Maggie on her wedding day three years ago, swaddled in so many white flounces she looked like an escapee from a marshmallow factory.

      “Maggie, what’s wrong?” Katy said when she heard her sister’s listless voice. “You sound awful.”

      “I feel awful.”

      “Oh no. Don’t tell me⁠—”

      “Yeah. I’ve been attacked by gluten. Hold on.”

      A panicked shuffling, followed by the sound of retching. Katy winced. Her sister had been diagnosed with Celiac Disease several years ago, and she’d been extra careful with her diet since. But every so often gluten slipped into something she ate, making poor Maggie miserable, sometimes for days.

      “Sorry,” Maggie said, returning several seconds later. “Jackson came home from work yesterday with some Christmas cookies his coworker swore up and down were gluten free. They were not.” A pause as she cleared her throat. “I’m really out of it.”

      Katy had reached the register. Using her free hand, she moved her items from her cart to the belt. She picked up the cabernet and eyed it, tempted to abandon it on a nearby shelf with a Take that, wine stealer sniff of rejection. But she couldn’t, for some weird reason.

      “I’m sorry to hear you’re sick, Mags,” she said, adding the wine bottle to the rest of her purchases. “Want me to come hold your hair?”

      “That’s Jackson’s job. Why do you think I married him?” Maggie gave a wan laugh. “I need you for something more important. I’m too sick to work, and there’s a wedding tonight at Newell’s.”

      Newell’s was Newell-by-the-Sea, the seaside function facility where Maggie had been event manager since the place had opened four years ago.

      “A Christmas Eve wedding?” Katy said. “Romantic, but not very practical, weather-wise.” She glanced toward the store’s windows. Outside, snowflakes spit from the slate-gray sky, the appetizer before today’s predicted storm’s main course. “If you haven’t noticed, it’s snowing.”

      “I know, but what can I do? The bride’s a Christmas fanatic. She wanted Newell’s because it looks like a gingerbread house. She offered to pay double my fee and the rental fee to let her and her fiancé book the place for tonight. You know we’re closed in the winter, but if a couple wants to risk bad weather to get married on Christmas Eve, who am I to argue?” She took a deep breath, as if mustering her strength. “Anyway, it’s a small wedding, only eighty people, barely enough to fill the place. With my assistant in Aruba, I figured I could handle it alone. But those Christmas cookies had other ideas.”

      Murmuring her sympathy, Katy paid for her purchases, picked up her cloth bag, and moved toward the exit. She knew where her sister was going with this. “And you need me to fill in for you.”

      Maggie sighed. “I can’t leave the bride and groom high and dry. Plus, I talked Chris and Rudy into opening the place just for this wedding. If it flops because no one’s there to run the show, they won’t be too happy with me.”

      Katy doubted that. The guys who owned Newell’s adored Maggie. As they should. She’d helped to turn what had once been a run-down old mansion into what was fast becoming one of coastal Maine’s top functions venues.

      “One problem,” Katy said. “A big problem. I have no idea what to do.”

      “Sure you do. You’ve got plenty of experience. You’ve been helping to organize events for years.”

      “Yeah, meetings and presentations, product rollouts, stuff like that. Corporate events are nothing like a wedding. I have no experience in that area.”

      “Uh, yes you have,” Maggie said. “You were maid of honor at my wedding. You ran that event like a boss. The whole thing went off without a hitch.”

      Katy reached the door and stepped out into the cold, heading across the sprawling parking lot to her car. Snowflakes settled on her shoulders and the wind had picked up. “Wasn’t that difficult. You had your wedding planned down to the minute.”

      “I’ve got this wedding planned too. All you need to do is show up. I’ll pay you, of course. And I’ll send you my ops sheet. It has a detailed schedule for the event. You follow that and let the caterer do the rest.”

      Katy brightened. Her sister had said the magic word. Schedule. Detailed schedule. Maggie had been an event manager in training since she was a kid, scheduling playdates and Play-Doh activities like a seasoned pro. After their parents had died in a car crash, she’d turned her obsession with lists and planning into a way of life. So had Katy to a lesser extent. That was how they had coped. Life had yanked the rug out from under them too many times. They’d both learned to control what they could.

      “Do you promise everything’s planned?” Katy asked. “Nothing will go wrong?”

      “How could it go wrong with you on the job? Everything will be perfect.” She paused and Katy feared another celiac attack coming on before Maggie said, “Except…there are a couple things you need to know.”

      Uh-oh. Katy squeezed her phone and braced herself.

      “First, there’s Blaine Dillard,” Maggie said with a heavy sigh. “Blaine’s the caterer contracted for the wedding. He’s never worked a function at Newell’s. Chris and Rudy met him at a gallery opening he catered. They say his food’s amazing and recommended him for this wedding hoping he’ll love our kitchen and be eager to come back.”

      “I’ve seen the kitchen. That shouldn’t be a problem. Why do you sound all gloom and doom?”

      “Because Blaine’s a giant pain to work with. We’ve never met. We dealt with all the details through the phone. Not one of those conversations ended without us squabbling. He’s sarcastic and pushy and thinks he knows everything about everything.”

      “He sounds charming. Can’t wait to butt heads with Mr. Crankypants.”

      “Oh, but you’re much nicer than me, Katy. I bet you and Blaine will get along great. Just remember to do what you can to keep him happy. I’ll let him know to expect you in my place. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      Maggie sounded a tad doubtful on that score. She also sounded sick and miserable, so Katy hurried to finish so her sister could go crawl into bed. “Got it. Now, what’s the other thing I need to know?”

      Maggie paused again. “Well, I had the dickens of a time finding people to staff this event, so—” She cut off with another retching sound, then came back with a rushed, “Christmas cookies revenge. Gotta go. Will call when I can breathe again.”

      Maggie abruptly ended the call. Katy winced in deep sympathy for her poor sister. Her Christmas wouldn’t be very merry this year, thanks to a well-intentioned coworker’s carelessness.

      Tucking her phone into her coat pocket, Katy moved toward her car. What was that other thing Maggie had started to warn her about? Couldn’t be as bad as having to deal with a temperamental chef all day.

      She glanced down at her full shopping bag, at the reindeer cookies and the wine poking out of the top. So much for my pity party tonight. Once again, her plans had fallen through. But Maggie needed her and there was no question she would step in to help. With their parents gone, all they had was each other, except for great-aunt Florida, who lived in Florida, to Katy’s never-ending amusement.

      Sisters supported each other, were there for each other, no matter what.

      Only for Maggie would Katy agree to spend Christmas Eve stressing over bouquets and bridesmaids, herding guests and groomsmen, and smoothing a cranky chef’s ruffled feathers.
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        * * *

      

      Cole St. Onge swiped the Mistletoe wine over the price scanner, listening to his grandmother run down a long list of Christmas gifts she’d chosen for his cousins and their four million kids. He’d paid for his purchase and had neared the exit by the time she brought up her party tonight.

      “So, what time should I expect you?” she asked in her sweet voice, with a dash of a French-Canadian accent.

      He flinched. He’d been dreading that question. Dreading disappointing his grandmother with the news he wouldn’t be at her annual Christmas Eve bash. She looked forward to it all year. So did Cole, ever since he could remember. But tonight, he had to work and miss the fun. Miss seeing his parents, his sisters, and his cousins all gathered together. Miss playing Christmas Monopoly with his nieces and nephews and letting them win.

      Most of all, he’d miss seeing his grandmother in her element. Tottering around the house she’d lived in for over sixty years, wearing her sparkly Christmas sweater and yoga pants, a red bow in her platinum blonde hair, holding a whiskey and soda she never took more than a sip of, and bossing everyone around. She enjoyed the bossing around part best. At eighty-two, she figured she’d earned the right.

      About the only thing Cole wouldn’t miss was the question everyone would hurl at him. Now that he’d turned thirty, wasn’t it time he settled down? No one would utter the dreaded M word—marriage. They knew the word still stung, almost two years after Celia had abruptly cancelled their wedding. On the day of, with the guests crowded into the pews at St. Stephen’s, minutes before the organist cranked up “Here Comes the Bride.”

      Cole’s go-to reply to his relatives’ well-meaning nagging was he didn’t have the time for a relationship. Too busy working, saving money, making plans to open his own restaurant someday. The truth was more complicated. He’d gone on a few dates since Celia had dumped him, but no woman had sparked his interest enough to consider risking his heart again. He wasn’t ready to let someone new into his life.

      But…

      When he’d touched hands with a woman in the wine aisle, the feel of her warm, soft fingers against his had been electric. Twenty-six or twenty-seven and tall, with nice curves, she had dark auburn hair that fell over her shoulders, framing a heart-shaped face, turned-up nose, lush lips, and fair skin with a fresh glow his grandmother would call teint éclatant. And lively brown eyes that sparkled with intelligence and humor.

      He could’ve said excuse me, wrestled the wine away from her and left. But something kept him there. Maybe it was those eyes or simply that she’d laughed at his dorky jokes. Pity laughter, he figured, because…wine whisperer? Could he have dropped any line more idiotic? But she’d laughed and he had stayed, and he’d done something he hadn’t done in years.

      He flirted.

      “Yeah, about your party,” Cole said, gearing up. He’d delayed long enough. Time to get it over with. “I can’t make it tonight. There’s a wedding we’re catering, and I’ve got to work.”

      His grandmother tsk-tsked like a cricket on the hearth. “But Cole, you’ll miss my cookies, your favorite treat,” she said.

      “Don’t remind me.” Her shortbread cookies were the best, baked with skill and love and lots of pure Canadian maple syrup. She only made them at Christmas, and everyone in the family looked forward to them all year. Knowing his relatives, they would snap up every last cookie crumb tonight and he’d miss out completely.

      But he had no choice. His boss, Blaine Dillard, had contracted to cater a Christmas Eve wedding and if Cole wanted to keep his job, he had to go to work.

      “Look at the bright side,” he said. “Lily will be there in my place.” He’d dropped off his dog with his parents this morning, where she would be petted and pampered all day, and petted and pampered some more when Mom and Dad brought her to the party tonight.

      “I suppose she’s welcome, but she’s a poor substitute for my favorite grandson,” his grandmother teased.

      Cole laughed. He was her only grandson. “I’ll come see you first thing tomorrow, I promise. And save me a cookie. Love you. Merry Christmas, Mémé.” He said grandma in the French way, as she liked, and ended the call. He shoved his phone into his jeans pocket and stepped outside.

      Snow fell over a parking lot as crowded and chaotic as the store, with people and vehicles zooming in all directions. But Cole found the woman with the brown eyes right away. She wore jeans, a pink jacket that hugged her bottom, and ankle boots that looked more stylish than snowstorm durable. The wind ruffled her long hair as she hurried across the pavement, clutching her heavy shopping bag.

      Cole slowed, watching her stop to talk to a woman leading a stubby-legged dog on a leash. Someone had outfitted the poor mutt with a jingle bell collar and a pair of antlers so tall the dog nearly toppled over. Brown Eyes put down her bag on the snowy ground and squatted to pet the pup. She scratched behind its ears, making the dog’s tail wiggle wildly.

      Another point in her favor—she was a dog lover, like him.

      The opposite of Cole’s former fiancée, Celia. One of the first things he’d done after their breakup was to adopt Lily. Could’ve been an in-your-face to his runaway bride. Could’ve been because he was lonely. Whatever the reason, the minute Lily had nudged his hand with her head at the shelter, gazing up at him with loving eyes, he’d fallen. He’d taken her home that day.

      Brown Eyes stood, sending the dog and its human on their way, and continued on to a red Toyota Camry with an Adopt, Don’t Shop ASPCA sticker on the rear bumper. A voice deep inside Cole urged him to go after her. Why? He didn’t know. Maybe to apologize for stealing the wine? Because he was attracted to her? Or because he thought he’d felt something special spark between them?

      Cole ordered that voice to shut up. He wasn’t in the market for someone new. Besides, Brown Eyes had done a one-eighty after he’d grabbed the wine. From friendly to frosty. He hadn’t been too distracted by his phone call to notice that.

      Then she’d fled.

      He squared his shoulders and picked up his pace, glad his grandmother’s call had interrupted them. Glad he’d turned off the woman’s thousand-watt smile by stealing the wine. Wine he needed for today’s wedding. The beef would be a flop without it.

      And that was the main reason not to run after her. He had work to do. Let her think him a rude jerk and go on with her life.

      His phone erupted with Twisted Sister’s “We’re Not Gonna Take It.” Blaine Dillard’s ringtone. The perfect song for how Cole felt about his boss, owner of Dillard’s Catering, and how he mentally prepped himself for any conversation with the guy.

      Blaine no doubt wanted to harass him about one or another of the hundred details for this wedding Cole had already taken care of. He didn’t know how he’d done it, but he’d lasted longer than any other chef Blaine had ever hired. Way longer, nearly three years.

      Blaine had a Montana-sized ego he fed by insulting Cole, bullying the rest of the staff, and hitting on any woman with a beating pulse. He would’ve bailed long ago if Blaine didn’t pay him so well. He’d been socking away every penny for the restaurant he hoped to open someday. His ill-fated attempt at marriage had slammed the brakes on that dream. After paying off wedding expenses and buying out Celia’s half of their house, he’d ended up nearly broke.

      He’d started to build his savings again, so he was stuck working for Blaine and taking the man’s grief for the foreseeable future.

      Bracing for an earful of complaints, Cole dug his phone out of his pocket. “Yeah, Blaine, what’s up?” he said, all business.

      “I met a girl yesterday.”

      How was that breaking news? Blaine met a new woman nearly every week, each more gorgeous than the last. Each equally short term. “And?” Cole prodded.

      “One thing led to another and… I’m in Bennington.”

      Cole’s temper flared as hot and fast as a grease fire. Didn’t they have an event to cater in a couple hours? “Bennington? As in, Vermont?”

      “Yeah, Vermont,” Blaine said, as if Cole was completely dense. “I thought I could get back in time, but it’s snowing like a son of a bitch and all flights here are delayed. I need you to take over tonight. Think you can manage that?”

      Cole’s anger took a hike, replaced by excitement. Fly this wedding solo? Take charge of the event, without his boss around to belittle him and bully everyone else? Without Blaine to hog the credit for the recipes Cole had come up with? Without the guy hitting on bridesmaids when he was supposed to be helping out in the kitchen?

      Yes, please.

      “No problem. I got this,” Cole said, biting back his glee. “You focus on yourself and what you need to do.” He couldn’t resist that dig. Focusing on himself was what Blaine did best.

      “Yeah, cool.” Blaine sniffed. “One more thing, watch out for Newell’s event manager, Maggie Costa. She’s sure to give you a pain in the ass. I’ve never met her in person, and I don’t want to meet her. Talking on the phone with her was enough. She’s a real control freak.”

      “Pretty sure they’re all like that.” Cole had worked with a lot of wedding planners and banquet specialists over the years. They were uptight by nature, since they had to coordinate so many moving parts to keep the event running smoothly.

      Blaine snorted. “Maggie’s the worst I’ve ever encountered. She acts like nobody else but her knows what they’re doing.”

      Pot, meet kettle. And probably untrue in Maggie’s case. Blaine had a way of puffing himself up at everyone else’s expense. Cole would wait until he met the wedding planner before believing anything his boss said about her.

      “Point taken,” Cole said, anxious to end the call. “I’ll watch my step.”

      “Good. I’ll let Maggie know you’re in charge tonight—” Blaine cut off with a lewd chuckle as a woman on his end of the line called his name. “Look, I’ve got to go. Don’t screw this up.”

      A click and the line went dead. Cole stared at his phone, not quite sure what had just happened but glad it was over.

      The snow that had started as flurries an hour ago came down hard and heavy by the time he reached the company van at the far end of the parking lot. He’d better get a move on before the roads got slippery.

      He’d gotten up early to drop off Lily at his parents’ house, then headed to Dillard Catering’s home base to prep the food and supplies and load the van. Now with the wine, he had everything packed and ready to go. A quick stop at his house to shower and grab his uniform—his chef’s whites, as his coat was called, and his white hat, a toque blanc as his grandmother would call it—and he’d be on his way.

      He climbed into the van, buckled in, and steered toward the shopping plaza’s exit. He grinned. He was on his own today, for the first time in three years. This day would be a challenge, but without Blaine breathing down his neck every second, this day could also be fun.

      After Celia had left him at the altar with a knife in his gut and a wounded muskrat expression on his face, Cole had hated weddings with the fire of a thousand suns.

      But this wedding he was looking forward to.
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      Katy clenched her jaw as she steered her Camry up the winding, snow-coated hill toward Newell-by-the-Sea. The wind howled like an angry wolf and whipped the snow sideways across the road. Her windshield wipers thipped rapidly, struggling to clear the wet, sticky stuff from the glass.

      She aimed a curse at Lindsay Lathrop and Todd Gaines, the happy couple who’d decided to get married in the middle of a blizzard. If not for them, she would be home right now, snuggled under a blanket on her sofa, munching on cinnamon cookies. Sipping that Grinning Reindeer cabernet the wine stealer had insisted she buy, to see if it was as yummy as he’d claimed or just his standard pick-up line. Moping to her heart’s content.

      Instead, she crept along slick roads, braving a storm that had turned ugly. A stress knot the size of a melon squeezed the back of her neck. With Maggie incapacitated, her husband Jackson had dealt with sending all the details for today’s event. Katy had the battle plan for the wedding on her phone and she’d printed it out too, but a million and one worries clawed at her brain. The weather, keeping to the schedule, and especially the crabby caterer. He couldn’t have been happy when he’d heard Maggie was sick and sending her sister in her place. An amateur with no experience managing weddings.

      How could she possibly pull this off? She was nowhere near as good at this job as Maggie.

      Not very good at her own job either, if losing that promotion said anything about it. If only she’d spoken up more, made a stronger case for herself and all she had accomplished in her four years with the company. No, she had to stop kicking herself. The position had been Casey’s as soon as it had been posted. He was a stinker who knocked off early on Fridays and ate other people’s yogurts out of the fridge, but he was also the CFO’s son-in-law, so she never had a chance.

      Probably for the best. Her job had become stifling and tedious, all spreadsheets and paper-pushing rather than meeting people and running events, which she loved. A step up the corporate ladder had only promised more of the same dull routine.

      Katy peered out the windshield at the swirling snow. Perhaps the time had come to look for a new job. Definitely time to find a new place to live, since she’d just gotten notice she needed to be out of her apartment by April. Should she also…? Mr. Flirt’s dimples and tousled hair flashed into her mind. So did his expression when he’d taken that call. Well, she wasn’t quite sure it was time for her to move on in the romance department.

      A Portland DPW truck roared by, peppering Katy’s car with salt and sand. Her Camry shimmied and shook. She squeezed the steering wheel and held on tight. Stop stressing about your life, concentrate on the road. She’d worry about her worries later. They’d be there, scratching at the back of her mind like a persistent cat demanding to be let in.

      Finally, the pines thinned out and through the falling snow Katy saw Newell-by-the-Sea at the crest of the hill, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean.

      The bride had picked the perfect venue for a Christmas wedding, an oversized gingerbread house with tall, multi-paned windows framed by black shutters, a peaked roof, scalloped eaves, and gables at the corners. The function hall addition stuck out from the south side, a long one-story structure with a chimney at the far end. The hall must’ve been a ballroom at one time, where the nineteenth century gentleman farmer or ship’s captain who’d owned the estate had entertained.

      The building’s exterior was dressed up for Christmas. Snow-covered yew bushes that looked like big gumdrops dotted the front lawn, leafy green wreaths with crisp red bows hung between the windows, colorful Christmas lights twinkled along the eaves, and the roof glimmered with new-fallen snow.

      Katy’s spirits lifted and the knot in the back of her neck loosened a little. Now that she’d made it here in one piece, maybe the rest of the day would turn out fine.

      The snowplow hadn’t arrived yet and a blanket of snow covered the parking lot, making the entrance hard to find. She squinted
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