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          FROM US TO YOU!

        

      

    

    
      Last fall, Sophie, Juliet, and Rachael went to the coast to have a girls’ writing weekend. We did a 1000-piece jigsaw. We drank too much wine and ate lots of fancy cheese. We floated in the hot tub and looked up at the stars. We walked a massive dog named Nugget (Juliet’s) and a tiny dog named Dozy (Rachael’s). We laughed and cried together, as we always do. Someone may have put one of the others into an online dating app and immediately (and accidentally!) propositioned her son’s favorite teacher. (Oops.)

      And at some point, we had the idea to write a series of linked short holiday stories, all set in Rachael’s world of Darling Bay.

      See, we all know Darling Bay, even though it’s not exactly real. North of San Francisco, Darling Bay has the flavors of Bolinas and Bodega Bay and Gualala and Big Sur, all mashed up together. It’s a small village on the rugged northern coast, populated by people who fall in love often and well.

      Even though white Christmases are rare, they can happen in Darling Bay.

      Love, which isn’t rare there, happens a lot, especially when mistletoe and carols hang in the cool, foggy air.

      Please enjoy.

      love,

      Juliet,  Sophie, and Rachael
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        Click here to join Rachael’s reader’s group and never miss a love story.
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          BY JULIET BLACKWELL

        

      

    

    
      Addison couldn’t remember the last time she’d received an actual handwritten letter in the mail.

      It was almost Christmas, though, and among her circle of acquaintances were a few stalwarts who still sent holiday cards sheathed in bright red and green envelopes and sealed with stickers in the shape of wreathes and snowmen wearing scarves and top hats. Now and then Addison also received scribbled postcards from the loyal friends who had stuck with her all last year through what she liked to think of as “the year she found herself.” Others of her acquaintance—not without cause, she admitted—called last year “Addison’s year of selfishness.”

      But this wasn’t a Christmas card or a postcard—it was a genuine old-fashioned letter, a plain white business-size envelope with Addison’s name and address printed on the front in a spidery, shaky hand. In the left-hand corner was the sender’s name and address: Earl Pickett, 25 Abalone Lane, Darling Bay, California.

      Addison shifted her heavy bag higher on her right shoulder, gripping her briefcase—crammed with work to do tonight—tightly in her left hand as she shut and locked her mailbox in the lobby of the pre-war New York City building where she’d been subletting an apartment for the past year. The owner was returning soon, so Addison needed to move. But figuring that out would have to wait until she decided whether to accept the job offer in San Francisco, and she couldn’t decide that until her current New York employer made a counter-offer. Oh, how she prayed the firm would make a counter-offer.

      As much as she loved San Francisco, it was way too close to Darling Bay.

      The apartment building’s small elevator pinged its arrival, and she stepped in, pushed the button for her floor, ripped open the white envelope, and started to read.

      And just like that, her well-thought-out, meticulously-crafted holiday-avoidance plans fell apart.

      This would be her first holiday season apart from Dylan in four years, and Addison had been determined to create a new tradition. For the first time in her life, she would spend the holidays somewhere besides Darling Bay. Anywhere besides Darling Bay. Six months ago she had closed her eyes and stuck a pin into a map of the Caribbean. On the fourth try the pin landed in the Turks and Caicos. The name appealed to her, so she booked a resort vacation for one at a four-star hotel, went on a diet, and started shopping for bikinis. She intended to take a lot of photos with various handsome, scantily-dressed men and post them to social media, even though she never did that sort of thing, just so that anyone and everyone who saw them would know she was having the time of her life.

      Addison died a little inside, just thinking about it.

      Still, it was better than going home to Darling Bay, where memories lurked around every corner: the time Addie had first brought Dylan to the Golden Spike saloon where bar regular Norma had tricked him into buying her six drinks in a row. The time the aunties insisted on reading their tarot cards, Dylan sitting barefoot and cross-legged on the worn Turkish carpet, surrounded by candles, gamely feigning interest and cracking jokes, sneaking Addie secret glances, winning over the hearts of all four aunties. The magical little rental cottage behind Earl Pickett’s place, called Siren Song, which was a converted water tower. The main floor was the living room with a tiny kitchen and a small bathroom, complete with a claw-footed tub. A ladder near the bathroom led up to the loft, a large space that held nothing but a huge bed covered with the softest cream-colored comforter in the world, and topped by a patchwork quilt. The aunties had made the quilt for Earl Pickett decades ago, when he returned from the Korean War.

      Or…the time she drank way too much tequila and decided Dylan was flirting with her old high school nemesis, Vivian Engel, who was looking cute-as-a-button in a Santa’s Elf costume, and Addison had started dirty dancing with a firefighter named Smoke (who was gay, but Dylan hadn’t known that) and Dylan went ballistic and wound up starting a barroom brawl, during which he broke the bar back mirror, not to mention his arm.

      That was when Dylan, made clumsy by his new cast, had packed his bag and stormed out of the Siren Song into a chilly, misty night.

      Christmas Eve of last year.

      The elevator pinged, and the door slid open. Addison hurried down the hall and managed to get her key in the door of her apartment, dumped her bags on the kitchen counter, then re-read the letter:

      Dear Addie,

      If you’re reading this, it means I’ve moved on to the great beyond. Don’t be sad—I’m not. I’ve had a good run, and I’m ready.

      Anyway, on to more important issues. Such as your plans for Christmas.

      You didn’t make reservations this year, but of course I always keep Siren Song open for you over the holidays. I know your last trip here didn’t go so well –everyone’s still talking about it!—but I hope you’ll come back to Darling Bay for my memorial service. There will be a Very Important Announcement: the identity of the new Darling Bay Santa Claus! Wouldn’t want to miss that.

      And just in case you were wondering: Dylan’s band is playing in Cabo San Lucas over the holidays, so you don’t have to worry.

      I’ll see you on the other side, my dear.

      Love always, Earl

      He had enclosed a little charm, which Addison recognized as one of her Aunt Maisie’s talismans.

      Addison stroked the beaded leather talisman as she collapsed into a chair, blowing out a long breath. When Aunt Willa called to tell her of Earl’s passing last week, Addison had been saddened by the news but had not planned on flying cross-country to attend the memorial service. She needed to spend the holidays by herself, becoming accustomed to her new, non-Dylan normal, starting with a solo adventure to the Caribbean.

      Earl’s letter changed all that. She couldn’t very well refuse to attend a memorial when she had been personally invited by the guest of honor. Earl deserved better.

      And as long as Dylan wasn’t there, she could get through a few days in Darling Bay. She could make it through Christmas Sunday. She would do it for Earl.

      Dylan. Her stomach clenched. As usual when she thought of him, his face appeared in front of her: the five o’clock shadow, the strong chin, the little crinkles that had just started to develop at the corners of his dark, romantic eyes. They tilted downward at the edges, ever so slightly, giving him a whisper of vulnerability…

      Forget him, Addie, she told herself for the thousandth time in the last twelve months. You made your choice, and it was the right one. They wanted different things out of life. Dylan had been very clear: he wanted marriage, a home, a family, children. After years of touring with his band, he wanted to put down roots, to belong somewhere. Dylan would have been perfectly happy to settle in Darling Bay. Forever.

      But Addison had left Darling Bay at the age of seventeen to go to college in Chicago, running as far as she could from her hometown—and more importantly, from repeating the mistakes her mother had made. It had been just the two of them, ever since Addison’s father abandoned them. Stephanie did all the things mothers were supposed to do: she baked cupcakes for school birthday parties, never missed a Back To School Night or school play, attended Parent-Teacher Association meetings, packed nutritious lunches, ensured Addison did her homework and did it well.

      But her mother hated every minute of it, and Addison suffered because of it, only too aware that she was a major cause of her mother’s unhappiness. And her father’s unexplained abandonment was always there, lurking just beneath the surface of their interactions. Stephanie often warned Addison: Having children changes everything. You just watch. You lose your whole life, your sense of self.

      Their relationship improved when Addison got older and more independent, but the hurt she felt at her mother’s rejection and her father’s unexplained abandonment was always there, lurking just beneath the surface of their interactions. Still, Addison loved her mother, and when Stephanie got sick a few years back, Addison had decided to go to law school in San Francisco to be closer to her. So really, it was Stephanie’s fault that Addison had met Dylan.

      After graduating at the top of her class, Addison had been spending all day every day studying for the notoriously difficult bar exam. One evening she had packed up her computer and sheaf of notes and went to study at a pub on Mission Street because if she had to spend one more minute in her tiny apartment she was going to hurt somebody. The moment she walked in she spotted Dylan: leaning against the bar, wearing a dark leather jacket, he projected confidence and a bad attitude…but then there were those eyes.

      Dylan had become her good-time bad-boy. He was her reward for the long days and sleepless nights spent studying for the bar exam that would make her a full-fledged lawyer. The hours of work had paid off professionally: Addison passed the bar on her first try and was offered a junior associate position at a top-flight law firm in New York City, just as she had always dreamed.

      But as devoted as she was to her career, Addison wanted more. “All work and no play makes Addison a dull girl,” she would chant to herself as, every six weeks or so, she hopped on a plane to meet Dylan wherever his band was playing: New Orleans or St. Louis or Chicago or even Boise. For a few precious days Addison wasn’t a hardnosed, hard-driving attorney who spent her days prepping cases, reading piles of mind-numbing depositions and endless court decisions searching for precedents, and plotting arcane legal strategies. She was the guitar player’s girlfriend. She would watch from the wings as Dylan played, his long fingers on the struts, his hips thrust just so, radiating a masculine intensity…and after the gig they would return to the hotel in the wee small hours and make love the rest of the night. If they made it as far as the hotel room.

      And once a year, at Christmas, Addison and Dylan would visit Darling Bay to watch Earl, dressed up as Santa Claus, hand out gifts to the town’s excited children. They’d enjoy the hokey apple-bobbing and square dancing in the town square, all decked out with holiday decorations, and spend time with the aunties. When Addison was feeling brave enough, they would gather wildflowers to place on Stephanie’s grave in the small cemetery on a hill outside of town.

      Dylan was a parenthesis in Addison’s life. He represented dancing and music and glorious lovemaking, enlivening her otherwise dry, lawyerly existence. Dylan was…fun. But he wasn’t—couldn’t be—the one. How could she possibly show up to the firm’s charity balls and corporate events with a bad-boy rocker on her arm? What chance would she have for a partnership at the firm with someone like Dylan by her side?

      Besides, despite his protestations of eternal love for Addison, Dylan had replaced her in his life so fast it was downright insulting. Addison had seen the pictures on social media, those times when it was the middle of the night and she couldn’t sleep. He was everywhere: Dylan with his band, Dylan with his guitar, Dylan with the beautiful, blonde, hometown Vivian.

      Tears threatened, stinging the backs of Addison’s eyes.

      “What can’t be cured must be endured,” her mother used to say as she removed her apron and prepared to welcome Addison’s Brownie troop for a weenie roast in the backyard.

      Addison squared her shoulders, opened her ever-present notebook, and started a list.

      
        
          	
        Cancel hotel reservations
      

      	
        Change flight reservations
      

      	
        Re-pack for chilly weather
      

      	
        Buy presents for aunties
      

      	
        Find boyfriend
      

      

      

      Number 5 was by far the most important, Addison thought. Because there was no way, no way, she would arrive in Darling Bay without a gorgeous, oh-so-eligible, man on her arm.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan had received a letter, too. And he was stumped as to what to do about it.

      He adored everything about Darling Bay: from the briny, fishy scents that blew in off the bay, to the whiff of eucalyptus and pine needles from the gently sloping hills, it was everything he hadn’t even known he wanted until he saw it. Dylan had been raised in a transient, hardscrabble neighborhood of Houston, and when Addie first brought him to her little bayside hometown it was love at first sight: a picturesque small-town community where people looked out for each other that was still within reasonable driving distance of San Francisco. It was the kind of place a man could imagine settling down and raising a family.

      But thinking about Darling Bay put him in mind of Addie, and that put him into a blind rage.

      Because as quickly as Dylan had fallen in love with Darling Bay, he had fallen for Addie even faster.

      Dylan had been assigned the label of the “bad kid” in high school, the kind parents told their children not to associate with. He wasn’t sure why, exactly, and it had hurt. His reputation as a bad influence began about the time he fell in love with playing the guitar, and was solidified by a mean nicotine habit. He began hanging around outside the school gates after class, having a bit of a smoke, and the bad boy reputation soon followed. He wasn’t in a gang, didn’t break into houses or steal cars, didn’t pick on little kids, take drugs or get in fights. A regular Boy Scout, Dylan thought with a wry smile. But the deal was sealed when he joined a band and started driving a motorcycle because he couldn’t afford a car. Apparently it was a universal law that a cigarette-smoking, motorcycle-riding musician must be bad, and so suddenly Dylan was a bad boy.

      Which, it turned out, was total chick bait. He had grown up as the only boy with four sisters and a strong mother. He loved women. And now they had started to love him back.

      For years he traveled the country with his band, playing in dive bars as well as finer venues, meeting all kinds of people and having a whole lot of fun. And then he met Addison.

      She had walked into a pub where his band was playing on Mission Street, in San Francisco. He was killing time at the bar until the band was scheduled to play and noticed her immediately: she stuck out in the rather seedy establishment in her nylons and dark jacket over a straight skirt, her honey-colored hair tied up in a loose knot on her head, small gold hoop earrings, low-heeled shoes, a heavy-looking, battered messenger bag slung across her chest. All buttoned up, and buttoned down, her body language said “back off.” Their eyes met briefly, before she headed for a booth at the back the room.

      He watched her throughout the evening’s performance. She stayed in the booth huddled over a laptop and a bunch of papers, ignoring the increasingly raucous scene around her. Single minded. Focused. Every once in a while a strand of honey-brown hair escaped from her ponytail and she would tuck it behind her ear, oblivious to everyone and everything. The band was taking a break between sets when a drunk frat boy reeled over to her table and refused to leave her alone. So Dylan stepped in. Things ratcheted up quickly, and the drunk threw a punch. Dylan ducked it and punched back out of pure instinct. The man went down with a thud.

      In the movies this sort of thing looked easy. In reality Dylan’s hand exploded in pain, and all he could do was hope the man hadn’t hit his head hard enough to have seriously hurt himself.

      Luckily, the pub’s bartender, Stan, was a friend. Stan and Dylan got the drunk to his feet, checked him out, declared him more affected by the liquor than the fight, and sat him down with a bag of frozen peas for his eye and a cup of coffee for his sobriety.

      Someone tapped Dylan on the shoulder.

      Up close all he noticed were her big hazel eyes shot through with blue and brown, high cheekbones, lips too full and sensuous to allow her to be overlooked. She wasn’t model-beautiful, but there was something about her…. Dylan thought he caught a hint of subtle perfume, but perhaps it was his imagination: she looked like she smelled good.

      “Thank you for being my knight in shining armor,” she said with a crooked smile. She glanced at the ailing frat boy, still clutching the frozen peas. “Is he going to be all right?”

      “He might have a shiner tomorrow,” Dylan said. “But he’ll be fine.”

      “Good. He was a creep, but I’d hate to see him hurt. I was just about to leave, but could I buy you a drink to thank you?”

      “Sure, yeah. That’d be great.”

      “I’m betting you’re a scotch man. Single malt?”

      “Stan,” Dylan called out to the bartender. “This beautiful woman wants to buy me a single malt scotch. I think I’m in love.”

      “You oughtta marry that woman,” yelled Stan from down the bar.

      “Excellent suggestion,” said Dylan, and turned to Addison. “Woman, will you marry me? But first, tell me your name.”

      She laughed and held out her hand. “Addison McGee. And you are?”

      “Dylan Madison. It’s a pleasure.”

      He took her hand in his. As soon as their palms touched, an electric current ran through them. Their eyes met and held.

      “Dylan Madison?” said Addison, after a beat. Her voice was hoarse with…what was it? Simple attraction, or something more? An overwhelming and completely surprising sense of rightness, of magic, of…home. “Well, Dylan, I hate to say this but the wedding’s off.”

      “How so?”

      “Addison Madison? Seriously?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That was the first time Dylan asked Addie to marry him. It became a running joke throughout their relationship: “Woman, will you marry me?” he would say, often when she was annoyed with him, and they would laugh.

      Right up until the moment the proposal was no longer a joke.

      Last year, on Christmas Eve, in Darling Bay.

      “You want me to marry you?” Addie had gasped. “I mean…for real?”

      “Yes, for real,” Dylan had said, unsure how to interpret Addie’s look of shock. He was teetering on one knee, holding up a small black velvet box.

      She gaped at him.

      When Dylan had rehearsed the proposal scene in his mind, it had unfolded very differently. True, he was wearing his usual black leather jacket and jeans, and they were on a pier in Darling Bay’s harbor, still redolent of the day’s catch off the fishing boats. They had been on their way to dinner, and the sun was setting, turning the winter sky spectacular shades of orange and red, and it was Christmas Eve. It was their third Christmas together at Darling Bay, and though he had originally planned to pop the question after a romantic dinner, the moment had just seemed right.

      “But…I’m a lawyer,” Addie said. “A New York City lawyer.”

      “I know that. But surely you could find a position out here, maybe something in San Francisco? That way we could spend weekends in Darling Bay.”

      Addison couldn’t believe her ears. How could Dylan be asking her to marry him, for real? More than that, how could he be asking her to move back to Darling Bay? To marry him, to have children…to become a mother? To become her mother.

      Did he know her so little? Didn’t Dylan understand that he didn’t fit into the urbane, professional life she had envisioned for herself, had worked so hard to achieve?

      Still. The thought of losing Dylan was…impossible. She couldn’t just say no. Could she? It would be like losing a part of herself. The fun part of herself.

      So in the end, Addie didn’t answer. Instead she said, “I need a drink,” and headed for the saloon, a confused Dylan trailing behind. She took a seat at the bar and began pounding who knows how many shots of tequila –on an empty stomach, which was never a good idea.

      “So, you have an answer for me, woman?” He was trying to make his voice hold a joking tone, but she heard the seriousness underneath.

      She raised another finger to the bartender. “One more tequila, Nate? Thanks.”

      The situation went from bad to worse the moment Vivian arrived. If it was possible for high schoolers to have a bête noir, Vivian Engel was Addison’s. Vivian was everything Addison wasn’t: popular, a cheerleader, Junior Prom Princess, the lead in the school play. Addison, in comparison, had been the president of the Honor Society, and had missed the Junior Prom because she was babysitting the Meyers kids to earn money for her college applications. Graceful Vivian was a trained dancer and a natural athlete; Addison tended to trip a lot.

      On the evening Dylan proposed and meant it, Addison looked up over her tequila to see Vivian, in her adorable Santa’s Elf get-up, hanging on Dylan, whispering in his ear, her body pressed against his. She was so close to him she could have lifted her mouth to his, and Dylan didn’t even back up. Instead, his eyes danced as he looked down at her with a big smile. By morning, the entire town would know that the lovely and talented Vivian Engel had once again bested poor little book-smart Addison McGee.

      Addison slammed her glass down on the bar, marched up to Smoke the firefighter, and said, “C’mon, big guy. We’re going to dance.”

      She led Smoke onto the dance floor, the music changed to a slow dance, and Smoke wrapped his arms around her. She leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder. She and Smoke had known each other since kindergarten; they even went to the Senior Prom together because neither of them had a date.

      The slow dance was coming to an end when suddenly a hand landed on Smoke’s shoulder, spun him around, and hit him with such force –and surprise—that the big man was knocked to the ground.

      “What’s your problem, man?” Smoke demanded as he got up. Dylan swung again, and missed. Soon punches were flying, and an all-out brawl ensued. Addison couldn’t believe her eyes as Dylan—Dylan!—embarrassed her in front of the whole saloon.

      Much later that night, Dylan had stormed out of Siren Song with the velvet box in his pocket and a cast on his arm, and Addison had fled back to New York City with her broken, aching heart.

      And that had been that.
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        * * *

      

      “I need a boyfriend,” Addie said into the phone she clutched far too tightly against her ear.

      “Finally,” said her friend, Raquel, with a chuckle. “I’ve been telling you that for a year.”

      “Not a real boyfriend. A boy toy to accompany me to a command performance in Darling Bay.”

      “I thought you swore you were never going back there?”

      “I did. And I meant it. But I pretty much have to go. Earl Pickett passed away, but before he did he sent me a personal invitation to his memorial service.”

      There was a brief pause. “So let me get this straight: You’re pissed at this Earl fellow for messing up your holiday plans?”

      “No, of course not, it’s not that. But⁠—”

      “Addie, I say this as a friend: it’s time to get your head out of your own butt. A man died. It’s not all about you.”

      “I know, you’re right.” Until that moment Addison had pushed aside her feelings, afraid to confront the painful loss at Earl’s passing. It seemed unreal, somehow, that old Earl wouldn’t be there to greet her when she went home, standing on his doorstep, waving her into the warmth of his home, a fire roaring in the hearth, the muffled woof of his huge Great Dane named Gustavo.

      Addison felt a deep-down, strangely detached sort of devastation, the same emotion she’d been experiencing ever since she and Dylan broke up. It was all for the best, she kept telling herself. But she wasn’t buying it.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings,” Raquel said. “I blame New York City. You’ve been there too long. Why don’t you take that San Francisco job offer and come back to the Bay Area, where you belong? We miss you!”

      “I miss you, too,” Addison said with a pang. “But as great as San Francisco is, it’s just too close to Darling Bay. You’re right, though. Not about New York—the city is great—but about me. I have been a little…self-absorbed lately.” She paused. “Maybe a lot too self-absorbed lately.”

      “Remember how much you used to love volunteering? It might do you some good to get back out amongst those less fortunate.”

      “Hey, you should see the size of the check I cut last month for the Children’s Defense League.”

      “Money’s easy, if you have it. Time and heart are something else.”

      “True. Maybe I’ll start volunteering again in the New Year. Or get therapy. Or both. Right this moment, though, I have a more immediate problem. Help me?”

      “By finding you a fake boyfriend?”

      “Bingo. Nothing unseemly or illegal—just someone to put his arm around me during a visit to Darling Bay and act like my boyfriend so I don’t have to do this alone. I’ll pay, whatever it takes. Preferably someone good-looking, and charming and smart and sweet…or at least able to pretend to be those last two.”

      “Let’s see…”

      “Gay would be good.”

      “Attractive, intelligent, and good-natured. Not to mention without plans for the holidays. And maybe gay. Anything else? Maybe the ability to turn water into wine or pull a sword out of a stone?”

      “I know I’m asking a lot. But you’re my only chance. You know all those fascinating artists and intellectuals in San Francisco⁠—”

      “What makes you think I’m not saving them for myself?”

      “Because you’re happily married?”

      “Well, there is that. Hmm. Let me think…”

      Addison waited, fiddling with the talisman Earl had tucked into the letter he sent. She was almost certain it had been made by her aunt Maisie. The supple leather and slick beads felt reassuring under her fingertips.

      “One person comes to mind. James Culpepper. He’s in the middle of a breakup, himself, and is desperate for a distraction over the holidays. He’s a techie, but he⁠—”

      “Sounds perfect. Set us up?”

      And so she had.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until Addison found herself knocking on Earl’s big oak door, half expecting the old man to greet her with his hearty: Oh ho! It’s my favorite courting couple! that she thought to wonder who would answer now that Earl was gone. Gone. She still couldn’t make herself believe it was true.

      She heard Gustavo-the-dog’s deep woof.

      The door swung open.

      Dylan.

      Addison blinked, convinced she must be imagining him, seeing his features in the face of a stranger, as she frequently did. But this time the realism was stunning. He had aged in the time they had been apart: there were a few new grey hairs at his temple, the crinkles at the corners of his eyes were more pronounced—and more adorable—than before.

      “Addie.” His voice washed over her.

      As often as she envisioned him, his voice—his deep, velvety, caring voice—had never rung out with such clarity. It must be this place, she thought to herself. Why hadn’t she rented a cheap motel room in Bodega Bay and driven the half hour to the memorial service? Why had she decided to stay at Earl’s, in Darling Bay? In Siren Song cottage, no less, the magical place where she had once believed love to be real.

      “Addie?” Dylan repeated. “Everything all right?”

      “What the—?” Addie croaked, her voice scaling upward. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Dylan just smiled that funny little half-smile of his, his eyes never leaving Addie’s, gazing at her as he always had, confusion vying with fascination, as if trying to figure her out, as if she were endlessly enthralling.

      They stared at each other for a long moment, their eyes locked, surrounded by the tang of brine off the bay, the hoot of a faraway owl, the rustle of a small animal darting through the underbrush. Dylan’s strong, graceful, guitar-playing hand rested on Gustavo’s neck, stroking him absentmindedly, as the huge animal wagged his tail and crooned a hello, pleased to see Addison.

      “Hey there, big guy,” Addison murmured as she crouched down to hug Gustavo. The big dog wagged his tail, his reassuringly thick neck warm and soft, helping to ground her. She hadn’t thought of it before, but the poor pup had lost his Earl. Who would take care of him now?

      “Hi there!” James-the-fake-boyfriend joined them on the porch of Earl’s house. He set their luggage down and placed one hand on Addie’s shoulder, reaching out the other to shake Dylan’s hand in a “hale fellow, well met” gesture.

      “James Culpepper. Pleased to meet you,” he said cheerfully, then checked his phone.

      Addison had breathed a sigh of relief when she rendezvoused with her mystery date at the San Francisco Airport. She should have known Raquel would come through. James Culpepper was exactly what Addie ordered: tall, broad-shouldered, lean but well-muscled. His hair was a gleaming dark gold, and he was dressed in a deep blue cashmere sweater that matched his eyes, topped by a sport coat. He had greeted her with a warm smile, and the sweet hug he’d given her had made her hope Raquel had pulled off getting her a gay fake-boyfriend.

      Perfect, she thought. The photos of the two of them that she would post to social media would be perfect. Addison died a little more inside just thinking about it.

      Speaking of dying….

      When Dylan’s dark eyes shifted from her to James, Addie felt like he had snatched away a warm blanket, plunging her back into an icy world devoid of passion and love and…Dylan.

      “Nice to meet you,” James persisted, his hand still held out. Dylan hadn’t yet taken it. “I’m James Culpepper, Addie’s boyfriend. And you are…?”

      “Sorry,” Dylan said, a curtain descending over his features. Addie wondered if he felt that same sheet of ice. “I’m Dylan Madison. I hadn’t expected anyone this evening.”

      “What are you doing in Earl’s house?” Addie demanded.

      “I’m staying here for a few weeks.”

      “You’re staying here?”

      “Yes, I⁠—”

      “Wait, you’re staying here?” Addie interrupted before he could finish his sentence.

      James looked amused. “Aha, I’m a little late to the party, but should I assume you’re Dylan, as in the Dylan? The Dylan who broke my sweet Addison’s heart?”

      Dylan’s gaze once again met Addie’s. The soft, searching look had been replaced by something as dark and bitter as the French Roast coffee they used to savor while lolling in bed, not thirty feet from here, in the magical Siren Song cottage.

      “I think you’ve got that backwards, there, James,” Dylan said, as if saying the other man’s name hurt his tongue. “Addie broke my heart, not the other way around.”

      “I suppose that judgment is in the eye of the beholder, as they say,” James replied with a still-hearty voice. He was playing his role exactly as Addie had asked him to on the long drive to Darling Bay. So why did every word feel like a knife stabbing her in the heart?

      “I don’t understand,” Addison said. “I thought your band was playing in Cabo this weekend.”

      “They are,” Dylan replied. He offered no further explanation.

      “I just…I didn’t think you would be here,” Addison said.

      “Well, that makes two of us. Earl said you weren’t planning to come back for Christmas this year.”

      “Plans change. Anyway, what’s done is done,” Addison said, trying to regroup. “So, you’re staying in the front house?”

      “You don’t know?” Dylan asked.

      “Know what?”

      Dylan’s impossibly dreamy eyes flickered over to James, then back to Addison. “Why don’t we discuss the situation in the morning, over coffee. I imagine you’re both pretty tired.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” said James. “Could use some rest.”

      “What situation?” Addison said at the same time.

      “Let’s talk in the morning,” Dylan insisted.

      Addison did her best to unclench her jaw. She couldn’t believe Earl would lie to her to bring her back to Darling Bay—okay, he hadn’t lied, exactly, but he had apparently had some ulterior motive. And now she was standing here with hunky James’s hand resting on her shoulder, which was driving her nuts, and gorgeous Dylan was standing in front of her, in his white T-shirt and faded jeans, looking good enough to eat with a spoon.

      Driving her nuts in an entirely different way.

      “All right, fine,” said Addison. “I guess James and I will just go on back to Siren Song, then.”

      There was another long pause, another long gaze as Dylan seemed to assess first her, and then James. Then, with a brisk nod, Dylan reached around to the side of the door and snatched the Siren Song key off the hook.

      “I believe you know the way,” he said as he held the key out to her.

      “Of course,” she said, and he dropped the key in her open palm as though avoiding her touch.

      “Good night, Gustavo,” she said. “Nice to see you, big guy.”

      Before stepping off the porch Addison couldn’t resist one final dig at Dylan:

      “I hope you’re not headed over to the saloon to start yet another brawl.”

      Dylan grinned. “Only time I’m in bar fights is when you’re around.”

      “Hey, don’t blame me for your bad behavior,” she replied. “You’re the one who attacked poor Smoke last year.”

      “Funny you should mention that,” said Dylan, leaning against the doorjamb and crossing his arms over his chest. “Smoke has become a good friend.”

      Nerves danced along her skin. “Is that right? And just how long have you been in town?”

      “A few days. But I’ve visited a few times over the last year.” In fact, Dylan had come back to Darling Bay last New Year’s Eve to make amends for starting the brawl, paying for the mirror at the saloon and apologizing to Smoke. Smoke wasn’t one to hold a grudge, and had invited Dylan to go fishing the next day. Dylan took him up on the offer and had stayed in Earl’s spare room. The rock ’n’ roller and the elderly war veteran spent the evening sipping Earl’s favorite brandy and swapping stories by the fire. Since then Dylan had returned to Darling Bay regularly. He found comfort in the town’s slow pace, the friendly smiles, the memories of Addie, and helping Earl with his chores.

      “You seem to have made yourself at home,” Addison said, annoyed that Dylan seemed to have been accepted in the town, in her town.

      “What can I say? I’m a likeable guy. I make friends easily.” Then he added in a voice just above a murmur. “Unlike some people.”

      Addison let out a rude snort. “Yeah, I’ve seen the photos of you and Vivian. You two looked pretty friendly, indeed.”

      “You know, Addison,” James intervened, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I would love to get settled in for the evening. It’s late.”

      “Oh, I…of course,” said Addison, trying to mask her surprise at James’s touch. She kept forgetting about him. Dylan was all she could see. “Good night.”

      Dylan nodded, watched the couple walk away, and slowly shut the door.

      He turned to Gustavo. “So, who the hell is this ‘James’ person?”

      Gustavo looked up at him and wagged his tail.

      Dylan let out a long, harsh breath as he headed to the liquor cabinet to pour himself a drink. “Merry fricking Christmas to you, Madison. You poor, lovelorn, sucker.”

      Gustavo woofed his agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Walking into Siren Song was even worse than being greeted by Dylan instead of Earl, and Addison kicked herself for not staying somewhere else—even the cheapest motel room would have been better than this.

      The beautiful little place held too many memories of happiness, of love. She had the wrong man by her side as she took in the little gingham curtains, the tiny café table and coffee service set out on the small counter. The loveseat and comfy overstuffed armchair faced a large window, the grouping brought together by a large, blue-and-white braided oval rug. What had once felt so perfect, so right, now evoked a pervasive sense of wrongness that she couldn’t shake.

      “I need a drink,” Addison said. “How about you?”

      She was actively trying not to see, not to feel. All you have to do is make it through Sunday, Addison told herself. But even that simple goal was feeling less and less realistic.

      “Unless you’re packing some booze we’d have to go out,” James said as he set their bags inside the door. “I’m game if you are, but didn’t you tell me that caused trouble the last time you were here?”

      On the hour-long drive from the airport to Darling Bay, Addison had learned that James was an ex-startup guy, after selling his app, GreenYo, for approximately a zillion dollars. He had accepted her unorthodox offer to pretend to be her boyfriend for the weekend because he’d lost a bet with Raquel’s daughter. He said he liked a little adventure. James was nice and polite, if a bit distant, and as far as she could tell from their brief time together they didn’t have much in common. James also had a habit of obsessively checking and rechecking his cell phone. It was starting to annoy Addison, but under the circumstances she kept her mouth shut. James was doing her a huge favor, after all.

      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Addison said. She wasn’t in the mood to face the crowd at the saloon just yet, anyway. “A shower, then. I’m going to take a long, hot shower.”

      “Sounds good,” James said as he checked out the cottage’s amenities: the teensy closet, the bathroom with its white bead board and white porcelain fixtures, fluffy towels neatly stacked on the shelves. He climbed the ladder to peek at the loft.

      Addison felt suffocated by her clothes. She unbuttoned her wool blazer and silk shirt and unzipped her pencil skirt. James descended the ladder and halted abruptly on the last step, lifting his eyebrows.

      “Oh. Sorry. Forgot where I was,” Addison said, seeing his look. “If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll change in the bathroom.”

      “That might be for the best,” James said. “What do you want to do about the sleeping arrangements? I couldn’t help notice there’s only one bed.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “Um. Were we supposed to share, then?”

      “Would that bother you?” She asked, a bit surprised. She and Smoke once shared a tent on a camping trip in high school. What was the big deal?

      “It’s just…I suppose we could do the rolled-up towel thing, or something. Maybe hang a sheet, like in that old movie—It Happened One Night?”

      She stared at him, the truth sinking in. “But… I guess I assumed you were gay!” Addison protested, hastily pulling on her robe.

      “Why?”

      She waved a hand. “The cashmere…”

      “I like good clothes. Some straight men do.”

      “But you’ve seen me in my… altogethers!”

      James smiled. “Your what, now?”

      “That’s what my aunties call undergarments.”

      “Ah.”

      “And I was hoping to set you up with Smoke.”

      “Isn’t he your ex’s best friend?”

      “Well, obviously I didn’t realize that at the time. But at least he’s gay.”

      “I apologize for not being gay.”

      “It’s all right. Not your fault. Water under the bridge, and all that.” Addison’s mind was racing. Sharing a bed with a not-gay virtual stranger was not in her comfort zone. The love seat wasn’t nearly long enough to sleep on, but she could make up a pallet with the cushions and sleep on the floor. It was only for a few nights, after all. The important thing was that no one learn that she and James weren’t the couple she wanted everyone to believe they were.

      Another reason she had asked Raquel to find her a gay fake boyfriend was so she wouldn’t have to contend with hormones or expectations of intimacy. But as she watched James’s handsome face as he settled into the armchair and checked his cell phone, she realized: it didn’t matter that James was straight. He seemed like a decent guy, but he wasn’t Dylan.

      Stop it, Addison scolded herself. Dylan betrayed you, remember? First by not being what you need, then by walking away just like Dad did. Not to mention embarrassing you in front of everybody with the lovely Vivian. And the worst betrayal of all: he had moved on with his life while Addison was still dead inside.

      When she pulled out her toiletries bag, Auntie Maisie’s leather-and-bead talisman fell out onto the counter. Addison took a moment to stroke it, focusing on her breathing.

      Sunday, Addison reminded herself. All you have to do is make it through Sunday.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go to the Golden Spike Café for breakfast,” suggested Addison to James the next morning.

      Siren Song had a tiny kitchenette stocked with coffee and tea, and before Earl got sick he used to leave a basket of fresh baked goods at the door. But Addison was in a hurry to leave. Lingering in Siren Song with James, even if just for coffee, felt wrong.

      “Sounds good,” James said. He was wearing khakis and a different cashmere sweater, and looked fresh as a daisy after his night in the loft sleeping on the most comfortable bed in the world. Addison, on the other hand, was bleary-eyed from her makeshift accommodations. She stared at the contents of her suitcase, wondering what to wear. Her last-minute change of holiday plans hadn’t allowed time to shop for something more suitable to Darling Bay, and so she had mostly packed city clothes. She sighed and took out a nice black wool short skirt and matching jacket over a red silk knit shell, tights, and tall boots. She hurried into the bathroom to change.

      James continued, “But are you sure you’re okay sleeping on the floor? We could probably get a cot or something⁠—”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head as she emerged from the bathroom and grabbed her purse. They walked out of the cottage and into a damp, chilly morning. Their shoes rapped smartly on the wooden deck that connected Siren Song to Earl’s house and from there to the street. “Thanks. But word would get out, and that would defeat the whole purpose of your being here.”

      “Which is to make Dylan Madison jealous.”

      “Exactly. I mean, no! No, of course not. I didn’t even know Dylan was going to be here when I asked you to be my date.”

      “Okay. But then why am I here?”

      “I didn’t want to show up in town alone.”

      James gave her a sidelong glance as they walked up the road toward Darling Bay’s small Main Street. The air smelled of eucalyptus and salt. James checked his phone before sliding it into his pocket.

      “I might be overstepping my role as your fake boyfriend, Addison, but you’re a smart, independent woman. And these are your childhood friends and neighbors, aren’t they? Why do you feel you can’t come home without a man on your arm?”

      “Just…because,” she said.

      “But don’t⁠—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Addison said. “Just because, okay?”

      Because she was still mortified by what happened last year. Because she couldn’t bear to face the looks—not of anger, but of sympathy—that she knew she would encounter from the hometown folks. Because she couldn’t bear to think of herself in Darling Bay without Dylan by her side.

      And because Dylan had betrayed her.

      James nodded, and to change the subject—and to distract herself—Addison launched into her tour guide guise, pointing out the plaque commemorating the founding of Darling Bay, the Crab’s Claw and the bagel shop, the pier that stretched far out into the water with its wire Christmas tree sitting right out at the very end.

      James made appropriate, polite comments as they toured the small town before coming to a halt and saying “Coffee? Please?”

      “This way,” she laughed, and headed to the café.

      Addison took a deep breath as James reached for the door handle.

      “Ready?” he asked softly. “You can do this.”

      She nodded and they stepped into the lively restaurant.

      Conversations that had bubbled and swirled throughout the diner screeched to a halt. An excruciating silence descended as all and sundry turned to gape at Addison standing at the entrance with a strange man on her arm.

      Norma was on a stool, Bloody Mary in her left hand and what looked like some kind of spindle in her right. Lana Darling was sitting with her sister Adele in a booth, chatting and laughing as their other sister, Molly, spun past with the coffee pot. Tox and Coin, two of the firefighters from Station One, stood next to the cash register as Nikki handed them a white bag.

      Everyone stared.

      For a moment Addison felt once again the awkwardness of the child whose father had left her, the unwanted kid with the mother who did her duty with grim determination but would never hug her or make silly jokes like the other moms did. The straight-A nerd everyone in town complimented but secretly pitied, who walked around with her nose in a book because most of her friends were fictional.

      “Show ’em who’s boss, kid,” James murmured in her ear.

      Addison nodded. Why was she feeling this way? She wasn’t a lonely outcast anymore. She had worked hard and was an unqualified success: a hotshot New York lawyer who was at ease conversing with Wall Street’s doers and shakers at fundraising dinners and corporate shindigs. She lifted her chin, threw back her shoulders, and pasted a smile on her face.

      “Merry Christmas, everyone,” she said in a loud voice. “So nice to see you all! I’d like to introduce James Culpepper, my boyfriend.”

      A few people called out a greeting, while others sketched a wave or nodded. Things went back to normal, and Addison took a second to take it all in—this was home, after all. She’d grown up in and out of this place, and while it looked way better than it had when she was a kid—cleaner and brighter—it still retained its down-home charm. Overhead, colorful surfboards dangled from fisherman’s rope. Crab pots held extra coffee pots. The tables shone with use, as did the shiny wooden floor.

      “Good to see you, Addison,” said Molly Darling as Addison led James to an empty table by the window. “Merry Christmas.”

      “You sure do look like a New Yorker!” said Norma, taking in the expensive wool suit that made Addison stick out like a primrose among the poppies. “Like you should be getting out of a yellow cab. I took one of them once, right through the city. Fellow went about a hundred miles an hour and then refused to let me out till I laughed at one of his jokes.” She sucked down more of her Bloody Mary.

      “Hey, you! Have you seen your aunts yet?” asked Lana as they passed by,

      “Soon,” Addison said. Her heart sank as she realized that fooling the townsfolk was one thing but fooling the aunties was quite another. They would no doubt take one look at James and know something was off. Willa had The Eye, Maisie would try to use her pendulum on them, Clara would suggest a Tarot reading, and Minerva would insist on interpreting their tea leaves.

      This was going to be a disaster.

      All you have to do is make it through Sunday, Addison repeated what was quickly becoming her mantra. As if reading her mind, James squeezed her elbow and nodded encouragingly.

      They sat and the waitress, Nikki McMurtry, came over.

      “Happy holidays! Well, if it isn’t Addison McGee!” Nikki exclaimed as she poured coffee for them, blatantly checking out James from under long lashes.

      “And with such a nice-looking new boyfriend! What can I get ya, handsome?” she asked him with a wink.

      He gave her a slow, delicious smile. “Well now, seeing as how I’m new in town perhaps you could recommend something?”

      “A big boy like you, I’d go with the Monday Morning special. We call it that even though we offer it every day of the week. Hotcakes and eggs and bacon and sausage and homemade biscuits with jam. Hard to beat.”

      “Sounds great,” James agreed. “Monday Morning Special it is.”

      “And for you, Addison? Half a grapefruit or maybe some toast?”

      “I’ll have the special as well,” said Addison, though she never ate much for breakfast. Once in a while she did the New York City thing of grabbing a bagel and coffee to eat while walking to work, but usually breakfast was just a protein shake. But Addison was in a contrary mood, and Nikki’s assumption that she wouldn’t want a big breakfast annoyed her. Also, she wanted to get rid of Nikki quickly.

      Addison slapped her menu shut, grabbed James’s, and handed both over.

      “Okay, sure thing,” said Nikki, as she tucked the menus under her arm, made a note on her pad, and returned to the kitchen to place the order.

      “Addison,” James said softly. “It’s okay. You’re doing great. Try to relax. Hope you’re hungry.”

      Addison smiled. James was a nice man, she thought. Too bad he was the wrong man. On the ride to Bolinas she had tried to ask him about his own recent breakup, curious about why he had been open to her unorthodox proposition. But James had played his cards close to his chest, and since she hadn’t really felt like talking, either, the conversation hadn’t gone very far after getting down the basics of his role as fake boyfriend. He’d merely said he was just fine, thanks.

      “Hi, Addison, Merry Christmas! Have you seen the aunties yet?” Marsha Wiggins asked.

      “We’re going over there later today,” Addison replied. “Merry Christmas to you, too. Oh hey, do you know if Karen’s boutique is open? I didn’t have time to shop before I came; I need something more appropriate to wear, like jeans and a flannel shirt.”

      “No, sorry, honey. Karen’s out of town for the holiday, visiting her daughter and grandkids in Sacramento. You might be able to talk Sam into opening up for you, though.”

      Just then Dylan walked in. Addison cursed herself for giving away the menus, so she didn’t even have anything to hide behind.

      Coming to the café had been a mistake. She should have known better than to remain stationary for long. She was a sitting duck.

      Dylan crossed the café slowly, stopping to greet one person after another, shaking hands, wishing everyone a Merry Christmas and asking Norma about her sciatica. At long last—after Norma gave him many details—he reached their table.

      “Good morning,” Dylan said. “I trust you had a good night.”

      “Tell me something,” Addison said. “I grew up in this town, not you. How is it that you act as if you belong here?”

      “It’s a friendly place, Addie. Remember? You told me that the first time we came.”

      “It’s one thing to be friendly, quite another to treat the man who started a brawl in the saloon as if he’s the mayor or something.”

      Dylan grinned and took a seat at the table.

      “Excuse me,” said Addison, lifting her eyebrows. “I don’t recall inviting you to breakfast.”
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