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In memory of Writer Kitty


 


I can't believe our journey together has come to an end.


This is the last book we wrote together. It will always be special to me.


I hope I made you proud. 


You were the best writing buddy and you are missed every day. 


Thank you for letting me be your human. 


Love you forever…










  
  
About this book...




This snowy Christmas, there’s a new matchmaker on Bluestar Island, and she’s working on Project: Mistletoe… 

Carol Carmichael operates the refresh décor service at Turner Home Furnishings, but business has recently dropped off, putting her job in jeopardy. Misfortune strikes the island, and Bluestar’s annual ten-day Christmas celebration is moved to the new ballroom at the Brass Anchor Inn. Carol is asked to decorate the ballroom for the festivities. Could the high visibility of this project be exactly what she needs to keep her job? There's just one catch…working at the inn will put her in direct contact with the man who broke her heart.

Hotel manager Harvey Coleman is not feeling the holiday spirit. A health scare has him pulling back from life and those who care about him. But when Carol arrives at the inn, she turns his frown upside down with her sunny smiles. There’s no way she’ll give him a second chance…even if he wants one.

As Christmas approaches, a bit of matchmaking keeps their lives intertwined. Will the spirit of the season heal their hearts and a sprig of mistletoe give their love a second chance?

Includes a recipe for Carol’s Chai Spice Cookies!

Bluestar Island series:

Book 1: Love Blooms

Book 2: Harvest Dance

Book 3: A Lighthouse Café Christmas

Book 4: Rising Star

Book 5: Summer by the Beach

Book 6: Brass Anchor Inn

Book 7: Summer Refresh

Book 8: A Seaside Bookshop Christmas

Book 9: A Lighthouse Snapshot

Book 10: Inheriting Her Island House

Book 11: A Brass Anchor Inn Christmas

Book 12: Race to the Beach








  
  

Prologue


December  9th





She had a plan. 

But she needed a little help.

Josie Turner stepped up to the checkout counter of the Seaside Bookshop. It was owned by Melinda Coleman, who was not only a close friend but also her sister-in-law. The countertop was decorated with red garland and white twinkle lights. On one end stood the cash register, and on the other end was a small Christmas tree decked out with miniature ornaments. Josie leaned in closer to get a better look at one particular ornament: a penguin with a candy cane. It was so cute.

This all just went to prove what she already knew—she lacked the decorating gene. Sure, the inn was decorated, but it was the same old decorations they used year after year. There was nothing special to make anyone ooh and aah over. Luckily, the guests seemed content with her efforts.

There was no one there. “Melinda?”

“I’ll be right there.” Melinda’s voice came from the back of the bookshop.

“Okay. No rush.” Josie took the moment to look around the bookshop. 

Her friend definitely had a knack for decorating. The whole bookshop exuded the holiday spirit. She inhaled and got the slightest whiff of evergreen from the skinny Christmas tree in the reading area. A smile pulled at the corners of her lips.

“Sorry about that.” Melinda Coleman stepped out from the back room. Her abdomen was rounded with her first baby. “I was finishing inventorying the latest shipment of books.” She paused as she looked at Josie. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes… Um… No.” Josie sighed. “I don’t know.”

Melinda’s brows drew together. “It sounds like this conversation would be best held with a warm drink in hand.” She stepped out from behind the counter and headed over to the area for customers to relax and read a book. There were a couple of other people there. One young man appeared completely immersed in the book he was reading, and the other woman had in earbuds as she typed on her laptop. Neither paid them any attention.

“How are you and the baby doing?” Josie asked.

“Good. I just had a doctor’s appointment, and I was told everything is right on schedule.”

“That’s great. In no time at all, I’ll be babysitting for you.”

Melinda smiled as she moved to the coffee station. “What would you like? I can offer you coffee? Tea? Or hot chocolate?”

“Considering it’s snowing outside and I had coffee not so long ago, I’ll go with the hot chocolate.”

Once they had their drinks, they moved to a corner table. Melinda used a swizzle stick with a snowman at the top to stir her herbal tea. “What’s going on with you? I haven’t seen you much lately.”

Josie took a sip of the creamy, rich chocolate. She licked her lips. “Sorry. I’ve just been focused on getting ready for the holidays. By the way, you did an amazing job decorating this place.”

“Thank you, but I have a feeling you didn’t stop by just to talk about my holiday decorations.” Melinda knew her so well.

Josie wasn’t sure where to start with this conversation. She didn’t want her friend to think she was being meddlesome, even if that was exactly what she was about to do. But she couldn’t stand by without doing something to bring these two people together.

Josie sipped at the hot chocolate with extra mini marshmallows. She licked the froth from her lips. “How do you think your father is doing?”

Melinda shrugged. “Pretty good. He’s watching what he eats, taking his meds and going for walks. Why?”

Josie suddenly had the feeling this was a bad idea—a terrible idea. After all, what did she know about matchmaking? Still, the idea niggled at the back of her mind.

Melinda leaned forward. “Now you’re starting to worry me. Is there something I should know?”

Josie shook her head. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

“And yet I’m worried. So, please tell me.”

Josie inhaled a deep breath and released it. “Is he dating anyone?”

“No. Ever since my mother died, he’s said that part of his life is over. I tried to get him back out there, but he refuses.”

Josie worried the inside of her lip as she tried to decide what to tell her friend. “Before his heart attack, he found someone he was interested in.”

“I don’t know.” Melinda looked skeptical.

“He was asking me dating advice.”

Melinda’s eyes widened. “No way! Who?”

“My aunt. He seemed really nervous. And I think they started dating, but then his heart attack happened. I don’t think they’re still seeing each other.”

“I knew they were friends, but I didn’t know it was more than that.” Melinda shrugged. “Maybe it just didn’t work out.”

“I thought so at first, but I saw them the other day at the Lighthouse Cafe.”

“So, they’re seeing each other again?”

“By the awkwardness and distance between them, I don’t think so. There was a lot of tension between them.”

Melinda was quiet for a moment as she sipped her tea. “Why are you talking to me about this instead of your aunt?”

“Because I think those two have a lot of unfinished business.” It wasn’t until the words crossed her lips that she realized it might not have been the right thing to say to her friend. She didn’t know how Melinda felt about her father getting serious with anyone since her mother passed away. So, she decided to amend her response. “I just think they deserve a chance to see if they belong together. Right now, I think they’re finding excuses to stay apart.”

Melinda remained silent. Her brow crinkled, as though she were giving this idea some thought. Before she could respond, the bell above the front door jingled. Time was running out to convince her friend to help her with this bit of holiday matchmaking.

“Think about it,” Josie said. “They’re around the same age. They both know what it’s like to lose a spouse. And they both seem lonely.”

“I don’t know,” Melinda said. “What if this is a mistake? I don’t want my dad to get hurt.”

“And I don’t want my aunt to get hurt, but I’m telling you that there’s something between them.”

Melinda glanced over as more people entered the bookshop. “I don’t have much more time to talk. What do you have in mind?”

Josie leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Here’s what I think we should do...”








  
  

Chapter One


Two days later / Fourteen days before Christmas





Wee-oow. Wee-oow. 

Sirens had been going off all night and into the morning.

The wind howled while sleet clicked against the windows.

Carol Carmichael let out a yawn as she moved to her apartment window. Even though it was almost eight in the morning, the sky was still a dark gray. A winter storm had hovered over the island most of the night. 

According to the online weather report, it should pass by noon. Another gust of wind rattled the windows. Noon couldn’t come fast enough.

Buzz.

She reached for her phone and was surprised to find the caller was Kent Turner, her nephew and boss at Turner Home Furnishings. She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hey, Kent. Everything okay?”

“This storm is bad. My place is good and so is my parents’, but there are a lot of people that didn’t fare so well. I just called to let you know we’re not going to open the store today. I’m out on a call with the fire department, helping with the clean-up. Thankfully, there have been no major injuries with this storm.”

“I’ll cook some food for the volunteers and anyone else who needs a hot meal. Is there anything else I can do?” She knew that was one of the great things about living on Bluestar Island: in times of need, the residents came together to help each other.

“That sounds like plenty. I think people are gathering at the church.”

“Okay. I’ll be there shortly. And, Kent, be careful out there.”

“I will. You too.”

Carol set aside her phone and rushed to the kitchen cabinets. She threw them open, not sure what supplies she had on hand. Thankfully, she’d gone to the market earlier that week, so there was some food. She pulled out boxes and cans.

Even though she was in her late fifties, she didn’t have a family of her own. So, she didn’t have an excuse to cook very often. She missed spending time in the kitchen.

A few hours later, Carol had a macaroni and cheese casserole, baked rigatoni, and a tray of brownies. She made numerous trips to her golf cart to get everything loaded. After moving to Bluestar, it had taken her a long time to get used to no cars being allowed on the island. Instead, everyone commuted via golf carts, bikes, or by walking.

Luckily, the carts on the island came with doors and heaters. In fact, they not only came in numerous colors, but they also had many options available from upholstery to two or four doors. She had a four-door model to allow for hauling supplies for her job.

With all of the food secured in the backseat, she set off for the church. It had become a community hub while the community center was now acting as the temporary medical center until the construction of the new hospital was completed. In fact, they’d moved a number of the upcoming Christmas events to the church’s fellowship room.

Driving across town took much longer than she expected. The windshield wipers ran the whole time. Between the continued sleet and the tree limbs on the roadway, it was slow going. And in a couple of places, the power lines were down, causing traffic to turn around and take a detour. 

Bluestar was a mess, but it didn’t stop people from getting out to lend a helping hand. People were bundled up against the winter weather. Some held chainsaws to cut up the debris. Others were helping to direct traffic around the hazards. 

On her way to the church, Carol ended up going past the site of the new hospital. They had the red brick exterior constructed. The windows had been installed, and the roof was in place.

At the moment, it was dark inside, but she knew when the storm moved on, the workers would be back at it. They were supposed to be working on the interior of the hospital during the winter months. The building was huge, at least in Bluestar terms.

When she approached the intersection to turn onto the street where the church was located, she found flashing red lights. Oh no. The road was blocked off with emergency services yellow saw horses. 

She kept going until she found the first available parking spot so she wouldn’t have to carry the food very far. When she got out, she yanked up the hood on her red coat to help protect her from the bits of ice raining down on the island.

With the macaroni and cheese in hand, she set off back toward the church. It wasn’t the easiest to walk. The sidewalks were caked with snow and ice. Carol slipped a couple of times but was able to regain her balance before falling. She was grateful the island didn’t get these sorts of storms very often.

Even on foot, she couldn’t get close to the church. The building was roped off with yellow caution tape. She stopped and stared up at the building.

She gasped at the severe damage. A giant tree had fallen into the church. A large portion of the roof had been destroyed. Oh my! She couldn’t even imagine the extent of the damage to the interior.

After a moment, she turned away from the disheartening sight. She approached one of her nephews, Owen. He was the youngest of the Turner siblings. He looked so grown up in his firefighter’s uniform and helmet. My how time passed so quickly. It seemed like just yesterday when he was a teenager tinkering around in his parents’ garage, working on a boat motor.

When he glanced in her direction, a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. She smiled back. Even though it was a small town, they didn’t see each other that much, other than the family dinners at her sister’s house.

She stopped next to him and gestured toward the church. “Was anyone hurt?”

He shook his head. “Luckily there was no one in there.”

“That’s good news. Do you know where people are taking food?”

“Try the fire station.” He gave her a concerned look. “Is everything okay with you?”

She nodded. Owen had always been a sweet boy when he was younger. Quieter than his older brothers. Something told her he was always lost in his imagination. It was what made him so great at writing those digital games that so many people were so crazy about.

“You shouldn’t be out in this ice.” His voice held a note of concern.

“I’ll head home just as soon as I drop off the food.”

Someone called out to Owen and he had to go.

She took one more look at the church. It was such a shocking sight. She hoped everyone on the island was safe.


      [image: image-placeholder]They hadn’t had a bad storm like this in years.

Harvey Coleman stood by the door of the firehouse and stared out at the winter storm. Fire Chief Ethan Walker redirected him there after finding the church in ruins. When he’d arrived, there hadn’t been anyone around to set things up.

Luckily, he knew his way around the firehouse, as he used to be a firefighter. It had been many years ago. Most of the men on the island had volunteered at one point in their life. In a lot of families, it was a tradition. So, it wasn’t hard for him to find what he needed to transform the bays of the firehouse into a warming station. It would provide refuge for those without power and a dining hall for anyone who needed a hot meal, especially the hardworking volunteers.

Ethan told him to take advantage of the space and he did. There was space to eat and places to rest. When the trucks eventually returned from what appeared to be a long day of helping the community, they’d park outside.

No sooner had he set up some cots and the folding tables than the food started to arrive. He walked over to the buffet to rearrange the many dishes to make room for additional food that would inevitably show up.

As was common for Bluestar, there was more than enough food. No matter how he arranged the various dishes, there just wasn’t room for much more. If more food was delivered, he’d need to set up yet another table.

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the door opened. A whoosh of frigid air rushed inside. He turned his head to see Carol making her way inside. He paused. She was wearing a ruby-red coat and a snow-white scarf over her head. He’d always liked that coat on her. It made her look like a glamorous movie star. When she lowered the hood, he noticed her cheeks and nose were pink from the cold air. She still looked beautiful.

His first instinct was to rush to her side, but he hesitated. It was best he didn’t make a big deal out of her presence. She hadn’t taken it well when he’d ended things between them, not that he could blame her.

What is she doing out in this winter storm? With the ice and wind, it wasn’t safe being out and about.

It was only then that he noticed she was holding a large casserole dish. And yet more food. He was going to have to contact his daughter, Melinda, and have her post on the community social media that there was food for everyone.

Still, the dish looked heavy for her. It would be reasonable that he would assist her. After all, he would lend a hand to anyone else.

The last time they’d spoken, it hadn’t gone well. But with the island being under a state of emergency, they needed to set aside their problems. This wasn’t about them. This was about helping their friends and neighbors.

In measured steps, he made his way to the doorway. In his friendliest tone, he said, “Let me take that for you.”

Carol hesitated. “Oh. Uh… Sure.” She relinquished the dish. “I need to get more out of my cart.”

More? “I can get it for you.”

He carried the casserole dish that smelled of tomatoes, garlic, and oregano over to the table. His mouth watered. The one thing he remembered about Carol was that she was a talented cook. He missed her cooking. It was only one of the many things he missed about her.

He halted his meandering thoughts as he placed the dish in the only open spot on the table. “I’ll go get the other food, and then I’ll set up another table.”

Her eyes widened when she saw the tables. “It looks like you have a lot of food.”

He nodded. “The food keeps coming.”

Worry lines creased between her brows. “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this.”

He didn’t want her to feel that her efforts weren’t appreciated. “It’s almost lunchtime. I’m sure the people will descend upon here any time now with huge appetites.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She continued to stare at the various dishes. “Oh. And you have coffee too.”

He nodded. “I found a couple of large coffee makers in the kitchen. I thought people would need the warmth and caffeine. It’s going to be a long day.” He pointed over his shoulder to the refreshment table. “Help yourself. I’ll just go get the other dish.”

“Actually, there are two more dishes. The mac-n-cheese is in a slow cooker to keep it warm, and then there’s a couple of batches of brownies.”

He turned and headed outside. It wasn’t so long ago that he’d be out there cutting up fallen trees and hauling away the debris. After his heart attack, he left the heavy lifting to the younger guys. These days he was more cautious and tended to the food for the people who were dealing with the storm debris.

When he returned, he noticed that Carol was unusually quiet. He wasn’t sure what to say to break the awkward silence or if he should even try. When she at last asked if there was anything she could do, he gently turned down her offer. She made a hasty exit. He wanted to ask her to stick around. She could help him with the food, but he knew it wasn’t a good idea. Nothing good would come of them spending too much time together—even if he wished their circumstances could be different.








  
  

Chapter Two


Thirteen days before Christmas





“White Christmas” played softly on the speaker system. 

This was the best time of the year.

Thursday morning, Carol sat in her office at Turner Home Furnishings and hummed along with the song. Her computer was on, and she was staring at her calendar or rather worrying about its emptiness. Business had started to dwindle off before Thanksgiving. Now her workload was practically non-existent, except for a few small jobs here and there. And she was worried.

After her husband of more than thirty years passed on, she’d moved from Ohio to Bluestar Island to be closer to some of her family. She thought it would help fill the gaping hole in her heart. And it had in a way. But now as she rebuilt her life, she felt as though she were still missing something. Maybe she needed to adopt a cat.

Her contemplation was interrupted by a knock at her office door. She glanced up to see her beautiful niece standing there. “Hey, Josie. What brings you by?”

Josie smiled at her aunt as she moved toward one of the two chairs in front of Carol’s desk. She sat down. “I don’t know if you heard, but since the church was damaged during the storm, the town is in need of a new place to hold some of the holiday festivities.”

Carol nodded her head. “I saw the church. It’s just awful what happened. I don’t know what the town’s going to do for the holidays but there’s no way they can use the church.”

“Agreed. And that’s why the mayor approached me about hosting some of the events at the inn. However, in order to do that, I’m going to need your help.” Josie’s eyes pleaded with her.

“You know I’m always here to help you.” The response was automatic, and it wasn’t until it was spoken that she felt as though she should have gotten all of the details before volunteering herself. “What exactly do you have in mind?”

“Don’t look so worried.” Josie sent her a reassuring smile. “This is within your area of expertise.”

Carol was still hesitant. “And what would that be?”

“I was hoping you could work some of your magic and turn the inn into some sort of Christmas wonderland.”

“But why? You’ve already done a beautiful job decorating the place.”

Josie waved away the compliment. “I do the same thing every year, just like the prior owner. Sandra Barton was wonderful, but she got stuck in a rut, doing the same things year after year. I don’t want that to happen to me. I want to step it up this year—make it extra special.”

“And you think I can do that?”

Josie nodded. “I do.”

The idea of decorating the inn sounded like a fun, yet challenging project. An image of the lobby flashed in her mind. There were so many possibilities.

In the next breath, reality came crashing in on her. The inn was Harvey’s domain. He had been the manager for years. She was certain he wouldn’t appreciate her presence. And she wasn’t so sure she wanted to endure his company either. After all, he’d dumped her. It had been so abrupt that she hadn’t even seen it coming.

It was best she kept her distance. She just hoped her niece would understand. “I’m sorry, Josie, but I don’t think I can do something like that in such a short amount of time.”

Josie looked crestfallen. “Are you sure? I know this is short notice, but I can pay you extra.”

She’d give Josie an A for effort. “How does Lane feel about this?”

Lane was Josie’s business partner plus they were newlyweds. Carol’s only hope of getting out of this tactfully was if Lane was opposed to her decorating the inn. But would he even care?

Josie momentarily hesitated, as though surprised by the question. “Well, I didn’t exactly run it past him. He’s been dealing with some business problems. And I didn’t want to lay this on him too.”

“So, what you’re saying is that taking on the responsibility for hosting the holiday festivities is all on you?”

Josie nodded. “Now you understand. The town has been through a lot this year, and I just want to give them a place where they can come and celebrate together.”

Carol was still adjusting to just how close-knit this town was. It was like one great big family that squabbled but always came together when one of them was in need. It was something very special and rare.

Maybe she could help her niece without running into Harvey very much. After all, it wasn’t like they would have to talk, much less work together. In fact, maybe she could arrange her work schedule at the inn to miss him as much as possible.

“Please say you’ll do it.” Josie’s eyes pleaded with her.

How could she resist her? It was just like when Josie was a little girl and they would go shopping. Josie would see a toy that she just had to have. Carol was always a softie and would get it for her while Josie’s mother would just shake her head. It appeared she was still a pushover.

“Okay, Josie. I’ll do a holiday refresh at the inn. Do you have anything special in mind?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” She reached into her over-sized purse and pulled out a digital tablet. “I made some notes...”
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