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The Magic of Mistletoe

 

Debra Fisk

 


About the Book

 

The last thing Christie Winters has time to deal with during the Christmas rush at her store, the Vermont Sugar Shack, is her mother’s impulsive wedding to a younger man she met on vacation. Determined to end their two-week romance, she flies to Florida. But before she can convince her mother to call off the wedding, an unexpected kiss and the tropical holiday wonder of Barefoot Bay begin to change Christie’s cynical beliefs about romance. 

 

Chase Barrington would do anything for Troy Hughes, his best pal since childhood, even stand up as best man, despite his own skeptical views on marriage. When he discovers Troy’s fiancée is several years older and they’ve only known each other a few days, he knows he has to change Troy’s mind before he makes the biggest mistake of his life. An impulsive moment with a tall, beautiful blonde under the mistletoe changes everything—just not the way Chase had planned.

 

Can the magic of mistletoe inspire a cynic and a skeptic to believe in the reality of love?


A Message from Roxanne St. Claire

 

Dear Reader,

 

Welcome to Barefoot Bay Kindle World, a place for authors to write their own stories set in the tropical paradise that I created!  For these books, I have only provided the setting of Mimosa Key and a cast of characters from my popular Barefoot Bay series.  That’s it! I haven’t contributed to the plotting, writing, or editing of The Magic of Mistletoe.  This book is entirely the work of Debra Fisk, an author and dear friend who is no stranger to Barefoot Bay. 

 

What could be better than Christmas on the beach? A Christmas wedding on the beach! When two strangers arrive in Barefoot Bay for the same wedding and with the same goal – to stop the mismatch before it happens – it only takes a little magic for them to realize how wrong they are about marriage…and how right they are for each other. 

 

Roxanne St. Claire

 

P.S. If you love this island paradise, be sure to pick up one eighteen titles I’ve written set in Barefoot Bay. And there are more than sixty novellas in the Barefoot Bay Kindle World penned by other authors in the same setting. Come for a short visit or lose yourself on the beautiful beach and fall in love over and over again! All the books are listed at www.roxannestclaire.com.


Dedication

 

For my grandmother Alma. 

I treasure our conversations and your wisdom. 

I love you so.

 

 


Chapter One

 

Christie Winters stood and gazed out the window of her office at the snow falling on the pretty downtown street. The town was trimmed in green garlands, red bows and lights for Christmas, but all she could see was numbers.

She turned back to the report on the desk in front of her. “Sales increased forty-seven percent compared with this time last year. When you think of how far we’ve come since my father passed—well, let’s just say I think he would be proud.”

She dabbed a tear forming in the corner of her eye, leaned over the desk and reached for a tissue. She gave it a quick yank. The tissue popped free, while the box hit the floor. Her cousin Libby looked up at her with concern.

“I learned from the master.” Christie turned to the portrait of her father, John Winters—rugged chin, chestnut hair with light eyes. There was a kindness that showed in his features; the artist had captured the very essence of the man she admired and missed. 

“Ten years and his presence still vibrates in this very office.” Most of the decor had remained intact, as if he would return to work in the morning. But the Vermont Sugar Shack had survived, even thrived, as time went on under Christie’s management. 

The office—his office—was filled with rich dark woods, photographs of the two of them together and the history of their family business. Her eyes filled with tears as she stared at her favorite picture on the wall of her father tapping maple trees as a small boy. She sighed. This meeting with Libby Anderson was lasting longer than anticipated, and the list of things she needed to do was growing by the minute. 

“Our hard work is paying off.” Christie smiled at Libby, who had relocated to their small town of Waterbury, Vermont, and joined the family business. The maple syrup and honey industries were on the rise with the national health movement to return back to nature. “Naturally made” was the slogan most of the local sugarhouses used. Why not capitalize on the free advertising?

Libby paused from taking notes, tapped her phone screen, then pulled up a document. “And the two retail accounts you landed last summer have just doubled their latest order!” she squealed with a wide, pink-lipped grin. Her blue eyes twinkled with excitement. 

“Really? We need to increase production to meet the demand in the upcoming season.” Christie had worked hard to gain the trust of two major retail chains in the northeast, with the prospect of a national ad campaign.

December in Vermont was when products flew off store shelves, depleting company storage until the next maple syrup season at the beginning of the year. Honey production lasted a little bit longer, and with orders doubling, they were going to have to expand the processing and packaging plant much sooner than anticipated. 

“There’s so much work to be done,” Christie continued. “It looks like I can’t afford to take off a day from now until January.”

Libby raised her eyebrows. “You’re not planning on working during Christmas, are you?”

Frowning, Christie responded slowly, “Yes, I’m going to have to. The Vermont Sugar Shack is my responsibility. I can’t ask my employees to work on a holiday.” 

Maintaining the Vermont Sugar Shack and her father’s reputation was at stake with these new orders.

By taking full responsibility for the family business, she allowed her mother, Barbara, to enjoy her semi-retirement. Right now her mother was spending two fabulous weeks in Barefoot Bay at the Casa Blanca Resort & Spa with her Aunt Fiona, enjoying a few weeks of well-deserved Florida sunshine and a full pampering with spa treatments. 

“I think you need a break to recharge,” Libby said. “I mean, after this batch of last orders has shipped, there’s no need for you to work over the holidays. Live a little, maybe pick up a bottle of your favorite dessert wine.” 

Oh, Black Ice. She could use a glass right now, or maybe she’d drink the entire bottle. “I appreciate what you are saying, but things haven’t been the same since I lost my father.” Or Justin. Her lying, cheating fiancé. A sick knot formed in the pit of her stomach. She squelched that painful memory and refused to entertain any thoughts of that louse now. There was no time in her life for that. Besides, that was years ago. “My mother and I will share a Christmas breakfast, then I’ll be back to work. I can’t afford to miss a day.”

“We could hire more help,” Libby suggested, making her way over to the Keurig in the corner of the room. “Do you need a refill?”

“Please!” Her cell phone buzzed. Christie looked at the screen. A picture of her mother flashed up, and she answered. “Hi, Mom, how’s your vacation go—”

“Hi, honey, I have a surprise for you,” her mother cooed. 

Ugh. “Mom, you know how I hate surprises.” And it had been that way ever since she was a child when her parents had thrown her a surprise party for her tenth birthday. Which turned out to be a disaster. 

Barbara Winters sang into the phone, “I’m getting married!” 

Christie’s mind screeched to a halt at the words getting married. Her mother continued to speak, but the words didn’t register. Did she say getting married? No. Impossible. Christie’s stomach ached like she’d been punched a few times. 

“Excuse me. Did you say married?” She pressed, “How? You’re not even dating anyone.” This had to be some sort of prank. “Have you been out in the sun too long?” She glanced at the calendar. “You’ve been there, what—all of ten days! Who is this person?” And why did he want to marry her mother?

“Married?” Libby handed Christie a cup of coffee and sat back down. “Aunt Barbara’s getting remarried? Wow.” 

Christie fired a keep-quiet glance in Libby’s direction. Her mother never mentioned she was lonely. How could she replace her father? Ten years was a long time, but Barbara Winters said she’d never marry again, and Christie never gave it a second thought. She never even hinted she wanted to date. When her mother returned from Florida, she would talk her out of it. She put her cell phone on speaker and set it down on the desktop.

“His name is Troy, and he’s ten years younger than me.” Her mother carried on like a giddy schoolgirl. “We met under the mistletoe, and it was magic.” 

“You’re joking, right?” 

Sickening. 

Christie’s head was spinning, and the center of her back ached from the tension of holding her breath. Breathe—breathe deep. She hoped the stabbing pain would subside as she exhaled. 

“Have you been drinking?” It was a little early in the day for that, but hey, her mother was on vacation with Aunt Fiona. Libby’s mother was known to enjoy her morning cocktails on occasion. 

Her mother laughed. “No, silly.”

Christie tried to pacify her. “Mother, when you get back we can talk about it.” Clearly, her mother had had too much sun or mimosas at breakfast, or both. 

“Christie, you don’t understand—I’m getting married next week—here at Barefoot Bay. How soon do you think you can fly down?” 

Never!

“Ugh, next week? What’s the rush?” Christie’s mouth went dry, and a bad taste formed in her mouth. She reached for her coffee. Her brain kicked into full throttle. With a spontaneous trip in her future, the window of opportunity evaporated for her expansion plans in an already overloaded schedule. 

“Wait until you meet him, honey. It’s all magically fallen into place. Casa Blanca is the perfect location for a wedding. Why—”

Christie pressed her eyes shut. Please don’t say it. Please don’t say it.

Her mother continued, “If you ever decide to marry, this is the perfect location for your wedding.” 

Ugh, she said it. Christie rolled her eyes at Libby and pursed her lips. “It’s not like I’m rejecting offers, mother. I’m far too busy—marriage isn’t even remotely on my radar.” Justin had made sure of that. Anyway, how could it be? Twelve hours day, seven days a week doing the job of three people because she didn’t want to turn over some of the responsibilities to someone else. Someone who didn’t have their heart invested in the company would only make mistakes or cut down on quality. No way.

“Wait until you sink your toes into the white sandy beach, then dive in the turquoise water,” her mother chuckled, “or take a stroll about the resort and admire the manicured grounds. It rejuvenates your spirit. I feel like a new woman.” 

Maybe it was too much of Libby’s coffee, the side effect of the caffeine, but her hands trembled while she listened. Life had a way of throwing curveballs when you least expected it. “To be honest, I wanted you to feel like a new woman, not turn into one myself.” The words came out a bit sharper than intended.

The laughter was gone, replaced by a moment of awkward silence. “This doesn’t mean I love your father’s memory any less.” She lowered her voice. “It’s just different—a way to pass the second phase of my life.” Her mother’s cheerful tone was replaced by a hollow sadness.

Christie’s shoulders slumped. She regretted her harsh words. “I’m sorry. You have to admit this is a bit of a shock, and I’m tired, overworked. Sales have skyrocketed. Libby and I can barely keep up.”

“It’s true, Aunt Barbara,” Libby yelled at full volume, even though she was sitting in the chair across from Christie. She opened a tin of shortbread cookies that rested on the corner of the desk, offered one to Christie and whispered, “You need some sugar to help make your words a little sweeter.”

“Thank you, Libby—feed your cousin a few of them. Christie, I want you to meet Troy before the wedding so we can spend some quality time together, you know, before we officially become family. The best man is arriving soon, and of course, you’re my maid of honor.” Her mother had switched off the loving tone she used with Libby and turned on her business voice. 

A family? Things were becoming stranger by the minute. She wasn’t a little girl in search of the security of a family unit. At thirty-two, she wasn’t interested in the whole family thing, really. No husband, and certainly not children. She could barely manage to find an occasional date. To be honest, she didn’t want to. Running the Vermont Sugar Shack filled her days 24/7. She didn’t want to complicate her life with a relationship. 

“I’m drowning in work. Orders are piling up. I’ll email you. I gotta go. Love you, Mom. Bye.” She tapped the screen and disconnected before her mother had a chance to protest, turning her attention to Libby. “Your mother didn’t mention a thing about this?”

Libby shook her head. “No.”

Christie flung herself back in her high-backed leather chair. “Real nice. I’m stunned. Mom never mentioned she met someone or was dating, let alone getting married, when I spoke to her a few days ago. I don’t understand. What’s the rush?”

“What are you going to do?” Libby questioned. “I mean, we have orders, and the new advertising campaigns kick in next week—I expect an explosion in sales then—but you have to go to Florida for the wedding.” 

Christie bolted up out of the chair. “What I need to do is stop this wedding.” 

“Stop the wedding?” 

“Exactly! I’m going to fly down tomorrow, check into a private villa like the one I booked for my mother at Casa Blanca, and spy on them.”

“You’re doing what? Are you crazy?” Libby knitted her eyebrows together and twirled a piece of her auburn hair.

“Just for a few days, then I’ll announce I arrived to surprise them.” As she spoke it out loud, the ridiculousness level seemed off the charts, but desperation had set in, and rationality had vacated the building. “I’ll get there, talk some sense into my mother and be back before the new ad campaign.” Life might have thrown her a curveball, but Christie could hit it right out of the park.

“There goes my trip to a tropical climate.” Libby frowned.

Christie spun around in her seat, her fingers moved like lightning along the keyboard, and in minutes, a rental car and flight were booked. She breathed a sigh of relief. If her plan went well, she’d stop her mother from making the biggest mistake of her life. 

 


Chapter Two

 

Chase Barrington was on a rescue mission for a man who wasn’t aware he needed to be saved. He arrived in Barefoot Bay after midnight to prevent a college buddy from making the biggest mistake of his life. Getting married to a woman who had a kid was not in either of the life plans they had laid out in college. Marriage was for the type of guy who needed a woman on his arm to make him feel like a real man. Not Chase. He didn’t need anyone. He could take care of himself. He didn’t need a doting wife or a high-maintenance woman. Relationships were a lot of work—hard work—and Chase wondered what this woman could have done to influence his friend to take on an instant family. He’d shot his friend a text, On my way, and now he was here at Casa Blanca, about to prevent a tragedy. 

He’d checked in late last night and had a nice view of the Gulf of Mexico from his room on the top floor of the main building. Before dawn, he jogged along the beach, refreshed, since the weather had been colder than usual back home in New Hampshire this season. Chase could get used to this real easy, at least in the winter. The summer had to be a scorcher. After all, Barrington Winery was practically running itself these days. He deserved a little time off now and then. 

He showered, changed and had a quick breakfast of a croissant and coffee before taking a stroll through the decorated lobby. The owners had spared no expense. Someone really liked, correction, loved Christmas. The lobby had a beautiful Fraser fir decorated with translucent ribbon the color of the ocean, white strands of pearls, seashell ornaments, and clear, blown-glass teardrops with metallic pearl glitter that looked like snow suspended inside. There was a large, plush sea turtle wearing a Santa hat resting underneath the tree with his fin on a sign that read, “Merry Christmas.” And dangling in every archway was mistletoe. 

He was about to leave when he turned and noticed a tall, willowy blonde standing directly under a full, round bunch of mistletoe with a large red bow on top. 

She was dressed like she’d dropped in from the North Pole: black boots, black leggings, lavender turtleneck, purple down vest with a matching scarf. Her big blue eyes met his, and he felt himself pulled in her direction by an imaginary force. His breathing picked up, and he felt his pulse rise. She licked her full, pink lips. She looked off into the distance as he approached from an angle. “Did you know you’re standing under the mistletoe?” 

She cocked her head at him, a skeptical look on her face, but something else flared in her eyes. Attraction? “Why, are you going to kiss me?” 

On impulse, he leaned in and touched her lips with his. He lingered for a moment, enjoying the fresh, clean fragrance of her perfume. Was he imagining it, or did she kiss him back?

She gasped but didn’t push him away. 

Maybe he’d been imagining it, but he couldn’t suppress his crooked grin— a grin he had a feeling he’d be wearing for hours. “I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t look like you’re sorry with that grin on your face.”

“I am sorry, Miss—?”

“Christie Winters,” she replied.

“Christie, you were standing under the mistletoe, waiting to be kissed,” he teased. Her crystal blue eyes flashed angrily as she looked up.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, and I certainly don’t need some overconfident, muscle-bound male thinking he can kiss me just because I happen to be standing in an archway where someone hung some silly mistletoe.” 

Her cheeks were getting flushed, and he wanted to say again he was sorry and try to mean it, but he wasn’t. The truth of the matter was that she was a natural beauty, and the fire in her eyes fascinated him. Maybe he was losing his touch. He thought he could joke his way out of it. He’d thought she’d laugh it off—sorta. 

“Again, my apologies. I’m used to women having a sense of humor.” And he was used to women wanting to jump into his bed, not this type of a reaction. Her face turned crimson. 

Time to escape from her fury. 

He gave her a quick wink. “Have a good day.” Then he left her standing there with her mouth gaping as he maneuvered around her. That woman will make some very unlucky guy a miserable man. His cell phone vibrated. He glanced at the screen to see a text.

When will you arrive?

Chase replied, I’m already here.

Great! My bride’s at the spa. Come meet me. I’m in the bridal shop getting fitted for my tux. It’s behind the registration desk. 

On my way.

He backtracked, avoiding eye contact with the attractive blond with the dragon-lady temper while she was checking in at the front desk. Fitted for his tux? He’d arrived just in time. He opened the clear glass door etched with Barefoot Brides. The frosted letters reminded him of the snow on the windows back home.

“Can I help you?” A woman with chin-length, honey-colored hair looked up from the veil she was arranging on a mannequin. 

“I’m here to meet—”

“Chase!” Troy Hughes strolled over, dangling suspenders attached to black pants with his white starched shirt on, arms outstretched, and gave him a big bear hug. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he automatically replied. 

Troy had the biggest smile Chase had ever seen. “Gussie DeMille, this is my best man, Chase Barrington of Barrington Winery in New England. Gussie is the fashion designer here, and her husband, Tom, has agreed to shoot our wedding. I only want the best.”

“Tom is the best.” Gussie giggled.

“I can’t believe confirmed bachelor Troy Hughes is going through with this. What’s changed you?”

Troy’s dark eyes twinkled, and his deep dimples showed when he grinned. With Troy’s raven-colored hair, eyes and tanned skin, Chase could see why every woman would be attracted to him, but what would make him give up his freedom?

“Love.”

“What’s the rush?”

“Hey, when you know it’s right, why wait?”

“Now, Mr. Barrington.”

“Call me Chase,” he interjected. 

Gussie cleared her throat. “Chase, you can come right this way in front of the mirror. You two can continue talking while I measure you.”

Troy tilted his head and gave Chase a sideward glance. “Things change, Chase. That college pact we made was years ago. Wait until you meet Barbara. You’re going to fall in love with her just like I did.”

“Well, you’ve won my heart,” a female voice said from the open door. A tall, blond, slim woman with ice-blue eyes gracefully glided through the doorway with an outstretched, tanned hand. She looked like she was about forty. Not at all what he was expecting. 

“Here she is now. Chase, this is Barbara, the love of my life.”

Talk about laying it on thick. This wasn’t the Troy he knew. There had to be some reason he was acting so strange and out of character. Chase forced the widest grin he could muster.

“Nice to meet you. I don’t know how you did it, but you won the heart of my closest friend. You must be a very special woman.” Chase choked out the words, but from the expressions on everyone’s faces, they bought the phony sincerity. 

“She is.” Troy beamed.

Gussie grinned. “This is why I love my job. No one gets married angry. It’s such a joyous occasion, two people in love.” She reached for Barbara’s hand. “After I finish measuring Chase, I have your gown ready for the final fitting.” She turned and faced them. “And you two men will have to leave. No seeing the bride before the wedding.” She waggled a finger at them.

This was more than Chase could bear. He began to perspire from the very idea of marriage, and he wasn’t the groom. He was going to have to find a way to ease into the talk he had rehearsed in his mind.

Before he knew it, the pain of the fitting was over, and he and Troy were on their way to the pool bar. They made small talk and commented on the resort as they walked. The change in temperature from the air-conditioned inside to the warmer outdoors was comfortable but not hot by any means. A few guests waded at the water’s edge, and Troy commented on how warm the water was. 

They approached the cabana. The bartender wore a fuzzy Santa hat. It looked ridiculous, but he seemed like he enjoyed it, so Chase surmised it wasn’t mandatory. 

By this time, the sun sat high in the sky, and with the breeze off of the gulf, Chase could taste the salt in the air. He ordered a Belgian ale, Troy had the same, and the two settled into a pair of high bar chairs. Chase took a sip of his beer. There was a period of awkward silence. 

Troy leveled him with a look. “Okay, out with it. I know what you’re thinking—and all I can say is, for the first time in my life, I’m in love. It doesn’t even matter to me that she’s ten years older than I am.”

Chase blinked hard, twice. “Really? I thought she was about forty-ish.” That would make her about fifty-four. He shook it off. “Never mind that. I get it. It was a bit of a surprise, but I’m here.” The talk would have to wait, and Chase would have to come up with a new strategy, maybe tonight at dinner. They caught up on business, and Chase explained about the wine industry in detail while Troy listened. Troy’s family owned a string of seafood restaurants in New England. He told Chase how he met Barbara here while on business, closing a deal with a local fishing fleet to supply his restaurants. Troy arranged for their catch to be flown in daily to the restaurants.

“I should introduce you to Clay Walker, the owner here,” Troy said. “A place like this deserves a signature wine. You should design one like you did for our restaurant chain.” 

With the seed planted, a few ideas sprang into Chase’s head, from tropical and fruity to elegant. “Not a bad idea. I was so focused on the wedding, I didn’t even give it a thought.” 

“I can introduce you if you like. Clay and I go way back. His father designed several of our restaurants for my dad.” 

“Thank you. My creative energy is flowing already.” 

Troy finished his beer and stood up. “Barbara and I have an appointment with the minister, but after that, I’m free. We can continue to catch up. I’ll text you when we’re through. ” 

Chase nodded, finishing his beer as he watched Troy walk back inside. He paid the bartender and was walking back into the lobby when he noticed the tall blonde with the soft lips, Christie. At least it looked like her, wearing dark sunglasses, a floppy hat, a white golf shirt and khaki shorts. Her dull outfit kind of blended into the background compared with the other guests, except for the hat and glasses. Odd outfit for an odd lady. She didn’t notice him, but he certainly couldn’t miss that getup, so he decided to follow her for a bit to see which direction she was going. He held back as she stood behind a large potted plant. Chase stood about thirty feet behind her and followed her gaze. He spotted Troy, Barbara and the minister as they entered the restaurant, Junonia. Why was she spying on them? Was Christie an ex-girlfriend of Troy’s?

Chase inched up behind her and whispered, “You know, stalking is a felony, Christie.” 

She jumped and fumbled around in the plant leaves, swatting a few away from her face as she turned around. Under her lopsided hat and behind crooked glasses, her eyes widened in surprise, then turned cold. “You,” she hissed. “Why are you sneaking up on me? I should call security.”

“You can, but then you’d have to explain why you were lurking behind potted plants, spying on the couple in the restaurant. Is that your ex or something?”

“Go away,” she spoke slowly with exaggerated lip motions.

“Tell me why you’re spying on them, and I will.”

She elevated her voice a few octaves. “This is none of your business—I don’t even know your name.” She straightened her hat and glasses and leaned inward toward the doorway again. “Please be quiet. I’m trying to hear what they are saying.”

“Chase—Chase Barrington. Now, will you please tell me what the heck you’re doing?” 

“Look, I’m trying to stop a wedding, as if it’s any of your business,” she whispered. “I know it’s going to be a big mistake. Now, will you please leave?”

“No.” He turned her around to face him. The close proximity of her lips reminded him of their kiss earlier. 

She stared up at him with her big blue eyes, confused, scanning his face, then flatlined her lips. “No?”

“How do you know the groom?”

“The groom? I’m trying to stop that womanizer from swindling her out of every dime she has.”

“Maybe it’s the other way around.” 

She looked at him as if he had lost his mind. 

 

*****

 

Christie cleared her throat. Her patience had worn thin. The handsome stranger with warm caramel eyes and thick, dark hair her fingers wanted to dance through had decided it was his duty to police her every move. “Chase, right? I’m on a mission here, and you’re about to ruin everything.”

“How so?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I don’t want to be seen, and you’re attracting attention to me. Not to mention you’re causing me to miss what’s being said inside.”

“Maybe I can help.” 

His words, laced with sincerity, and a gentle kindness in his expression made it hard for her to stay angry, not to mention the soft scent of bergamot mixed with a few other fragrances had her longing to inch a little closer to his muscles. The warm lips that had kissed her earlier were slipping into a smile, and she moistened her lips as her pulse skipped a few beats. “How so?”

“We could join forces.” He looked at her steadily, unblinking, waiting for her reaction. His dark eyes flickered with amusement. 

That twinkle began to thaw out her ice-walled heart. She tilted her head and waited for more. He had her full attention now. 

“I believe that this marriage would be a mistake,” he added.

Christie double-blinked. Did she hear correctly? He agreed with her. 

“What’s it to you?” she asked. Did he work here? Had he seen this guy in action before? Did he know the groom? She pulled her glasses down to the tip of her nose, looked over them and waited for him to respond.

“In a way, nothing and everything.” 

He stood within inches and looked down at her, and at five foot eight, Christie wasn’t used to having to look up that much. He had to be at least six-three. 

“Look, I don’t have time for riddles.” She tried to turn her attention back to the conversation in the dining room, but he stopped her. The tips of his fingers seared her skin as he gently turned her face to look at him. This time, her heart revved up even more. 

“Troy—the groom has been a close friend of mine since college. He swore he’d never get married and has held to that for all these years, so racing to the altar is unlike him. I don’t know what you have invested in this, but Troy isn’t going to swindle anyone out of any money. He’s a great guy. I just think getting married is a mistake.”

Now it was beginning to all make sense. So they were in agreement for his own reasons, but what mattered most was to stop this wedding and get back to their own lives as quickly as possible. “So what should we do?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead. I’ve never seen Troy this—way.” He raked his fingers through his hair, and she wanted to do the same. 

She frowned. “My mother has never expressed an interest in dating since my father died. It’s totally blown my mind she’s jumping into marriage with a guy she hardly knows.” She took her sunglasses off the rest of the way and hooked them into the front of her shirt. He looked surprised. “What?” 

“You’re her daughter? I guess I assumed her daughter would be much younger.”

“Why would you think that?” It dawned on her how youthful her mother appeared. Time had not etched the years in her features like other women her age, and her mother did take good care of herself, with an added bonus of good genes.

Chase blew out a long breath. “Never mind. We should move away from here and go somewhere where we can formulate a better plan.”

“Hold on.” Christie peered into the restaurant and saw the happy couple holding hands. Her mother beamed as she gazed up at the handsome groom. Deep down, she had to admit, Troy looked like he was a man in love. What did she really object to? Her father wasn’t alive, and Christie had worked so hard to keep his legacy intact, her mother was moving on. Why did it hurt so badly? Her mother was still young and beautiful, with many years ahead of her. She did deserve to be happy. Oh, why couldn’t things stay like they were?

“I take it Barbara doesn’t know you’re here.”

“No, not yet.”

“Then let’s go somewhere and talk this out. I have a room on the third floor,” he suggested. 

That seemed a bit risky. She might bump into her mother on the way down. Her villa would be a better location. Even though they had gotten off on the wrong foot, he had a certain magnetism about him she wanted to explore.

“I have a villa on the beach—Winter Iris is the name.” It was kind of ironic how they placed her into a villa with her last name on it. “It’s at the furthest point, so no chance of being discovered. We can order something to eat and sit outside by the private swimming pool if you like.”

“Sounds like a plan. Let me run up and change, and I’ll meet you at your villa.” They exchanged phone numbers before they parted, and as Christie hurried back to her villa, she thought about how Libby was right. She came down on impulse with no real plan of action. Now, instead, she would be in her villa alone with a handsome man. Was there some strange lunar occurrence? Because things were becoming more peculiar by the minute.

 


Chapter Three

 

“About that kiss.” 

Christie’s fingers froze on the phone screen she was focused on, an ingenious way to avert her eyes and avoid locking with his while they shared a poolside lunch that consisted of a fresh grouper sandwich, a side of fruit and two glasses of fresh-squeezed lemonade. 

“What about it? I was standing under the mistletoe, right?” They were supposed to be talking about how to dismantle the wedding, not about an unexpected hot kiss by the sexiest man she’d been around in, like—ever. A kiss that for the first time in her life rocked her world.

“Right. What I mean is, I don’t normally go around doing things like that. I’m usually so focused on work, I—” Perfect time to change the subject.

“What do you do? I mean, what’s your career—job?” Did he even have one? From the looks of the haircut—clean, trimmed close—the light polo shirt and shorts, all signs pointed to yes, and she’d say a pretty good one, too. He sat relaxed with his arm on the back of the chair. With the rolling surf and sand in the background, he could have been cut out of a magazine. Shaking off her reverie, she set her phone down and tried to act casual by picking up half of her sandwich to take the first bite.

“I own a winery in New Hampshire called Barrington Wines. You may have heard of them.” Christie’s gaze snapped from her sandwich to his face. He had her full attention now as she tried to swallow the hunk of grouper practically stuck in her throat. Finally, she cleared her airway enough to speak. “You make Black Ice!” she shrilled with a smile so wide she hoped she didn’t have food stuck in her teeth.

He chuckled. “Why, yes, I do. Have you tried it, or have you seen the commercials?”

“Both.”

Black Ice must have spent millions after it won the Vino Gold Award. Rich, dark in color with a hint of sweetness, Black Ice was the perfect go-to wine for everything from cheese and crackers to main courses and dessert. 

“I have to confess, it’s my favorite wine.” Emphasizing the word favorite. His warm gaze met hers, going from smoky to dangerously hot. She reached for her lemonade in an attempt to cool down. 

“I’m glad to hear it. I created the campaign myself, and it has been a huge success. It’s my personal creation, and I’m kinda proud of it.” He picked up his sandwich, asking her, “What do you do?” before taking a bite.

“I am the CEO of the Vermont Sugar Shack. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” Although she doubted he did. Maple sugar, syrup or even honey wasn’t anything like wine. Most of their clients were restaurants. Only in the past few years had they expanded into retail.

He surprised her with, “As a matter of fact, I have. Troy owns a series of seafood restaurants in New England. I believe you supply the Hughes family with your honey and maple syrup for their maple-glazed salmon.”

The pit of Christie’s stomach ached from the punch of his words. “Are you saying Troy is a Hughes?” 

Chase nodded.

So much for her theory he was trying to swindle her mother out of money. The Hughes family was worth millions, maybe even billions, and also comprised one of their oldest, largest accounts. Christie’s dad had sealed that deal with Mr. Hughes when Christie was still in diapers, when both men were starting up their business. Christie had never met any of the Hughes family. She or Libby mostly dealt with the ordering department. Things had just become slightly complicated. 

“Well, at least I know he isn’t after my inheritance.” She tried to joke but failed miserably as she lost her appetite. Setting her half-eaten sandwich down on the plate, she dusted her fingers off on the napkin on her lap.

“No, he’s not that type of guy. What I don’t understand is, why rush this wedding? Troy never makes a bad decision.” She started to open her mouth when he put his hand up. “No offense to your mother. What I mean is, why marry and complicate his life?”

She raised her own hand to mirror his. “I agree with you. What’s the hurry? Relationships always end in a broken heart anyway. They distract you from your goals—”

“Speaking from experience?” he interrupted, arching an eyebrow. She could have slapped herself for being totally transparent, but being with Chase came easy—talking with him even easier.

“Yes.” She could feel her face flush. 

“So what are we going to do to return things back to normal?”

She picked up her cell phone and began surfing the internet. “I hadn’t planned that far in advance. My mother doesn’t know I’m here yet.”

“What are you doing?” 

“I’m Googling how to prevent two people from getting married.” She tossed her cell phone back down on the table. “This is ridiculous. I have to devise a plan and run the risk of my mother never speaking to me again.”

Eyes smiling, Chase reached over and squeezed her hand. “I have an idea!”

“Tell me.” 

His enthusiasm was contagious. She kind of liked his hand on hers and didn’t dare flinch a muscle so as to maintain their connection. 

“We pretend to meet for the first time and fall for each other,” he said. 

He looked so handsome, it pained her to speak her thoughts out loud. “Wow. I mean, no offense, but what difference will that make?” That was one of the dumbest ideas she had ever heard, almost as foolish as arriving here unannounced and spying on them.

He frowned. “You’re not following me.”

“Apparently not.” Sliding her hand out from under his, she struggled to hide her irritation and disappointment all rolled into one. 

“We let them introduce us. Then we become inseparable. So much so that we declare we’re in love and want to get married. People often don’t recognize the faults of their actions until they see it in someone else. When they see how fast we’ve fallen for each other, they’ll realize how immature they’ve been behaving—like teenagers.” 

Now that was a good point. Her mother had always been calculated in her decision-making. The woman she observed in the dining room earlier with lovesick eyes set on Troy was not the Barbara Winters who raised her; this woman was caught up in a romantic fantasy, and it was up to Christie to restore her sense of reality.

“Okay, I’m in. So what’s our next move?”

“I’m supposed to meet them for dinner tonight. Why don’t I text you the time? I’m pretty sure it will be here at Junonia, and if not, I’ll do my best to suggest we dine there. Then you can surprise us at dinner.” 

“This could work, and if it does, I’ll owe Chase Barrington a whole lot of sugar—” 

His eyes brightened, and he smirked. 

“Ugh—er, maple sugar, that is.” A nervous laugh escaped her lips.

He chuckled. “I knew what you meant.”

 


Chapter Four

 

The sun was nowhere near setting as Chase was seated in the dining room waiting on Troy and Barbara, who messaged they were running fifteen minutes behind schedule. Something about being unable to reach Fiona, Barbara’s sister, held them up, but they should be walking in any minute. Chase sent a text to Christie, keeping her up to date.

Chase didn’t mind the wait, really, except for the fact that he was hungry. The dining room of Junonia overlooked the Gulf of Mexico through large panoramic windows. It created the most romantic atmosphere, with the soft, gentle surf rolling white foam along the shore. Chase enjoyed people-watching among the food, laughter and celebrations as he imagined sharing a private dinner with Christie at a table for two overlooking the water. Across the room, he spotted the perfect table, surrounded by beautiful Florida arrangements. They would hold hands, drink wine and share more intimate details about their past. 

Hold on! Where was he going with that? This wasn’t a real relationship. He glanced at the water glass on his table. Did they put something in the water to have that kind of effect on people? He almost wanted to bottle it and send it off to a lab to be tested. He ran a finger around the inside collar of his shirt. If he didn’t know better, he’d think his tie was strangling him. 

He spied Barbara and Troy as they maneuvered around the tables. Barbara was an older version of Christie and, at her age, a real beauty: shoulder-length golden hair, big blue eyes framed with thick black lashes. She wore an off-the-shoulder mint-green dress with a floral chiffon wrap. Diamonds dangled from her ears and wrist, and it was the first time he bothered to notice the diamond ring on her hand. Troy pulled out the chair as Barbara sat down and gently slid it under her. 

“I apologize; we’re late. My sister was supposed to join us but changed her plans and forgot to let me in on it. Please forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for.” He waved his hand and picked up the wine menu, scanning the list.

“Before you say a word,” Troy said, “I spoke to Clay Walker about you and your wine. He’s going be stopping by our table tonight. He’s very interested in having a private wine created for Casa Blanca.” Troy slapped him on the back like old times.

Chase tried to stay focused, but he couldn’t wait to discreetly text Christie to make her surprise entrance. 

Barbara grabbed his hand. “Chase, I’m so thankful you are here for the both of us. I want you to know it means the world to Troy that you are here. He told me of your college pact. To tell you the truth, after my husband died, I never thought I would want to marry again.” She put her other hand in Troy’s. “Something magical happened when he kissed me under the mistletoe in the lobby. I can’t explain it.”

Chase nearly choked on air. 

“Are you all right?” Barbara asked. 

“I’m fine,” he forced out as he cleared his throat. There was no such thing as magic in Barefoot Bay, but this place had an ambiance all its own. Chase didn’t believe in magic or love at first, second or third sight, for that matter. Yet Clay and Lacey Walker had devised a vacation paradise, a complete piece of heaven on earth. This tropical escape had a perfect location along the most pristine shoreline, as if it had been made for the white, sandy beach. The lush landscaping and distinctive architecture—if Clay Walker stopped by their table tonight, Chase would compliment him on a job well done. The man had spared no expense and hired the best. Chase was anxious for the opportunity to create an exclusive wine to complement the menu. From what he could see and smell, the cuisine looked amazing. 

Barbara continued, “The only one missing is my daughter Christie. I can’t wait for Troy to meet her and you, too, Chase.” She released Troy’s hand and reached for her water glass. “If I can tear her away from her work.” Chase saw the sadness in her eyes.

Troy interjected, “She’ll be here, love.” He leaned over and kissed her temple. “She’s her father’s daughter. You can’t fault her for working hard. This time of year is maddening for every business owner.” He turned his attention to Chase. “Tell her I’m right.”

“She knows you are.” Chase reached for his phone and hit send. The pre-typed message to Christie was on its way. Any moment, she would walk through that door, and their charade would begin. Only now he was having second thoughts after spending a few moments with the two of them. The hurt and disappointment in Barbara’s voice made him feel a bit guilty about the plan he’d devised. 

“Oh, I don’t believe it!” Barbara exclaimed. “Christie—you’re here!” 

Chase turned toward the door where Christie stood. 

She took his breath away. 

Her long, blond hair was pulled back smoothly into a knot. She wore a spaghetti-strap, red, form-fitted dress an inch above the knee, showing off legs that went on for miles, with matching red stiletto pumps. He didn’t know what was wrong with his hormones lately, but he was lucky they weren’t in charge. His head was, and it was a good thing, too, because of the way Christie was dressed. He’d be tongue-tied if he gave in to the sexual thoughts playing in the back of his mind. 

Barbara jumped up and ran toward her daughter, arms outstretched, with tears in her eyes. “Christie, you’re here.”

“Surprise, Mom.” Christie had a tear-filled smile. 

Chase and Troy both stood up as the two women returned to the table. Troy motioned for their waiter. “Champagne, please. We have a lot to celebrate.”

“When did you arrive? How did you know we were here?” Barbara asked as they were seated. Barbara made the introductions, and Chase gave Christie a wink when no one was looking. So far, everything was going as planned. 

Ignoring the first question, Christie explained, “It wasn’t that difficult. I asked the maître d’ if you had a reservation for dinner.” That seemed to satisfy the happy couple. They ordered appetizers and made small talk for a bit until it was time to order dinner. 

“Now that you’re here,” Barbara said, “tomorrow we’ll meet at Barefoot Brides for the fitting for your dress, then we’ll have some mother-daughter time in the spa. How does that sound?” 

“Wow, you have everything all planned. Can we take it slow? I do have work to do while I’m here.” Christie picked up a piece of bread that had been sitting in the basket and planted it on a small white plate. “The fitting is fine. We’ll see about the spa.” She flashed Chase a grin. He caught her meaning. If Barbara monopolized Christie’s every minute, how would they execute their plan?

Chase turned to Christie. “Would you like to take a walk about the grounds after dinner?” It would be perfect for their plan, and even more so, he wanted to be close to her. Christie was stunning, and she had an inner beauty. Sure, they had gotten off on the wrong foot but had quickly made up for it. 

“I’d love to. I have a feeling I’m going to need to walk off some of this food before I turn in for the night.” Tall and slim, she likely could eat like this for a week and show no signs of weight gain. 

“We could always walk all night,” he offered. “That way we won’t feel a bit of guilt over it.”

The entire table chuckled. When the waiter brought their appetizers and finished taking their order, Christie filled Barbara in on Vermont Sugar Shack business and the new retail chain orders. Troy told the story of how John Winters and his father had worked out a mutually beneficial business arrangement that was still in place today.

They ate, and when the meal was over, they said their goodbyes. Chase hooked Christie’s arm in his, and the two of them walked outside. “I’d say that went well. It's a beautiful night. Would you like to walk along the beach?”

“I’d like to change, first, if you don’t mind.” 

“I’ll do the same. Why don’t you come up to my room? I’ll change and then walk you to your villa.” 

She nodded her head yes. “Troy seems like a really nice guy.”

“He is, and I think he genuinely believes he’s in love with Barbara. I’m not convinced it would be long-lasting. Unfortunately, he has no track record when it comes to relationships.”

“My mother is a different story. She was married for twenty years. She’s expecting to spend the rest of her life with Troy. I don’t want to see her hurt.” 

“I’m afraid it’s a little late for that, but we can minimize the damage. If it’s her decision, it may lessen the pain involved.”

“True.”

Chase slid his keycard into the lock and waited for the green light before opening the door. 

“You said you had a room. This is a suite,” she marveled. “The view from up here is breathtaking.” She walked over to the long window and stared out into the night. Chase walked up behind her and inhaled her perfume. He had the sudden urge to place a kiss upon her neck. 

 

*****

 

Christie sensed Chase’s presence as he stood inches behind her. Every cell in her body went on high alert when he was in close proximity. His warm breath brushed up against her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. She spun around to face him. “You know, I haven’t had a break like this from work in years. It feels kinda nice.” 

Even nicer to be in a romantic setting with the first man she felt connected to in forever. She stared at his lips, longing to feel them against hers. Too much wine at dinner clouded her brain. She fought the urge to inch a wee bit closer. This was supposed to be pretend, and he had shown no interest in her other than the mistletoe mishap. He’d been focused on their mission, keeping his distance.

His smoldering eyes met hers. “Now, that’s a problem.”

“Really?” She blinked at the directness of his statement. “How so?” 

A company like the Vermont Sugar Shack couldn’t be left unmanaged for a long period of time. As a matter of fact, the weight of the guilt was beginning to creep back into her chest and squeeze her lungs tight. Before she turned in for the night, she’d call Libby for an update. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since she turned things over to her cousin, but she had this nagging feeling she’d better check in with Libby. 

He placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “I own Barrington Winery, a much larger company than the Sugar Shack, yet I’m able to get away—enjoy my life because I’ve placed key people I trust to handle any situation that arises. They have a way to reach me.” He paused. “What I mean is, I don’t take off often, but when I need to, I know that my company is in trusted hands in my absence.”

A sour taste formed in her mouth as Christie digested the content of his words. “So what you’re saying is, I haven’t managed my company or my employees as well as you have.” His harsh criticism was a total mood-killer.

“You’re taking it all wrong. That’s not what I meant at all.” He released her arms. “What I mean is, I don’t have to micromanage my company.” 

“Are you implying I have control issues?” Why was she getting all defensive?

“Look, you’re missing my point.”

“I think you’ve made your point loud and clear,” she said, jabbing an index finger into his chest. “It’s time for me to make my exit.” She pushed past him, making her way toward the door. The male arrogance—always assuming their way was right. She should have realized by the way he planted the kiss on her lips under the mistletoe. So sure of himself and used to getting his way.

“Christie—wait—what about our plan?”

Now more than ever, she was convinced she had to stop the wedding and save her mother from heartbreak. Eventually, she’d come to realize it was for the best.

She turned to face him. Confusion riddled his face.

“I’ll keep up our charade.” What choice did Christie have? The situation had just elevated to a new level of difficult. 

 

 


Chapter Five

 

A fresh, salty breeze sent a chill through the silky pink satin robe Christie wore. Sipping her morning coffee outside by the private pool, she replayed the events leading up to last night, ending with her disappointment in Chase. It put a damper on the ending to what had been a pleasant evening. One of the best she’d had in months. 

She had to admit some of what Chase had said was true. She did have control issues when it came to the Vermont Sugar Shack. There was no way, if she hired employees to take over different aspects of the business, they would keep things true to the way her father had run them. She wanted the business to thrive but maintain his thumbprint of the plan he laid out. 

Christie had been there by his side every day during the last few years. He schooled her on how to keep the business growing. She wanted to hold true to his plan. Libby understood this principle; of course, she was family. That made a world of difference. 

She set her cup down and gazed out at the water. Ah, this was the life. She sat in the cushioned seat, feet tucked underneath, robe pulled snug around her, enjoying the warm Florida December and feeling kind of guilty that poor Libby had to freeze her butt off in the cold.

A young couple walked along the beach with a black and white dog. Even from a distance, their body language said they were happy. Warm smiles, hand-holding—it was easy to see they were in love. A part of Christie wanted to be happy that way, too. As a couple. It wasn’t like she was unhappy—more like existing. She enjoyed her work, but did it make her truly happy? Right now the verdict was out until further notice. She thought of her mother last night. Her face glowed with happiness. Troy did too. For an instant, she was happy with Chase, until he reminded her of Justin. 

And therein lay the problem. Chase criticized her like Justin did. What better way to climb than to get engaged to the owner’s daughter, then try to take over her position? Justin attempted to impress her father by pointing out all of her mistakes.

However, Chase didn’t want her company, and he was right that she could train Libby to take over. Sharing responsibility with her cousin would allow her to have a life outside of the Sugar Shack. She leaned back in the cushioned patio chair and closed her eyes. Her mother would be calling soon. Her dress fitting at the Barefoot Brides was at nine. She had time to shower and eat a quick breakfast before she left.

She dreaded speaking to Chase after the way she overreacted, but at the same time, he did overstep his bounds. They were on a mission, and after it was over, they would go their separate ways. They had to keep it clearly a business arrangement. 

She picked up her cell phone and sent him a text.

Sorry about last night. Let’s start over.

Chase replied: I’m sorry too. I’ll call you in a bit.

Okay. Talk to you then.

Tossing her cell phone back down on the table, she lifted her mug to her lips and finished her coffee. Troy Hughes. Handsome, wealthy and single—why get married now? If he desired children and the whole family thing, she’d understand. However, her mother was well past those years. 

Her cell phone vibrated, snapping her back to reality. On the screen was illuminated the word MOM. “Hey, I’m finishing my coffee, then I’m jumping in the shower.”

“Good morning to you, too. Honey, Aunt Fiona is meeting me for breakfast. Care to join us?” 

“No, I won’t have the time. I’ll see you both at the fitting, right?” Aunt Fiona had a habit of monopolizing the conversation, and since she had missed joining them for dinner last night, they would be forced to endure a blow-by-blow replay over breakfast.

“Yes, of course, but we are going to spend some quality time together whether you like it or not,” she warned.

“I’ll see you soon. Bye!” She stood up and gave the gulf one final look before making her way inside. She showered, changed into comfortable clothes and hurried over to Barefoot Brides, arriving five minutes late. 

Her mother and Aunt Fiona were having a heated discussion concerning the color of Fiona’s gown. 

“Christie!” Her mother reached out and grabbed her hand, dragging her toward the mirror. “Would you please talk some sense into my sister? She insists on wearing holiday red!” her mother shrilled. “It’ll clash with my color scheme of the metals, you know, gold, silver, bronze. My sister likes to dress like she’s in her twenties.”

“Fine!” Aunt Fiona stormed into the fitting room around the corner, out of sight. 

“I’m being very generous,” her mother whispered in a tone only Christie could hear. “I told her, pick any color from my color scheme, and it’s yours.” She added, “By the way, your color metal is silver.”

“Oh, okay.” Her mother led her to a gorgeous, sleeveless, asymmetrical, silver chiffon, floor-length gown. The tiered skirt and beaded strap on one shoulder gave a classic style some festive flair. 

“As soon as I saw it, I knew it was perfect for you. It’s an Adriana original.” 

Christie groped for the price tag. “This must cost a fortune.” Her eyes almost popped out of her head when she saw all the zeros. “Mother, this is ridiculous. The price of this gown, as incredible as it is, is crazy, especially since we’re not even sure your marriage is going to last.” 

The last part slipped out. She hadn’t meant to speak her thoughts out loud for them to hear, but she didn’t regret it. Sometimes the truth hurt, and she wanted to snap her mother back into reality. This entire vacation fantasy—falling in love in two weeks—had to come to an end before it was too late. 

Tight-lipped, her mother leveled her with a stare. “I’m going to ignore your rudeness. Believe it or not, Christie, I know what I’m doing.”

Aunt Fiona popped up out of nowhere behind her mother and mirrored her sister’s expression of disappointment. Facing the two older women was a tad intimidating. Dressed in a bronze-colored, age-appropriate gown, Aunt Fiona stood a head taller than her sister. “Both your mother and I became widows at a young age. Despite what you think, we can distinguish between love and infatuation. If there is one thing the two of us have learned, it’s that life is too short. We were both robbed of time with the men we loved.”

Aunt Fiona’s words made Christie regret speaking her mind. Both men had died suddenly, Christie’s father from a heart attack and Fiona’s husband in a car accident. 

“I’m sorry.” She carefully reached for the hanger holding the Adriana original, taking extra care to be sure she didn’t let the ends touch the floor as she went into the fitting room to change. Could she be making a mistake? 

She heard footsteps outside the changing-room door. 

“Oh,” her mother said, “I forgot to tell you, tonight I expect you to join us at the Jingle Bell Ball.”

“Jingle Bell Ball?” She hadn’t heard a word about it, but then again, she had been here only a few days.

“Troy, Chase, Fiona and I are all going. There’s a tree trimming at seven during the cocktail hour, too.” 

“Great,” was all she could squeak out. She hadn’t participated in anything Christmasy in a long time. She slid the gown over her head. The silky fabric glided over her body like it was made for her. She stared at herself in the mirror. Wait until Chase saw her in this! She thought about the mistletoe incident. Hot lips pressing down on hers, with his strong arms wrapped around her waist. Tonight she wanted to get Chase’s full attention at the Jingle Bell Ball. Something in black ought to do it. 

Tonight, Chase Barrington would see her as desirable as Black Ice. 

 


Chapter Six

 

Chase had just left Clay Walker’s office. Thanks to Troy’s recommendation, Clay and Lacey were as enthusiastic as he was to create a line of exclusive wines for Casa Blanca. Something sophisticated, upscale, with a hint of the tropics. 

He couldn’t wait to tell Christie. They’d been playing phone tag all day, and it looked like they wouldn’t meet up until the Jingle Bell Ball. He’d better hurry; otherwise, he was going to be late for the tree trimming. How the heck did he get roped into these things? It sounded a bit ridiculous—the ball, a tree trimming—a lot of things he didn’t have time for. Clay and Lacey would be there, and of course, Christie, hence another reason to go.

He phoned his office to relay the details of his meeting to get the project rolling. When he had finished, he showered, changed and, in thirty minutes, was downstairs making his way through the lobby. 

He stepped into the dining room where the restaurant had been transformed into a winter wonderland for the Jingle Bell Ball. He scanned the room. Bouquets of white hydrangeas were on each table, surrounded by icicle LED lights, which made the crystal stemware sparkle. Tall leafless branches had been painted white and covered with matching ice colored glitter, while faux snow filled the corners of the room. Specialized lighting illuminated the floor to look like snowflakes. White linens and chair bows accented the table settings. Ice-blue lights glowed in the room; the dim lighting set a magical mood. 

His eyes locked with Christie’s. Her long blond hair was piled high on her head in a tower of curls. A few loose strands bounced as she walked over in his direction, and he began to meet her halfway. She wore a sleeveless black velvet gown that crisscrossed around her neck. An exposed lace-covered midriff caught his attention. His breath quickened, and he licked his lips. If they weren’t in a crowded room full of people, he’d kiss her as soon as she was within reach. 

They met under a bouquet of mistletoe dangling in the center of the room. He looked up, and her gaze followed. “Mistletoe,” he said. 

She smiled, and his heart melted. He stared into her blue eyes, trimmed with black lashes. He placed his hand on the side of her face and rubbed his thumb along her cheek. Slowly, he leaned in for a kiss. Their lips met. He found himself melting into her like there was no quarrel from the day before between them, nothing but this incredible pleasure, the pleasure he couldn’t ever remember getting out of a simple kiss. He pulled her in a little closer, and his heart pounded harder at the scent of her, sweet clean jasmine—feminine. His head was overrun with wicked thoughts involving his tongue and every part of her body. He didn’t want it to end. He craved something he hadn’t realized he needed or existed, and now that he’d found it, he didn’t want to ever let it go. 

 

*****

 

One touch of Chase’s lips, and Christie became a pool of Jell-O. Knees buckled, legs weakened, and if it wasn’t for Chase’s strong hold, she was sure she’d be lying flat on her back in the middle of the ballroom floor. She had never experienced this level of desire. Ever. Her heart raced, and she could hear the blood pounding in her ears. She was sure Chase could hear it, too. She inhaled. He smelled so good. Spicy—sandalwood blended with a fruity mixture of applewood and citrus. His scent clouded her head. Especially today, after the craziness of the wedding preparations she’d tried so hard to get out of. She could get used to this. Daily. 

She placed her arms around his neck, not caring if anyone in the room was watching. Drawn draperies in the darkened restaurant, cool air and the winter wonderland made her forget they were in sunny Florida and not back home in chilly Vermont, but even in the chilled room, she could feel his body heat up. She imagined what it would be like to be lying in bed with him. She planted her hands on his chest to pry herself reluctantly away. 

“Chase, people are watching,” she said as if the thought had just dawned on her. 

“Let them watch,” he growled. Taking her by the hand, he led her over to a darkened corner. She caught her mother watching, following them about the room with a smile. Christie bit her lower lip. Perhaps she’d been wrong. Maybe it was possible to find the right person and in an instant, know it. 

Chase had the most amazing eyes, warm and full of passion—for her. 

When they’d reached the darkened area, he pulled her close, lifted her chin with his finger and smiled, “You know what this means.”

She raised her eyebrows in question. 

“Something I don’t usually like to admit. I was wrong.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “In a matter of days, I’ve fallen for you. Hard—really hard. If this isn’t love at first sight, I don’t know what is.” 

Christie giggled. “I feel like such a fool. I feel the same way, and after I made a complete idiot out of myself. Criticizing my mother and Troy, projecting my fear of commitment on them—I should stay out of other people’s lives and try to manage my own.”

“Agreed.” He rubbed his hand down the length of her arm. “I am through with the breakup. Who am I to judge what Troy and Barbara feel? Besides, I’d rather focus on our future than focus on theirs.” 

He placed a long, hard kiss on her lips, kiss that fulfilled the promise of their first encounter under the mistletoe, and once again, Christie could feel the magic.
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