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      There were many things Kelsey Patrick loved about living in the Florida Keys. Islamorada truly had become her island home. From the dolphins at the Theater of the Sea, to diving on the coral reefs, Windley Key Fossil Reef Geological State Park and the historic exhibits at the diving museum there was always something fun to do. To top all that off, she’d made a few really great friends. Her work at the Baptist Health Mariners Hospital was just a short drive from her home on Windley Key and she love her job. Most of the time, Kelsey couldn’t deny that her life was pretty perfect.

      Yet, as December rolled around, Kelsey always got homesick. Christmas just seemed different in Florida. Odd even. Stanbury, Connecticut, where she’d grown up, had always delivered on all the Christmas essentials: snow, hot chocolate with marshmallows, roaring open fires. And she couldn’t leave out her family—Mom, Pop, and her big brother, his wife and two kids. Florida with its sunshine and outdoor living was wonderful, but as Kelsey decorated her little tree with artificial snowflakes, she couldn’t help missing the real thing. She imagined she always would as long as she lived far away from the possibility of a white Christmas.

      Determined not to let homesickness or the lack of snow dim her spirits, she leaned over and turned up the Christmas music playing through her wifi speakers. Before she knew it, she was singing along as she draped tinsel and ribbons on the small, but real tree she’d been able to find right at the very back of Calvert’s Christmas tree yard. Jake Calvert had laughed as she’d taken it to the cash register, more used to those who underestimated the space they had at home and purchased the biggest tree they could find. But, even though it was the smallest tree on the lot, it still took up almost half of the floor space in Kelsey’s tiny living room.

      Smiling as she heard the sound of the cat door swing, Kelsey placed the glittering silver star at the very top of the tree and stood back to admire her work. “What do you think, Winston?” she asked the fat tabby cat that had appeared. The big guy was sitting with his paws neatly pulled together, as though he was trying to get them all onto a dime.

      His wide eyes with their huge dark pupils told Kelsey that Winston was already eying up the metallic red bauble at the bottom of the tree. Kelsey bent to pick him up and was rewarded with a low and reverberating purr. “Now, you’re not to launch yourself at the tree, like you did last year, and knock over all my hard work,” she warned him, “or there’ll be no cat treats and toys under it for you on Christmas Day.”

      Winston squirmed and leaped out of Kelsey’s arms, clearly the call of the shiny tree ornaments was too much for him to ignore. Kelsey watched, amused as he began stalking the decked out Christmas tree. This whole thing was bound to end in tears – probably her own – but seeing the old rescue cat behave like a kitten made her happy. It wasn’t long before Winston was hunkering down to pounce, and with a wiggle of his furry behind, he launched himself, capturing his prey with utter delight. Shaking her head, as Winston chased the decoration around the carpet, Kelsey put away the boxes she’d taken the trimmings out of and stashed them away in the coat closet for now.

      Kelsey scratched the cat’s head on her way to the bedroom, where she pulled a large bag of presents and wrapping from the wardrobe, before returning to the now almost gaudily decorated living room. Humming along to the festive songs, she knelt down between her sofa and her coffee table and began to wrap up the last few presents and write her cards for her colleagues at work. She’d just about managed to find the time to wrap her family’s gifts and get them sent last week. It had made her feel closer somehow to her family, knowing that they would receive those little tokens of her love, even if they were unable to all be together this year.

      Mom and Pop were heading off to see her brother and his family in Vermont. Gabe had been working there for the past six months, and Kelsey knew that her Mom feared he might not come back. Kelsey had to admit that she thought it unlikely as well. Gabe had always loved skiing and the mountains. Vermont suited him perfectly, and his lovely wife, Allison, was from there. They’d met at university, at Yale no less, and had been inseparable ever since.

      Many people would be jealous of Gabe, for his rugged good looks and razor-sharp brain. His perfect family and his high-flying law career added fuel to that fire. But Kelsey had never felt that way. Mom and Pop had been equally proud of them both and had encouraged them to always do the work they wanted to do. She’d never wanted to be anything other than a nurse, and she was a good one, too, even if she did say so herself.

      Glimpsing up at the window, Kelsey sighed heavily. She never would have thought that she would be annoyed that it was sunny and bright. But, she craved the full winter wonderland that had been her childhood. She had no doubt there would be snow in Vermont, too, Kelsey thought a little bitterly. Of course, she had been invited to Gabe’s place for the holidays, and she was sure that they would have made her welcome in every way. But that trip wasn’t mean to be. She hadn’t been able to get enough time off work and so Kelsey would be spending Christmas with her colleagues and patients at the hospital this year.

      As she placed the carefully wrapped gifts under the tree, Kelsey yawned loudly and stretched her arms and legs. It had been a wonderful but tiring day and even if the weather wouldn’t play ball, at least her little bit of Florida was suitably festive. All the trinkets and ornaments that Mom had dug out to send away with her took pride of place on the mantel, and garlands bedecked every surface she owned. It truly was a real Santa’s Grotto.

      Winston sat at her feet and meowed loudly. “I know.  Supper time,” she said with a smile. He wrapped himself around her legs, his tail tickling her behind her bare knees. She wondered how long it would take her to get used to the idea of Christmas in shorts  and then she acknowledged that she probably never would. “So, would you like chicken, or tuna?” she asked the cat as she looked at the pouches left in the refrigerator. He didn’t answer, just nudged at her legs impatiently until she placed the dish down on the floor.

      “You don’t care about me one bit, do you?” she asked him. “As long as the food keeps coming, I could be anyone. Still, I love you, and wouldn’t swap you for anything.”

      The phone rang as Kelsey was warming up some left-over kung pao chicken. She knew too much take out wasn’t healthy, but she’d come off almost a month of late shifts in Emergency and Urgent Care Services, and quick and simple was the only option. December provided not only the usual gamut of diving injuries and basic gripes and grumbles, car wrecks and sports injuries, it brought out a cavalcade of drunken idiots, too. But with so many people taking time off to attend their kid’s pageants and spend time with family, single people like Kelsey were the ones usually called on to hold the fort. She prayed that whoever was calling did not want her to go back in tonight.

      “Hi,” she said cheerfully.

      “Hey Kelsey, I need your help,” Annie Chapman said in a dramatic tone. Annie was a lively and vivacious doctor in oncology, and despite Kelsey only being a lowly nurse, the pair had hit it off from the first moment they’d met. “Secret Santa,” Annie carried on breathlessly. “What do I get Steve in radiography? Of all the people in the hospital I could have pulled out of that hat, I can’t believe I got the one person I’ve barely spoken more than two words to.”

      “Oh, you got Steve,” Kelsey said, smiling, “I wondered who drew his name.”

      “Well, it’s me. And I’m completely stumped. Can you help?” Annie’s voice sounded almost desperate.

      Now this was a problem she could help with. She twisted her mouth as she thought, trying to remember things Steve had mentioned recently. Kelsey felt very strongly that there were always clues as to what people wanted, if you only listened carefully enough.  “He’s such a sweetie. So, Steve just bought a house. It’s a cute little bungalow not too far from the beach. I know he bought some furniture so at least he’s made a start on settling in.”

      “Do you think he needs dishes or anything like that?” Annie asked, clearly not impressed at the idea of getting someone something so practical for a Christmas gift.

      “Well, that would be really expensive. You shouldn’t do that. He’s got some mismatched stuff, anyway. I think he’s good with that. He does like beach pictures, though. Isn’t that odd for a guy?” Kelsey laughed lightly shaking her head at Steve’s collection.

      “Hmm. You mean like the ones with all the beach shacks and stuff?” Annie’s voice sounded considerably happier, clearly buying something more decorative was more in line with her idea of what a great gift should be.

      “Yep, exactly that. All shabby and cool. A small print shouldn’t go over the limit.” Kelsey nodded even though Annie couldn’t see her.

      “I feel like I should be looking for something more… um, manly, you know? But if you say this is what he likes, I’m a happy camper. Geez, Kelsey. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Annie said. “Who did you get? No, don’t tell me. I’ll bet you got Dr. Gideon. Everyone else would have made sure they slipped that name straight back in the hat.”

      Kelsey grinned. She had indeed pulled out the ornery head of the Cardiac Unit to buy for. She didn’t mind. She knew most people were scared of the man newly tapped to take over the entire hospital in the New Year. She’d always found him to be much like her Pop, prickly on the outside, but soft as marshmallow on the inside. She’d never had a problem with him. Since that status was rare, she didn’t want to do anything that would change it. So, even though she felt like she knew how to deal with him, she treaded lightly when things seemed a little strained.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I know he really wants to learn how to dive. I bought him a voucher for one of those try dives down at Duck Key. Believe it or not, I got a half-price Groupon so I didn’t go over the limit even though it seems a little extravagant. I don’t really like giving gift cards, but he’s not the sort to like a bunch of stuff that leads to clutter.”

      “You’re right there,” Annie agreed. “I hear that house of his, the great ice-cube on stilts down by the water only has one sofa and his bed. Now, that’s what I call minimalist.”

      “Given all the glass, I suppose having too many knick-knacks would just make the place look messy,” Kelsey said thoughtfully. “I admire people brave enough to live in such modern architecture, but it’s not for me. I’m a cozy, comfy and trinket-friendly kind of a girl.”

      “Me too,” Annie said emphatically. “Now, I’m off to see if Caspar is still at his store, because goodness knows I’ve no other time to go shopping before the big gift giving Wednesday afternoon. You’re coming in, right, even though you’re not on shift?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Kelsey assured her friend. “I think he said he was opening late on Thursdays and Saturdays before Christmas, so you should be safe enough.”

      “Thanks sweetie, I truly would be lost without you.”

      “Oh, you are still going to be able to make it to my supper party after the gift giving, aren’t you?” Kelsey asked. “I mean, it’s nothing special, just a big tray of lasagna and some appetizers and dessert, of course. And being cramped into my tiny apartment will be an adventure. But, it’s Christmas, and you guys are my Florida family. We’re all working over the festive period, so we need to let our hair down a little, don’t you think?”

      “Hey, I’m coming back with you after the gifts to help you get ready. Wouldn’t miss the Patrick festive Christmas lasagna,” Annie said giggling. “Tell me what you need me to bring and I’ll get it while I’m out now. It was the best night of the year, last year.”

      “Thank you, that means a lot, Kelsey said, touched at Annie’s compliment. “I think I’m good, though.” She paused. “No, hang on a minute. They didn’t have any heavy cream when I went to the store earlier. Could you see if Nielsen’s has any, if you’re going to be next door at Caspar’s.”

      “I can do that. Ooh, I do hope you’re gonna use that cream in your famous cherry trifle. I just love that stuff,” Annie said, not disguising the desire in her voice. Kelsey couldn’t help wondering if she was actually drooling. It made her smile to think her food was so appreciated.

      “I might, I might not. It’ll all depend on whether you get me the cream,” she teased.

      “Oh, I’ll get you that cream,” Annie vowed. The two women laughed and made their good byes, assuring each other that they’d meet up at work the next day.

      Hanging up, Kelsey wondered what it must be like, to be one of those people who left everything to the very last minute. To not have even thought about what you were going to buy someone, the night before that gift was to be given, that would never sit well with Kelsey. Normally her tree would have been up on the very first day of December, and her presents and cards wrapped and delivered across the country a week ago. She absolutely hated that her tree had only gone up today when it was just a week and a half from Christmas. But, because of all the shifts she’d taken at work she didn’t really have much of a choice if she wanted to sleep any. It was done now and her living room sparkled from all the fairy lights as they flashed their bright hues over the glittering tinsel and shiny metallic baubles.

      Feeling weary, Kelsey stretched and yawned loudly. Winston looked at her with wide eyes. “Bed time?” she asked him. He ran straight through to the bedroom and began to stake his claim at the end of the bed. He kneaded the mattress with his paws, then settled down, curling his body up into a tight ball, though he left his legs out in front of him, making him look a bit like a furry shrimp.

      Kelsey slipped off her shorts and tee shirt and slipped on an old night shirt. It had a very faded Mickey Mouse on it and was so misshapen from all the years of washings that it was barely holding itself together. But it was comfortable on the warm nights here in Florida, and so Kelsey would never part with it.

      The sheets were cool as she slipped between them, and it wasn’t long before she had fallen fast asleep. She dreamed of snow falling all around her with fat, heavy flakes landing on her hair and her eyelashes. Wrapped up in a thick coat, with woolen mittens and a hand-knitted scarf and hat she was toasty warm. She twirled around and around, as though she were a ballerina in a music box, turning her face up to the sky and opening her mouth so the snow could land on her tongue, all icy and fresh. It was like Heaven on Earth, and when the alarm sounded Kelsey didn’t want to wake up and face the bright sunshine, or the palm trees, or the sea because there would be no snow again today in Florida.
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      It seemed like the entire staff of the hospital had crowded into the cafeteria for the Secret Santa gift giving event. Brett Taylor stood at the back of the room, leaning against the wall, trying to look relaxed, like football players and movie stars did. Brett only felt self-conscious. The confident onlooker wasn’t a look he’d ever managed to pull off. Giving up on trying to be cool, he stood upright and pushed his horn-rimmed glasses up his nose. They always slipped down, and it drove him crazy.

      He watched as people he barely knew received gifts from people they barely knew. His accountant’s brain rather approved of Secret Santa. It was a nice idea, that everyone gave just one gift, and that the donor was anonymous. It meant that people didn’t have to spend a fortune on silly, meaningless gifts for a bunch of people. They could spend a little bit more and get something worth having for just one person. But, though Mariner’s Hospital was quite small, it was large enough that people didn’t always have a chance to work together regularly. So too often people got gifts that held no relevance to their life either here at the hospital, or outside it.

      It was clear that whoever had gotten Brett’s name this year had been one of those who didn’t know him too well, though in their defense, they had tried. He’d been forced to smile and look delighted when he opened a gift containing a box set of Verdi operas. Brett loved music. In fact he adored it. He was a huge fan of almost all kinds of music–except opera. For him it was too dramatic, too overblown. Too loud.

      But, just the same, he was touched that someone had so clearly done their best to please him. He was sure they must have asked around and found out that he went to classical concerts and recitals and put two and two together to get five. It was an easy mistake to have made. He’d go and exchange them for something a little more to his taste. At least the giver had been kind enough to get a gift receipt!

      Dr. Gideon’s name had just been called and the stern-looking head of cardiology stepped forward to take his gift. He looked a little disgruntled by the small, slim package, clearly not expecting much from anything so small and insignificant. He ripped it open impatiently, and then Brett grinned as the crusty old cardiologist’s face lit up. “Well, whoever got me this is an excellent sleuth.” He waved the voucher up in the air in delight. “My wife may never forgive you, but, I will be grateful forever.”

      A few people in the cardiology department gathered around him, and everyone seemed amazed that someone had given such a serious man a voucher for an introductory diving experience. It was clear that Dr. Gideon was delighted, though.

      Only one person Brett knew in the hospital could possibly have known such a thing about the man, and right enough, when Brett looked over at Kelsey, she was blushing a little at the outright success of her gift. On seeing her pleasure, Brett couldn’t help smiling, too. She was so gorgeous when she was happy, though if he was honest, Brett thought she was perfect no matter what mood she was in.

      As more gifts were given, a few of the staff disappeared, back to their patients and their work. A few more arrived, having been relieved by those returning. As a member of the administrative team, heading up the finance department, Brett was one of the few people able to see the gift giving in its entirety. He watched Annie Coulson, Kelsey’s best friend, rip open one of those snazzy cosmetics cases that makeup artists used. It was bright pink and she was clearly delighted with it. He wondered if that was a gift someone had asked Kelsey for advice about and concluded it must have been since it was just too perfectly matched.

      Brett knew that a few of the staff had asked Kelsey’s advice on what to give. Despite having only worked here for just over two years, she knew many people no matter which department they were from. And more impressively, she seemed to know many people very well. Brett supposed it was because she often volunteered to work extra shifts on almost any unit that needed help. When people commented on her ability to understand people, Kelsey vowed it was just because she listened. She said everyone gives clues when they talked, but Brett had never known anyone quite like her. She always got it right.

      But the pile of brightly wrapped packages was dwindling, and still Kelsey hadn’t received a gift. Surely she hadn’t been forgotten? After all, she was one of the people who gave the most to make this event such a success and if anyone deserved a super special gift in was Kelsey.

      He’d never known anyone like her, and he wished he had the courage to tell her so. But, it was clear she had relegated Brett to the friend zone. He was glad to have even that much of her affection, but it didn’t stop him wishing that one day she would notice how much he cared, and how good for her he would be.

      “And that brings our gift giving to an end for another year,” Dr. Gideon announced. “I’d like to thank Kelsey, as always, for heading up the event committee. Thank you again to my Secret Santa for my insightful gift. Now, I may not see some of you again until the New Year and to all of you lucky enough to have that time off, I wish you a wonderful Christmas and a healthy and prosperous New Year. But, for those of us who will be here, I have arranged a small gathering on Christmas Eve when I will be making a little announcement. Whatever time you are on shift, you can stop by the conference room on the second floor for nibbles and so forth.”

      He paused and looked around him. People were smiling. Brett was pretty sure that his announcement would be that he would be taking over the running of the hospital in March when Dr. Klein retired. Brett was convinced that if he ran the entire hospital the way he had run the cardiology department they would be in good hands.

      “And for those of you here on Christmas Day, I’ve arranged for Carluccio’s to deliver a little Christmas dinner,” Dr. Gideon added, a look of delighted pleasure on his craggy face. Everyone gasped. Carluccio’s was one of the nicest restaurant in town. It was the sort of place people went to for special occasions only since it was expensive and quick reservations were hard to come by. It was a very generous gift indeed, and one that would no doubt reduce the sting of having to be away from family and friends for holiday celebrations.

      Brett glanced over at Kelsey again, and could see that she was trying to put on a brave face, to look pleased at the announcement, but it had clearly hurt her that she had been forgotten by her Secret Santa. Not wanting to see her hurt, Brett slipped out of the cafeteria and hurried to his office. He hadn’t intended to give Kelsey her gift until Christmas Eve, but he couldn’t bear for her to feel bad. He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out the elaborately wrapped box inside.

      It was heavy. He pulled off the tag and hurried to write out a new one, disguising his handwriting as best he could. He wrote a quick message, having remembered something Kelsey had told him about her childhood, then signed it with a flourish. Praying he’d make it to the nurses station in the Emergency and Urgent Care Center before she did, he tucked it under his arm like a football and ran down the stairs, along the corridors, skidding around corners in his haste.

      Breathless, he shoved the gift onto the shelf under the urgent care center’s reception desk, having a sudden last-minute panic that Kelsey might guess it was from him, simply because of the message he’d written. But, he didn’t have time to change it now, as Annie and Kelsey had pushed the double doors open and were headed his way. Annie had her arm around Kelsey’s slender waist, and it was clear from Kelsey’s red eyes that she’d shed at least a few tears. Brett felt a surge of anger towards whoever it was who’d forgotten her. Kelsey of all people deserved better.

      “Hey Brett,” Annie said, a teasing tone in her voice. “What’s a pencil pusher like you doing down here where all the action is?” Brett didn’t doubt that Annie had worked out just how he felt about Kelsey a long time ago, but though she teased she was good enough not to be too overt about it.

      “I came to collect the audit, if it’s done?” Brett said quickly, making it look like he was rifling through the piles of files on the counter, trying to find the one he needed.

      Kelsey frowned. “That darn thing had me going half crazy,” she said, reaching over the desk and picking up a blue file from a metal in tray by the computer. She handed it to Brett, and her fingers brushed against his briefly. He felt a shiver rush up his arm, making it feel as though the hairs on it were standing on end.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her, trying hard to ignore the peculiar sensations flooding through his body. After all, it was hardly her fault he over-reacted to her slightest touch. It wouldn’t be right for him to make things awkward between them.

      She smiled up at him a little wanly. “Sure. I’m fine.”

      “No, she’s not, Brett,” Annie said giving Kelsey a quick squeeze. “She got forgotten by her Secret Santa and I’m fuming. After everything she does for everyone in this place you’d think people would be a bit more considerate.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t matter. What if whoever got me is having a tough time, or simply forgot what day it was? Maybe they’re off sick.” Kelsey gave a smile and took a deep breath. It was so typical of her, to always look for the good in everyone. She never had a bad word to say about anyone.

      “It’s possible,” Brett said cautiously wanting to reassure Kelsey, but not anger Annie further. “And, remember Joe Abrams left since we did the draw. Maybe he got you and it slipped his mind to leave a gift behind?”

      “Of course,” Kelsey said, her smile was starting to seem more sincere. “I’d completely forgotten that Dr. Abrams had moved to Miami. That must be it.”

      Annie frowned. “Really? The man who’s his own biggest fan? Sounds just like him to forget to be a decent human being.”

      Brett fidgeted awkwardly. He wasn’t ever entirely sure how to take Annie. She could be serious as anything, but her humor was so dry that it was hard to make out if she was being straight up or joking.

      Kelsey frowned momentarily but didn’t remark on the comment. Instead she moved behind the desk and began leafing through the files on the counter. “Well, I don’t know about the two of you, but I have got a lot of work to do.” She picked up the files and was about to head off towards the patient bays with them when she stopped, her eyes focused on the shelf under the desk. Brett tried hard to suppress a smile. She’d seen the gift. Placing the files neatly back onto the counter, Kelsey crouched down to pick up the gift.

      “This wasn’t here before,” she said looking at the other side of the tag. “To Kelsey, everyone’s ray of sunshine, may your Christmas dreams come true. With love, Mrs. Claus.”

      “Oh, gag!” Annie put her fingers in her mouth and mimed that she was gagging on the saccharine sweet sentiment, but it was clear that she was delighted that her friend hadn’t been forgotten, after all.  Kelsey ran her fingers over the wrapping, coiling the ribbons around the tips of her fingers, her eyes looking bright with unshed tears he prayed were one’s of happiness. It was just the sort of reaction he had hoped for.

      “Maybe Joe didn’t forget after all?” Brett posited. “You should open it. Pretty wrapping.”

      “Definitely pretty. Maybe he didn’t forget,” Annie said drily, giving Brett a strangely appraising look. He felt as though she could see right through him and he was sure that she knew that he was the one who had left the gift here for Kelsey to find, to cheer her up. He urged her with his eyes to not tell, then realized there was no way she’d know what he was trying to ask her. For all Annie’s many skills, as far as Brett knew she was not a mind reader.

      “Well, should I?” Kelsey asked. “It doesn’t strictly say it’s from my Secret Santa. You know, in my family we always talked about Mrs. Claus, rather than Santa. I think even when we were little we knew it was Mom who was busy making everything special for us and not some old man in a red suit. I don’t remember telling him about that, though.”

      “I do,” Annie said. “You told us all about it at the Christmas lasagna evening last year. I’m pretty sure Joe was sitting with us when you did.” Brett breathed a sigh of relief, but not for long, as Annie turned and gave him a searching look. “You remember that, don’t you?”

      “Maybe, I’m not sure. You know my memory. I can remember a string of numbers, but sometimes details of parties get by me.” He looked at Annie with a quick frown. “Now, are you going to open it, or not?”

      She grinned and began to carefully peel back the tape. It always amused him how careful she was. She didn’t want to rip even the tiniest bit of paper, and when she had unwrapped the gift, Brett knew that she would carefully fold up the wrapping paper and keep it. It was why he’d chosen the vibrant metallic red paper. He knew it was her favorite color, especially at Christmas time and that the shiny paper would match the decorations on her tree. Something told him she’d re-purpose it in some creative fashion.

      In so many ways, it broke Brett’s heart that she could be so easily pleased. The idea that the self-absorbed and arrogant surgical doctor, now newly-made department head at The University of Miami Hospital, could possibly have bought her a gift–especially when he’d had the perfect excuse not to do so—was almost laughable. Yet, it would at least save Brett having to explain why he’d gone to such lengths to ensure she never knew that Joe Abrams hadn’t given her a second thought before or after he left the Mariners. He was better off to keep his mouth shut, as he was sure that Kelsey would never see him as anything other than a friend.

      Having neatly folded the paper and put it to one side, Kelsey smiled as she hurried to open the lid and lift out the gift inside. It was wrapped in bubble wrap and a few of the bubbles popped loudly as she did so, causing a couple of passersby to jump and look round. Kelsey gave them an apologetic look, then peeled away the wrap, to reveal the snow globe inside. She twirled her wrist elegantly, to set the snow furling around the glass sphere and set it on the counter. “Oh, it’s so lovely,” she sighed with a nostalgic smile as she brought the glass sphere up to her eyeline to look at all the details of decorated Christmas tree inside.

      Brett had taken a lot of time when choosing it and had tried to picture the photographs of Kelsey and her family outside their house. The glittering tree stood in the big picture window behind them and she’d mentioned before how much she loved their Christmas trees. The snow globe had cost him a fortune, but it was worth it to see the look of absolute joy and delight on her face right now. He felt a lump form in his throat, as he tried to choke back his own emotional response to the moment.

      Brett often wondered if Kelsey knew how lovely she was and most of the time he was sure she didn’t. Especially now, she was radiant. The special and thoughtful gift had brought a blush to her cheeks and a sparkle to her eyes. He suddenly wished he could tell her that he’d been the one to give it to her and not the egotistical surgeon she thought it was.

      He’d fallen for her the very first moment he’d seen her, when she walked into the administrative offices for her interview. He’d prayed she’d be hired and had been delighted to see her when she walked into the conference room for her orientation session a few weeks later.

      “It’s the perfect Christmas tree. Just like the one we used to put up every year when I was a kid. Gosh, I’d love to spend my holidays there every year. I wonder how Joe knew how much I miss the snow.” She tilted her head to the side as she shook the snow globe again and watched the white flakes settle at the bottom one more time.

      Brett’s heart soared as he saw the tear in her eye and silently berated himself for allowing the credit for his gift go to another man. But he also saw that she did contemplate going home to Connecticut and never return. He had worried about this more than once. She truly missed the place where she had grown up, as well as her family and friends. Florida would never be the place she stayed and settled, no matter how much she professed to love it. Brett wondered how long he and Annie had before they lost her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelsey didn’t stop beaming all afternoon. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d received a gift as perfect as the gorgeous snow globe with the beautifully decorated Christmas tree that was just like the one she recalled from her childhood. It would look perfect right in the very center of her coffee table. Kelsey could hardly wait for her shift to come to an end so she could place it where it belonged, surrounded by pictures of her family playing and laughing around the real thing.

      When she finally made her way home cradling it in her arms, she couldn’t stop thinking about Joe’s generosity. She knew that Secret Santa was supposed to be anonymous, but she wanted him to know just how much she loved the gift, and the trouble he must have gone to, to get it for her. Dr. Joe Abrams had always been a bit of a patient favorite as he was handsome and could be very charming, but most of the nurses had dismissed him as being superficial and cold.

      Kelsey wondered if maybe they’d all misjudged him. She couldn’t deny that she’d be glad if they had. She’d secretly always harbored a little crush on the guy and was sure he couldn’t have really been as bad as he’d been painted.

      She fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a battered old phone and started scrolling through the numbers, figuring he probably hadn’t changed his number when he moved to Miami. She found it just as she reached her car. Clicking to unlock it, she opened the door and put her beloved snow globe onto the passenger seat. She patted it fondly as she dialed Joe’s number. He’d most likely be in surgery, but the least she could do was leave him a thank you message.

      As Kelsey had expected, it went straight to his voicemail. “Hey Joe, it’s Kelsey Patrick from Mariner’s. I really hope you’re loving the new job. I just called to thank you so much for leaving your Secret Santa gift before you left. You didn’t have to do that but it means a lot to me that you did. And I can’t tell you how much I love the snow globe. Take care of yourself, hope we’ll see you back again sometime soon.” She paused. “Oh, and if you’re free, don’t forget everyone’s coming to my house tonight for food and drinks. I know it would be a bit of a trek for you now, but you’re so welcome if you can make it.”

      She hung up, and with a last glimpse at the sparkling snow-flecked Christmas tree that brought back so many memories of her life in Stanbury as a girl, Kelsey turned the ignition and set off for her apartment. The roads were unusually quiet for this time of night and it was as if a special fairy was making sure all the lights were green as she crossed town.

      Maybe it was Mrs. Claus, maybe she was doing what she could to make sure that even though this would be the first Christmas Kelsey had ever spent away from her family that she wouldn’t feel sad, or lonely.

      She laughed as she thought of the tag on the Secret Santa gift she’d received. Well, truthfully, the old girl needed to work a little harder on making her not feel sad. She was happy in Florida and she’d made some good friends, but it wasn’t home. At least not yet.

      Annie sat on the hood of her jeep in the parking lot when Kelsey pulled in. She hopped out of the car and smiled at her friend. “I’m so glad you’re here. I finished a bit late, and there’s so much to do before everyone gets here at seven thirty.”

      “I brought the heavy cream,” Annie said waving a couple of cartons of it. “You just tell me what you need me to do.”

      The girls laughed and joked as they entered the hallway of Kelsey’s apartment building. Annie thought it highly amusing that Joe Abrams could have kept it so secret that he was secretly a nice guy. “I know it’s a thoughtful gift, but you cannot deny that he will only ever be in love with himself,” she said.

      “Don’t be so mean,” Kelsey said, defending him as she unlocked the door to her first-floor apartment, suddenly glad she’d never confided in Annie her secret crush on Joe. “Whatever impression he made on us all while he worked at the Mariners, he’s really redeemed himself in my eyes. This is the best gift anyone’s ever given me.” She made her way straight to the living room and stopped at the coffee table in the middle of the room. She moved a few things around so she could make the snow globe the very center of her Christmas display.

      “When he first came to the hospital, I won’t deny it, like most every other woman there, I was a little in awe. There’s no denying he’s hot. And I’ll admit he has a certain charm. But my infatuation lasted about five minutes.” Annie turned around and took her grocery bag back to the kitchen and dropped in unceremoniously on the countertop. Opening the bag, she dug around for the cream and put it on the top shelf of the refrigerator. She frowned. “But, he’s not the type to have gotten you that gift.”

      “You don’t think so? But then who did?” Kelsey asked, surprised that her friend would think that way. She was determined to believe better of Joe. After all, it wasn’t as though he’d done anything to make anyone think he was a bad guy. Well, other than his reputation for being somewhat of a ladies man and who could blame him for that?

      “Well, given who was loitering around your desk, I’d hazard a guess at it being Brett. I’d wager everything I own that he saw how unhappy you were that you didn’t receive a Secret Santa gift and decided that it was down to him to put that right.”

      “That makes sense, but only if Brett had a spare snow globe lying around in his office at the proper time and why would he? Why would anyone?” Kelsey nodded to the cookies in a container on the table and the serving tray beside them. Annie got the hint and started arranging the sweet treats on the tray. Taking a bite of one that had broken, she nodded appreciatively.

      “For a clever girl, you can be dreadfully stupid sometimes,” Annie said disparagingly. “Brett has had a soft spot for you since day one. I bet you he had the snow globe for you already and was going to leave it under the tree tonight. He probably handed it over a bit early because he couldn’t bear to see you so unhappy.” She popped the other half of the cookie in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

      “Oh, we’re just good friends, and nothing more,” Kelsey said, raising her voice a little as entered the kitchen and began to pull out the bowls and implements she’d need to whip up her cherry trifle.  She liked Brett, and they had made friends almost as quickly as she and Annie had. Kelsey was certain that the quiet and calm accountant would never be interested in her that way. She didn’t think she was his type at all. And even if he was interested in her, it didn’t change anything. She didn’t feel that way about him. He was too bookish and didn’t even like Abba. And who in the world didn’t like Abba?

      Annie finished arranging the cookies and went back to the refrigerator to find the sausage balls to put on the oven sheet to heat up. She looked over at Kelsey and raised an eyebrow as she shook her head. “You’re crazy. And blind.”

      “I don’t know if you’re just feeling sweet and cozy because it’s Christmas,” Kelsey admonished Annie, “but you’re making something out of nothing there. Brett wouldn’t do that. What man would give another man credit for something like that, anyway? If he likes me so much, surely that would be a bit silly.” Her voice came out as a retort, even thought she didn’t mean to sound so harsh.

      “No need to get all testy.” Annie smiled as though she had a secret and dropped the sausage balls into the oven. “I don’t think he had time to think it all the way through, honey,” Annie said as she turned around and stepped to Kelsey’s side in the small kitchen.

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to be defensive. It’s just not likely that Brett’s got a thing for me.”

      Annie took a plate of truffles and fudge and headed to the living room. When she reached the coffee table she moved each of the Christmassy items around to make room for the dish of delicacies. She put the dish down and picked up the snow globe and peered at it closely. “But the main thing in favor of my argument is that Brett is just the sort of man to really think about the gifts he gives. He remembers what people say to him and around him and he genuinely cares about his friends. You’ve noticed that, I know.”

      Kelsey looked at her from the kitchen, thankful her small apartment was open so everyone could gather and not be isolated as they mingled together. It also allowed her to keep an eye on Annie as they chatted. She shrugged at Annie’s comments about Brett’s thoughtfulness, though she had to admit her friend was right.

      “A lot of thought went into this little globe. I’ve seen the Christmas photos with your family and this is almost a replica of the tree in the window in every single one.”

      Kelsey leaned against the countertop, a bowl resting on her hip as she whipped the heavy cream with sugar, vanilla and an overly generous dash of cherry juice. She’d been amazed at how much the tree in the globe matched the one she’d known as a child, and Annie was right – only someone who had been paying attention could possibly have known such details. Someone who’d been here to the apartment often enough to really take in the details of the photographs she displayed. There were only four people Kelsey could think of who’d been that close with her since she’d come to Islamorada. Annie, Janine from orthopedics, Ashley from upstairs, and Brett.

      “You may be right,” she said eventually, conceding that it was a definite possibility that only a truly close friend could ever have come up with such a perfect gift. “But it isn’t because he’s interested in me or anything, no more than if you’d given me such a present. Like I said, he’s just a friend.”

      “You believe what you like,” Annie said. “Live in denial as much as you need to. I know what I see, and I am never wrong about things like this.”

      Poking her tongue out at Annie, Kelsey looked down at her trifle cream and focused on getting it finished. But unable to let Annie have the last word, she blinked twice and used her stern voice. “You believe what you like. And when you’re done putting out the nibbles, check on those sausage balls in the oven. I don’t want them to burn.”

      Annie groaned. “Yes, mistress,” she yelled back. “Anything else, mistress? I live to serve.” Then she shuffled back to the kitchen and pulled the sausage balls out of the oven and left them on a hot pad to rest.

      Kelsey ignored her and got on putting the trifle together. She began to add the layers of lady fingers, cherries, and the creamy trifle mixture, topping it off with whipped cream and toasted almond slivers. She popped it into the fridge then pulled out the lasagna she’d made the day before and placed it in the oven to bake.

      It didn’t take long for the rich smell of the layers of pasta, béchamel sauce, cheese and meat sauce to fill the apartment. Kelsey deftly sliced fresh baguettes and slathered garlic butter between each slice and wrapped it in aluminum foil ready to go in the oven once her guests arrived.

      “We done?” Annie asked, as Kelsey made her way back into the living room and sank into an armchair by the window.

      “I think so,” she said. “I can’t think of anything else.”

      Annie sank down on the sofa opposite Kelsey and grinned. “You told everyone seven thirty?”

      Kelsey looked down at her watch and nodded. “Yep. I guess we have about half an hour,” she said and giggled. “Think we’ve got enough time for both of us to do a hair and makeup touch up?”

      “Yep,” Annie said with a grin as she jumped to her feet and rushed to the bathroom. “Duncan Grayling said he’s coming and I’m not going to look anything but my best.”

      Kelsey giggled as she followed her friend to spruce up. Annie had had a crush on the tall, sporty physical therapist for ages. Kelsey hoped Annie would get her Christmas wish, and that Duncan would take the chance to steal a kiss under the mistletoe. But, before she could think about Annie and Duncan any further, the mystery of her snow globe distracted Kelsey again.

      Mrs. Claus? Who came up with that cute idea? Had it been Joe? Or had Brett truly not wanted her to be left out and gave it to her early?

      If it was Joe, and he had somehow found out she missed the snow during the holidays, she was sure that pretty much everyone had underestimated him. Maybe, just maybe, he was the kind of man she could give her heart to. And though she realized a thoughtful Secret Santa gift wasn’t necessarily an indicator that he wanted her heart, she couldn’t help but hope.

      But what if it had been Brett? He was sweet and gentle, but there was nothing exciting about him. He had been one of her closest friends since she came to Florida, and she would hate to lose his friendship if it came to that. But she wasn’t sure if she could ever feel that way about him. She knew that if Brett did have feelings for her, eventually their friendship would suffer for it.

      She tried to stop thinking, closing her eyes and focusing on pulling her hair up,  but found her brain flipping between two very puzzling images. Would she rather be kissed by Joe Abrams, or Brett Taylor?

      Completely surprised by the truth that hit her, she simply wasn’t sure.
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      Brett was one of the first to arrive at Kelsey’s apartment. Annie opened the door and welcomed him in with a quick peck on the cheek to honor the mistletoe hung above their heads. He’d felt his neck and cheeks flush pink at her exuberance. “I bet you wish I was Kelsey,” she whispered in his ear, making his cheeks turn as red as beets.

      “I… I,” he started, but realized it was futile. There was nothing he could say to refute her assumption. He couldn’t deny it, he did wish he could somehow get Kelsey alone under the mistletoe, but he also didn’t want to let anyone else know just how much. Not even Annie.

      Ignoring the comment seemed the safest option by far. He fidgeted a little, then pushed up his glasses, and smiled nervously to hide his embarrassment.

      “Come in,” Annie said, laughing at his awkwardness. “There are drinks on the kitchen table and nibbles everywhere you turn. You won’t go hungry or thirsty around here.”

      As always, Kelsey had festooned her apartment with every Christmas decoration she could find. It amused Brett that she was so organized and pristine in her work yet could fill her home with such an array of cheesy and nostalgic trinkets. Tinsel hung around the frames of her pictures, garlands of fake holly, pine cones and cinnamon sticks wound over the door frames. Old fashioned electric candles were in the windows. Little Santa Claus figurines nestled within their evergreen nests, along with snowmen and tiny wooden toys. Her tree was decked out with ribbons and lights, baubles and glittering stars so heavy the branches drooped down to the presents beneath.

      He couldn’t help but love it. It was so homey and so festive. Brett had never had a large family, and his Mom had not been one for decorating the house during the Christmas season. The best he could remember was a single wreath on the door, because she hadn’t wanted the neighbors to think she couldn’t be bothered to make an effort. He chuckled at that memory and shook his head at the difference. Kelsey’s home went over and above, and he loved her for it.

      He found a glass and poured himself a drink from the pitcher of ginger ale and pineapple punch on the counter. In return for Kelsey’s generosity, he placed a huge box of chocolates on the countertop and opened up for those who might want a bite or two.

      A knock on the door announced another guest. “I’ll get it,” Annie called from her spot by the food. She was working her way through the bowl of pretzels as if she’d not eaten in a week.

      “No need,” Kelsey’s voice had called back from the hallway. “I’m already there.”

      Brett moved to where Annie stood, and helped himself to a pretzel and dunked it into the guacamole. “You really should leave some for everyone else,” he teased her.

      “Oh, my. I hadn’t even realized,” she said covering her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide with mock mortification. “I can’t help it. Pretzels are my downfall. They’re so salty and though too many people don’t realize it, they’re great with guacamole.”

      Brett was about to answer, when they heard a familiar deep laugh from the hallway. “So, he came. Wow.” Annie raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I was wrong. I thought it must have been you that got that snow globe for Kelsey, but I guess even my radar can have off moments.”

      “What?” Brett spluttered, almost choking on his tea. Annie had figured it out? He thought he’d played his part better than to have been found out so easily. But, what did she mean about being wrong? She wasn’t wrong. He’d definitely done it.

      But as he tried to make sense of her words and his thoughts, he realized exactly what she meant as the tall, muscular frame of Dr. Joe Abrams entered the living room. Brett’s heart sank. Kelsey was looking up at him with an adoring gaze that told Brett everything he had feared. She had never looked at him that way, and now Brett doubted she ever would. It was the look of a woman utterly besotted, and she was flirting with the surgeon as though they were newly in love.

      Abrams, dressed in pale chinos and a navy shirt, unbuttoned just enough so that a glimpse of the dark hair on his chest and his tanned skin could be seen, looked every inch the perfect man. Brett hated having to concede defeat to such a peacock, but it was clear that he was making Kelsey very happy.

      Every time Joe touched her, be it an intended hand on her arm or nestled into the small of her back, or an absent-minded brush as they moved too close made Brett’s stomach churn with jealousy. His chance had come and gone. He should never have told her that darn snow globe had been from Abrams. He should have been honest with Kelsey from the start and now it was too late.

      Needing a few moments alone, Brett went to the bathroom and locked the door behind him. He sat down on the toilet seat, and cradled his head in his hands, his elbows digging heavily into his knees. He wanted Kelsey to be happy, of course he did. But, could she really be happy with a man who was prepared to take the credit for someone else’s gift?

      Abrams was handsome and smooth, of that there was no argument. But he wasn’t a good man. There were more than a few rumors going around the Mariners about the hearts he’d broken, and how one of them was the real reason he had disappeared to Miami without any notice.

      Kelsey had to have heard those rumors. After all, Annie was the queen of any news worth knowing at the Mariners. And Kelsey herself was no fool. She must be aware that a man like Joe Abrams could never be trusted? Brett would rather rely on a wild coyote in a crisis than the silver-tongued surgeon.

      No doubt he’d have an excellent career and would somehow find himself in a great house with a perfect wife and children someday, but Brett doubted that Joe Abrams would ever be the type to be faithful. Kelsey deserved better. But what could Brett do? She was a grown woman and was entitled to make her own mistakes, no matter how much Brett wanted to save her from ever making them.

      He stood up, moved to the sink and splashed his face with cold water. Patting it dry, he tried to force a smile onto his face. Brett knew how to be a good friend, and he had a feeling that Kelsey might need one before too long. He’d kept his own feelings secret from her for this long, he could manage a few days, weeks – certainly he doubted it would ever be longer than a month. Then he’d be there to help her pick up the pieces. Maybe then she’d notice that Brett was the guy who truly cared for her, and that he would do anything for her.

      A few more people had arrived while he was in the bathroom, and Brett was glad of it. It meant that Kelsey was busy mingling, making sure she chatted with everyone. She was such a great hostess. Her party last year had been the highlight of Brett’s Christmas, though that could have been because she’d left the next day to go home to Stanbury to be with her family until after New Year’s. He’d missed her so much, even though at that point they’d barely really known each other.

      Joe was standing by the table, talking with Annie and a couple of the nurses from orthopedics. He was being his usual charming self, and he could see the young nurses were doing their level best to attract his attention. He’d never seen so much hair tossing and expressive giggling so early in the evening at a party before. It was disconcerting to see some of his friends so obvious in their intentions.

      Glumly, Brett went to the kitchen table where the sausage balls and a few other appetizers were laid out. Kelsey was in there alone. She grinned at him. “My hero,” she said. “If I could have asked for anyone to walk through that door at this very minute it would’ve had to be you.”

      Brett smiled. Her words made him feel special, and he could tell she meant it. But she didn’t think of him the way he thought of her, and that hurt, too. “How can I help?” he asked, shoving down the bitter little voice that threatened to ruin his evening and his friendship with Kelsey.

      “Can you take the lasagna out for me? It’s so heavy,” Kelsey said as she opened the oven door and slid the huge pan of bubbling cheesy deliciousness out. She looked up and smiled. “I think I really went over the top with this one.”

      He stooped down and took the oven mittens from her to lift it out. “Wow,” he said, feeling the weight. “You really did.”

      She picked up the large wooden salad bowl, full of fresh baby lettuces, chopped cucumber and celery and followed him through to the kitchen table. “I made room for it, here.” She indicated a spot with hot pads down to protect the surface of the table.

      “Here we go.” Brett set the lasagna down and stepped back in awe. “It looks and smells delicious. I can’t wait to dig in.”

      “Well, go ahead and fix your plate. I’ll let the others know it’s ready.” She turned and stepped to the group gathered in the living room. “Dinner is served! Come fix your plates in the kitchen.”

      Kelsey waited as her guests lined up to fix their plates. Brett saw her standing alone and took his plate into the living room to grab another few moments alone with her. As he walked up and put his food down, she was just popping a tortilla chip heaped with guacamole into her mouth as some of the dip slid off onto her finger. Just the sight of her perfect berry-red lips pursed around her slender index finger was enough to make Brett forget himself. He lunged forward, determined to claim her mouth for himself as she removed her finger.

      But as she realized what he meant to do, she jerked away. “What are you doing?” she asked, her eyes flashing with what he interpreted as anger. “Brett, I am very fond of you, but you are my friend. I need friends more than I need a boyfriend right now. I’m still not completely sure I’m going to stay here. Until I’m sure I don’t want any complications.”

      “I know,” Brett said, mortified at her reaction. He was horrified at his own actions. He had no idea what had come over him. “I’ve barely eaten all day and I guess I just got a little lightheaded. I’m really sorry, Kelsey. I don’t know what came over me. You know, maybe I should just go.”

      “Don’t be silly. I don’t want you to leave.” She looked down at his plate. “Just sit down and eat. Get some of that hearty lasagna in your belly and you’ll feel all better. Let’s forget all about it. Okay?”

      He nodded and did as he was told, but the rest of the evening felt strained and uncomfortable. Brett kept out of Kelsey’s way, not sure how to speak to her, or explain himself. It was clear enough though that she wasn’t interested in him as more than a friend or that moment would have gone very differently indeed.

      Brett hated to admit it but, in his dreams, Kelsey always melted into his arms and returned his kisses passionately and fervently. He’d not once imagined this awkward nothingness between them. Especially as Kelsey seemed her usual cheery self with everyone else.

      After one too many disappointed looks from Kelsey and seeing her give Joe Abrams a few too many flirtatious ones, Brett decided he’d had enough and said his goodbyes. He glanced at the snow globe on the table and wished he’d never tried to do the right thing.

      Maybe if she knew it had been him and not Joe that had given her that gift she’d be acting differently. Maybe she’d have returned his kiss. Maybe his thoughtful kindness would have made a difference. But, none of it mattered now.

      She felt what she felt, and Brett was her friend and nothing more. Sadly, he drove home to his lonely, empty apartment when he could have been celebrating with his friends. And Kelsey.
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      “You look lovely tonight,” Joe said, gazing deeply into Kelsey’s eyes, just before midnight. He’d cornered her in the kitchen, as she was loading the dishwasher.

      She wasn’t entirely sure she was enjoying all the attention he’d been lavishing on her tonight. It didn’t feel genuine. Even the way he had phrased it seemed almost disrespectful, as if she usually didn’t look so good. Kelsey wasn’t vain, but she was comfortable in her own body and knew that she was a moderately attractive woman.

      “Thank you,” she replied awkwardly, tucking a stray strand of hair that had escaped her casual updo behind her ear. The kitchen suddenly seemed far too small. “Thanks for coming and again, thanks for the snow globe.”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” Joe said, grinning and leaning back against the kitchen counter. The very epitome of relaxed virility and absolute self-confidence, he was gorgeous and he knew it. Every inch of him exuded smooth sex appeal.

      But Kelsey was surprised to find that when all that testosterone and confidence was turned her way, not only was it overpowering but it was a little off-putting as well. He seemed arrogant. She realized that deep inside she was wishing for Brett’s straightforwardness, his quiet ways that offered respect and genuine affection. Joe was all show and no sincerity.

      “You have?” she asked, wishing Annie might come into the kitchen and rescue her. “I’d have thought it only natural to thank someone for such a thoughtful gift.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re right,” he said, his tone a little patronizing. “Well, you see, I have a little confession to make… And I hope you won’t hate me for it.” He turned his big puppy dog eyes on full beam.

      Kelsey almost laughed out loud. It seemed that Annie’s radar had been right, as usual. Kelsey had no doubt what Joe was about to say. “Okay, shoot,” she said, determined not to give him the satisfaction of her offering him absolution before his confession.

      “I didn’t get you anything, Kelsey, and I am so very sorry for that.” He enunciated his words and they oozed fake sincerity so much that it was clear how disingenuous he truly was. “I completely forgot about Secret Santa. Things have been so crazy, what with the move and the new job, you know.” The apologetic eyes were still on her, but there was no actual apology, nor was he really contrite. No, he did what men like him have always done and always will. He prayed she wouldn’t see through him, not that he really cared either way. It was likely his only desire was to not get fussed at.

      “Well, now that creates a bit of a mystery,” Annie said, finally appearing in the doorway. Kelsey stifled a sigh of relief. It really had been getting to be a little much and she longed to burst into a fit of the giggles at the absolute earnestness of Joe’s ridiculous confession. The look on Annie’s face told Kelsey that she didn’t believe Joe’s capacity to try and bamboozle anyone in their right senses either.

      “And, really, Joe?” Annie continued. “You’re supposed to be this hotshot genius, and you still don’t know that it isn’t a good idea to try and play off of something you didn’t do,  then hope to get further credit by admitting you didn’t?”

      “My Momma taught me to tell the truth,” he said with a careless shrug. “I’m just trying to set the record straight.”

      “After you’ve slimed yourself all over Kelsey all night, pretending you hadn’t forgotten her. If honesty was so important to you, you’d have confessed the minute you walked in that door. No, you’d have called her back to tell her, and not even turned up here,” Annie said, clearly angry, though there was a twinkle in her eye that told Kelsey she was enjoying every minute of giving the arrogant surgeon a dressing down.

      Suddenly wishing it was all over, Kelsey smiled at Joe. “Please, this isn’t necessary,” Kelsey pleaded. “Let’s just forget all about the snow globe, who did or didn’t buy it and who did or didn’t confess to what.” Her tone was firm, and she stood up straight and tall, letting Joe see she wouldn’t take any more of his nonsense. “Maybe you should go, Joe. The party’s over and there’s nobody here who’s going to react to those practiced charms of yours. Especially not me.”

      He nodded, leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek, as if she’d just told him that she ‘d see him for coffee the next day. But he glared at Annie before he sauntered out of the kitchen. He truly was one of life’s takers. Kelsey didn’t doubt that he would use any route he could to get his own way, even taking the credit for other men’s actions. It made her wonder if all those exploits in surgery he claimed credit for had been his achievements or those of the more junior members of his teams. But she’d never know the truth and she didn’t really care to find out. Dr. Joe Abrams didn’t deserve even another moment of her time.

      As Annie moved closer and put an arm around her waist, Kelsey wondered how many more awkward moments could happen in one night. She let her head drop onto Annie’s shoulder and the pair stood in silence for a few moments.

      Brett had already gone home, and she’d been truly surprised by how sorry she was that she hadn’t had a chance to talk with him again. It would have been nice to reassure him that just because she hadn’t been ready to kiss him in that moment, and wasn’t sure if she ever would be, that she valued him more than almost anyone she’d ever known. And now, Joe was gone, too. It certainly wouldn’t go down as one of her more successful Christmas parties.

      “You alright?” Annie asked her as Kelsey stood up and began rinsing the remaining dishes before stacking them in the racks of the dishwasher.

      “I’m fine. Tired, I suppose, but okay.” She didn’t want to talk about any of the incidents of the evening, so she changed the subject hoping Annie would understand. “So, how is it going with Duncan?” It had been clear to everyone present that the poor man didn’t stand a chance. Annie had gone at him with all guns blazing. The best thing was, that he seemed to be rather enjoying it.

      “He’s taking me to the candle-lit service on Christmas Eve,” Annie confessed. “After we’ve been for a little eggnog and supper.”

      “Oh, I’m so happy for you,” Kelsey said truthfully.

      “Did you want Joe?” Annie asked cautiously.

      “Not really. I think there was a part of me–the young, stupid and naïve part–that thought it might be really romantic and sweet, but he’s so vain and superficial. He’ll never be out for anything more than his own satisfaction and happiness.”

      “Vain about everything,” Annie agreed. The two women chuckled. “But, what about Brett? What happened there? One minute things were hunky dory and the next he’s smarting at every man who even looks your way and then storms off in a huff.”

      “He tried to kiss me,” Kelsey said.

      “Oh, my, word! He didn’t?”

      “Oh, my, word, he most definitely did!” Kelsey admitted.

      “Wow.” Annie shook her head in disbelief.

      “I know. I never thought he had it in him either.”

      “What was it like? Was it good?” Annie asked, her eyes wide.

      “I ducked away from him. I panicked,” Kelsey admitted. “There was no kiss. Like I said… He tried.”

      Annie scrutinized her closely. “But, I think you wanted him to kiss you, so why did you panic? Why didn’t you let it happen?”

      Kelsey chuckled for a minute. “Well, first of all, I had a mouthful of guacamole.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t well planned, was it?” Annie laughed and bit her bottom lip. “I kind of feel sorry for him.”

      Kelsey laughed quietly, then sobered. “Seriously, though, Annie, he’s my friend. What if it ruins everything? You can’t ever go back, Annie. And he loves it here in Florida and, I can’t help it, I may want to go home one day. I can’t expect him to just drop everything and follow me to the wet and cold and snowy winters of Connecticut.”

      “Stanbury isn’t so bad,” Annie teased. “But why run before you can jump? You don’t have to make decisions like that before you even look and see if there’s something worth exploring. Brett isn’t one of the Joe’s of this world. I’d bet good money that he’s still friends with every one of his past girlfriends. He’s that kind of man. It doesn’t have to be the end of a friendship, you know, if it’s the right man you choose.”

      “But, working together, it could be so awkward,” Kelsey said, knowing she was now scraping the barrel of bad excuses.

      “He’s up in the offices. You’re on the floor. You’re hardly in each other’s pockets,” Annie reminded her.

      “And he thinks I don’t want him,” Kelsey said sadly. “And, I didn’t think I did. I thought I was being honest with him, but…”

      “Now you know he’s the man you’ve always wanted?” Annie asked. “You know, if more women recognized that the man they really want is their best friend, life would be so much easier all the way around. This is recoverable, Kelsey. I doubt he’ll hold it against you if he gets what he’s wanted all along.”

      Kelsey nodded. “I have a lot to think about and it’s late. You need to get out of here and get your beauty sleep.”

      They hugged and Annie left Kelsey alone to her thoughts.

      Lying there, gazing up at the ceiling, Kelsey wondered why so many people had to make all the wrong choices before they could make the right one. She’d not even thought about Brett as more than a friend until tonight. The thought had never crossed her mind. But he was perfect. He was solid and dependable, good looking in a boy next door kind of way, and he genuinely cared about everyone. He was polite and sweet, and everything your Mom would ever approve of. Yet, most women would pass a guy like Brett by, fooled into thinking that the brash showiness of a man like Joe was the asset to be prized.

      She couldn’t believe she’d ever thought for a minute that Joe would bother to come up with a thoughtful Secret Santa gift. And Mrs. Clause as the giver? Come on.

      A man like Joe would probably never be pinned down. The chase and eventual capture of a man like him would certainly be a hard-won prize. But it wasn’t one that would bring long-term satisfaction. How could it? Men like Joe Abrams never loved anyone more than they loved themselves. Kelsey saw it over and over at the hospital. Women who bent over backwards to please their husbands having plastic surgery just so they wouldn’t leave. Their small hospital saw more of this than anyone would ever believe in the superficial South Florida society.

      Kelsey was glad she was well clear of that kind of life. She had more self-love and self-respect than to try and be something she wasn’t to please someone else.

      She fell asleep wondering how on Earth she would ever be able to make it up to Brett, trying to phrase her apology just right. But she feared he’d not give her the chance to explain. He deserved better than the reaction he’d gotten that night. He deserved better than a girl like her who’d been too silly to see what she was passing up until it was too late.

      When the morning came after a restless night, Kelsey got ready to go to work. She threw some leftovers into cartons for her lunch, Annie’s and, she hoped, for Brett, too. She prayed he’d accept it as a peace offering and would give her a chance to make it up to him. There had only really been two people she had needed to be there with her last night, and she hated thinking about the way she’d sent one of them away.

      But when she got to the hospital, all the nurses were talking about Annie and Duncan. The news was out and they were all hoping the two turned into a real couple. They were also tittering about Joe showing up with two or three hoping he’d call them.

      The next bit of conversation took her by surprise. Word was that Brett had been called to Baptist Health’s Miami offices. He’d be staying there for the next month or two to help with a full accounts audit.

      Kelsey’s heart sank. She pulled out her cell and found his number. She should call him. She should tell him she had been an idiot. But she paused before she hit dial. What if he didn’t answer? What if he did? She wasn’t sure which would be worse.

      What if he wouldn’t forgive her? What if she’d had her only shot and had blown it before she even knew she wanted it? Reluctantly she put the cellphone away in her pocket and pinned a smile on her face and made her way out to check on her first patient.
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      Brett pored over the pages and pages of figures. His head felt like it might explode. The hospital’s accounting manager had left them in the lurch just weeks before year end. The books were in a mess, and even Brett wasn’t sure if there was enough time to put everything right before the end of the year. He’d been flattered to be the one called to sort things out. Mariner’s was the only hospital in the group that was end of year ready or so it seemed, yet the task was so big that he was destined to fail.

      “Can I get you anything?” Heidi, the tousle-headed accounts clerk asked him. She was cute and always flirted with him whenever he came to Miami for training and meetings. He’d always turned her down when she asked him to go for coffee or lunch since he felt that going out with her would be somehow unfair because of his feelings for Kelsey.

      But Kelsey had made her feelings for him very clear. Brett didn’t doubt that she was still busy canoodling with Joe Abrams. Well, she deserved better, but he had to respect her choice. It was her choice to make and not his, after all.

      “Coffee would be great,” he told her. “Hey, and you know I keep taking a rain-check. How about getting dinner after work since I’m here for more than a day or so?”

      Heidi beamed. She really was really cute. Most men would be delighted that a girl like her found them attractive. So, why was Brett really not intrigued by her or her attentions?

      “I’d like that,” she said a little coyly. “Six o’clock at Benjy’s? They do a great burger.”

      “Well, that sounds just about perfect. I’ll be ready for something good after a hard day in the salt mines,” Brett said, trying to at least pretend to be flirtatious.

      “Great,” she said eagerly and disappeared in the direction of the little kitchen to get his coffee.

      Brett barely noticed her returning and placing the steaming cup on his desk, he was wrapped up in the columns of numbers, trying to make sense of them. He barely noticed anything but his work for the rest of the day and was surprised to look up and find the office empty, and the clock on the wall telling him it was eight thirty.

      “Blast it,” he said vehemently.

      He didn’t have Heidi’s number and he was sure she wouldn’t have waited this long for him to show up, but he had to at least try and apologize. He grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair, pulling it on as he ran down the stairs and across the street to Benjy’s Bar and Grill. He burst through the door, his eyes scanning the large, open room.

      “You looking for someone?” a short, ginger-headed man asked him. Brett was sure he recognized him as one of the cardiologists from the hospital.

      “Heidi, from accounts. Have you seen her?”

      “She just left. Looked mighty ticked off, if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t,” Brett said irritably, feeling strangely out of sorts. He’d not been this unlucky with women before, at least not in such close succession. “I don’t suppose you have her number?”

      “No, but Jimmy over by the bar might. He used to go with her,” the man said.

      Jimmy was a burly guy in his mid-thirties. He wore a dark biker jacket and was surrounded by other guys who looked just as menacing as he did. Brett could see this wasn’t his kind of place and decided to make a tactical retreat. He’d apologize to Heidi tomorrow. If Jimmy really was the kind of guy she normally went for, he couldn’t quite see why Heidi had always seemed so interested in him. Maybe she’d just wanted to rub it in Jimmy’s face that she was with someone successful and smart. Brett couldn’t help thinking that it may just be a blessing that he’d not been here on time. Jimmy looked like the jealous type, and Brett rather liked the angle of his nose as it was.

      The hotel room was soul-less and cold when Brett got back there. He pulled out his cell and flipped it open. No messages. He didn’t know why, but he’d hoped that Kelsey might call. He was about to throw the cellphone down on the bed when it rang, vibrating strongly against his hand. He flipped it open and saw Annie’s name. He let it go to voicemail. He wasn’t in the mood for Annie’s probing, or her knowing tone of voice.

      The silence in the room was deafening. He picked up the remote and switched on the television. Flicking through the channels aimlessly he couldn’t find anything to watch. Exasperated, he turned it back off and left the room. He almost ran along the corridor to the elevator. He tapped his feet impatiently as he waited for it to arrive, stabbing at the button over and over. The number above the doors seemed not to budge for hours. But finally, the numbers began to descend steadily, and the doors opened to let him inside.

      Once on the first floor, Brett crossed the lobby and burst out of the glass doors onto the street. He could hear carnival drums playing somewhere so he headed in the direction of the sound. It sounded like a street fair and that might be just what he needed. Miami was full of tourists, all laughing and chattering about how great it was to be in the warmth for a change this time of year. From the accents Brett heard around him, he’d guess that many of them were from New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island. People from all the north-eastern states escaping the wintry weather for a bit of holiday sun and fun.

      A parade was making its way down the street about a block away. Brett mingled with the watching crowds, trying to forget that he wasn’t really one of them. He watched as pretty girls, clad in mostly feathers, pulled men and women from the crowd and tried to teach them a few steps as the carnival went by. A Miami Christmas was not what any of the tourists were used to, and they threw themselves into the novelty with enthusiasm.

      When one of those girls tugged on Brett’s hand, he gladly followed, surprising her with a few moves, pulling her into a samba roll. She grinned up at him. “I’ll get you a costume, you’re better than most of the guys in the parade,” she said flatteringly.

      “Thanks, but I’m no professional,” he said, letting her know he’d picked up on her flirtation, but that he wasn’t interested. “I’d best let you go.”

      She danced off to catch up with her troupe, and he watched her bouncing headdress as she traversed the fifty yards or so without ever missing the beat. Brett wished he was here with Kelsey. She’d love the festive atmosphere and the joyous music. All he wanted was for her to have the best Christmas, ever. He wanted her to know that though her family and childhood friends were far away, she had people here who loved her just as much. Now, he’d never get the chance.

      His cell rang again, this time vibrating against his hip. He pulled it out. Annie again. It wasn’t like her to be so insistent. Reluctantly he accepted the call and put the cellphone to his ear. He prayed that it wasn’t anything serious and that she as just impatient to hear his side of what happened the other night. “Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”

      “Kelsey’s snow globe’s gone,” she said.

      “Gone?”

      “Yeah, gone,” Annie repeated. “You know–missing, not there, absent.”

      “And you are calling me about this, why?” he asked with a heavy sigh. It wasn’t as if he could do anything about it from Miami after all.

      “It disappeared during the party,” Annie said, her voice tailing off a little towards the end, as though she were concerned about what she had to say next.

      Brett saved her the trouble. “And, you think I might have taken it because I was mad?”

      “Well, you have to admit that even though it sounds crazy, it is also plausible,” Annie said placatingly.

      “No, I didn’t take it. First of all, I’m not that kind of guy, as you both know. And you can tell her I said that,” Brett said feeling aggrieved that his two best friends should even think they needed to ask such a ridiculous question. “Second, I wasn’t mad. You can tell her that, too. The snow globe was a gift, for someone I cared for very much. No matter how upset I was that night I’d never be that petty. That’s more the behavior of an idiot like Abrams.”

      There was a brief pause before Annie spoke. “Oh, my goodness! We didn’t even think about him,” she gasped.

      “Thanks,” Brett said, even more annoyed now. “The guy you do know, you’re more than happy to accuse of stealing and being a jerk, but the guy you know is a jerk, he gets away with it without a second thought. I really do know how to pick my friends.”

      “Brett, don’t be that way. I know you’re hurt that Kelsey rejected you. And you have every right to be ticked that I called you like this. But, that was me, not her. She said you’d never do such a thing in a million years. But, I had to ask. She’s that disappointed that it’s gone. She really loved it.”

      “Yeah, just not the guy who really gave it to her,” Brett couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone.

      “Don’t you dare say a word that I told you this, but, she does love you. She’s just a bit confused. She’s got some crazy notion that she’ll mess up the friendship if she gives you guys a go. I think there was someone else, someone in her past that disappointed her. I think it was someone she trusted like she does you. She just doesn’t want to get hurt again, and losing you completely scares her too much.”

      “She’d never lose me,” Brett said, the emotion choking his words as a lump formed in his throat.

      “I know that. I’ve told her you’re still friends with Marisa and Kat, but she’s stubborn. Just give her time.”

      “Sure,” Brett said, wanting to believe what Annie was telling him, but hardly daring to hope. He’d been so hurt by her reaction at the party and had been so sure that Kelsey was falling for Joe Abrams. It would take a great deal to get the image out of his head of her and Joe, his arm possessively draped over her shoulders.

      “You’re in Miami, right?” Annie said, her tone suddenly more than a little inquisitive.

      “I am.”

      “Well, do you think you could go and see Joe? Maybe ask him about the snow globe?”

      “Sure, we’re old pals,” Brett said sarcastically. “I’ll just drop by, we’ll talk golf and maybe some football and then he’ll confess everything to me. It’s so easy to bring up the subject of snow globes in male conversation after all.”

      “Hey, there’s no need to get snippy. I just figured you’d want to help me find out who took the thing and make Kelsey happy again. But, if you’d rather not, because it might be a bit awkward, then of course. It’s no big deal at all,” Annie said slyly.

      Brett groaned, knowing she’d won. Joe Abrams was the last person he ever wanted to have to see again, but Annie was right that Kelsey’s happiness was the most important thing in the world. He’d do anything for that woman, and Annie knew it. “You win,” he said, and flipped his cell shut again, wondering how in the world he’d find Joe Abrams or get the jerk to speak to him.

      Brett didn’t have to think about it for too long, because as he turned back to the parade, Brett could make out the unmistakable figure of Joe Abrams, following behind Santa’s sleigh, dressed as an elf. Trying not to laugh at the sight of a full-grown man in tights and a pointy hat, Brett moved to fall in step with Santa’s little helpers. “Well, well, well,” he said. “It must be my lucky night. A samba with a beautiful lady, and now just as I’ve been charged to find you, you turn up looking like an absolute doofus.”

      “Careful,” Abrams growled. “The hospital does this every year, and I have no problem decking you, as an elf or not.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Brett said. “Keep smiling at all the kiddies.” He’d never thought of himself as a malicious man, but Brett couldn’t deny he was getting a lot of satisfaction from Joe’s obvious embarrassment. “Now, I know that things didn’t go too well for you with Kelsey the other night. And I also know that you are the vindictive type. So, I’ll get right to the point.”

      “Which is?”

      “Did you take her snow globe?” Brett said, not taking his eyes off the other man. If he started trying to lie his way out of this, then Brett was going to be sure to catch him out.
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      “I don’t understand why anyone would take it,” Kelsey said, a single tear running down her cheek. “I trusted everyone who came here. I thought they were my friends.”

      Annie hugged her tightly. “Just goes to show that no matter how much we like to think otherwise, some people aren’t who we think they are.”

      “But why just the snow globe?” Kelsey thought out loud. She’d pondered it over and over since she’d found the snow globe missing when she got home after her shift the day after her party.

      “Are you sure it went missing after the party?” Annie asked, putting her feet up on the cafeteria table. One of the servers frowned at her, but Annie just frowned at her and looked back at Kelsey. “They’ve got to sanitize it after we go anyway. I was in surgery for ten hours and I’d like to see any of them manage that without complaining about their aching feet.”

      “Disparaging those who work hard isn’t going to help figure this out, Annie,” Kelsey reminded her.

      Annie nodded. “I know, but I’m tired and grumpy and need caffeine and chocolate.” She picked up her coffee and drank deeply. “So, what was I saying?”

      “You asked if I was sure that it went missing the night of the party,” Kelsey reminded her. “And, no, I’m not, not one hundred percent sure, anyway. I collapsed into bed after you left and only got about four hours sleep before I had to get up. I had a stinking headache, so I wasn’t exactly looking to see if my friends had robbed me the night before. But, when I got back home that night, the snow globe wasn’t there.”

      “And you couldn’t possibly have moved it could you?”

      “I don’t think so. You know how small my apartment is. I’d have found it by now if that was the case.”

      “Now that certainly is true.” Annie’s dig at her small apartment only showed in her tone. She’d been after Kelsey to get a bigger place, though for the life of her Kelsey couldn’t figure out why she cared since she didn’t live there, too.

      “It’s cozy,” Kelsey reminded Annie, pulling her cardigan around her tightly. She shivered a little as she picked up her mug of chamomile tea with both hands and took a deep breath of the scented steam rising off it. The warmth and the comforting fragrance soothed her frazzled nerves, and she took a sip, enjoying the honey and herbal concoction.

      “I called Brett,” Annie said.

      “No, please tell me you didn’t!” Kelsey exclaimed. “You shouldn’t have. He wouldn’t have taken it and now he probably thinks I think he would. As if our misunderstanding the other night wasn’t enough.”

      “You seem awfully reluctant to talk to him, or even talk about him,” Annie said gently. “You guys were, I mean are, so close. I always assumed that you’d work it out one day. That you’d realize he’s crazy about you I mean, and that you’d fall into his arms. You know, like in those cheesy Hallmark movies we can’t get enough of.”

      “I never thought of him that way,” Kelsey said sadly. “Maybe I should have paid more attention or been more open minded. Then none of this would be happening. You still think he was the one who got it for me, don’t you?”

      Annie gave her an exasperated look, her eyes rolling. “Sure he did. And now you’re sitting her moping over a stupid snow globe, when you should be calling him and telling him how ridiculous you’ve been. But I don’t have all day to sit here and nag at you, so I am going to go and check on my patient before I head home for a few hours sleep. Then I’ll come back and do it all again tomorrow.” She gulped down the last of her coffee and set the cup on the table before jumping to her feet. “And you need to call him, Kelsey.”

      Kelsey watched her leave the cafeteria. Annie really was something else. How she managed to make even hospital scrubs look good was beyond Kelsey, but there it was. The way her hips swayed and the way she held herself with such confidence, well, it was a sight to behold. Kelsey shook her head and tapped her fingers against her tea cup, biting her bottom lip.

      Annie was right. Of course she was. She almost always was. Kelsey really needed to speak to Brett, to explain herself and to beg him to forgive her. She missed her friend. But it was more than that. She wanted to revisit that almost kiss. She wanted to know what it would feel like to be in his arms, and to feel his lips on hers.

      She couldn’t do it, though.

      She’d never thought of herself as the cowardly type, but it turned out that she wasn’t only scared of what Brett might react. She also felt like a fool for not realizing what she could have had until it was too late. And she was certain it was too late.

      Annie had called him, so he now thought that Kelsey believed he’d taken the globe. She didn’t, and she never would think that of him. Brett was a good man, she had absolutely no doubts about that. She hated that he may be wandering around Miami thinking she thought so little of him.

      A phone rang. Kelsey rummaged in her pocket to see if it was hers. It wasn’t, but the ring tone sounded too close to be coming from another table. She stood up and noticed Annie’s cell on the floor where she’d been sitting. Kelsey moved round the table and picked it up, wondering if she should answer the call or not. The number flashing up on the screen was one of the Baptist Health switchboard numbers. What if it was Annie trying to find out where she’d left it? She flicked her finger across the screen and accepted the call. “Hey, Annie. It’s okay, I’ve got it. I’ll bring it up to recovery for you, or you can stop by on your way out,” she said cheerfully. For all Annie’s brilliance, she could be dreadfully forgetful.

      “It’s not Annie, Kelsey,” Brett’s deep, caramel-rich voice said.

      Kelsey shivered, but not from the cold this time. She’d never noticed how delicious Brett’s baritone was before. She wondered how she’d ever missed it. “Oh,” she said, feeling a little foolish and a lot nervous. “Well, um, Annie’s just gone upstairs to check on a patient. She forgot her phone. I guess it must have fallen out of her pocket.” Aware that she was babbling and telling Brett details he most likely didn’t care about, she fell silent.

      Brett chuckled. “Sounds like Annie,” he said. “She’d lose her head if it wasn’t screwed on. I was just calling to let her know it wasn’t Joe.”

      “What wasn’t Joe?” Kelsey asked, then felt foolish, realizing that Annie hadn’t called Brett about the missing snow globe to accuse him, but to get him to check out the disgruntled Joe Abrams. Brett was in Miami and it would have been easy for him to go and check it out.

      “He didn’t take your snow globe. He was fairly well ticked off I even asked him about it. He felt the need to tell me how badly he’d been treated the other night. I wish I could say I felt sorry for him, but I’m proud of you for seeing through his too perfect veneer.”

      Kelsey could hardly believe how gentle Brett was being with her. She’d hurt his feelings badly, she knew she had. But he was just being himself, kind and sweet and more worried about how she might be feeling than any discomfort he might be experiencing. She prayed it wouldn’t be too late to make it up to him, but it was a conversation she wanted to have with him face to face. Not on a phone call that had originally been meant for someone else.

      “You know me, Brett,” she said trying to sound bright and breezy, “always willing to hope that even the worst of humanity is a prince underneath the frog exterior.”

      Brett chuckled again. “I’m sorry about the missing snow globe, Kelsey. I really hope we find it. But, hey, I’d better get back to the audit. It’s a real doozy.”

      “So, you’re finally having to work for a living?” Kelsey teased him gently.

      “I certainly am. Take care Kelsey. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

      “What?” she demanded. “You wont be back home for Christmas, or New Year?”

      “I’m going to be tied up with this until well after year end. The books are in a dreadful state. Even if I work all the hours God sends, it won’t be done when it needs to be. I’ll be working on through. It’s okay though. It’s just how it is this year. You and Annie will be working anyway so it isn’t like I’m missing out on anything. I wasn’t planning to drive up to my mom’s this year. I don’t think I could take a whole day of husband number four.”

      As they hung up, Kelsey vowed to make sure that Brett was not alone with a set of spreadsheets on Christmas Day. She and Annie would finish at the hospital by three. They could easily drive to Miami and take a festive feast to share with Brett. Tucking Annie’s cell into her scrubs pocket, she hurried to find her friend.

      She found Annie leaning against the staff room door, flirting with Duncan Grayling. It was quite clear that he found Annie mesmerizing, and she looked happy as a kid with a new bike. Kelsey grinned to herself. At least one happy couple had been brought together by her Christmas Lasagna Night. Annie glanced over at her, stood on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to Duncan’s cheek before banishing him to his work.

      Kelsey handed over Annie’s cell. “You two look cozy,” she teased.

      “It’s getting a little hot and heavy,” Annie admitted. “I like him. He likes me. No strings, no expectations.”

      “Sure. Whenever anyone says that to me, I start to question just how head over heels they’ve fallen. If you’re that into him this early, be careful, Annie.”

      “I’m a big girl. I can manage my own love life, unlike some I could mention,” Annie said, turning the tables on Kelsey.

      Kelsey grinned. “Touché,” she acknowledged. “Brett called. Sorry I answered, but I thought it might be you trying to call to see if you could find your cell.”

      “Did he have any luck with Joe?” Annie asked clearly glad of the change of subject.

      “No, he didn’t. Joe didn’t take it. Why did you let me think you’d accused Brett?”

      “I didn’t mean to. Sorry about that,” Annie said. “So we’re still none the wiser.”

      “No. But Brett did say that he’s going to be all alone, stuck in Miami until after New Year’s. That sounds horrible,” Kelsey said, pulling a grim face.

      Annie laughed out loud. “Mmm, Christmas and New Year’s in Miami. All those parties and parades. I can’t think of anything worse,” she said sarcastically. “Really, he’ll have a great time. After all, we’ll be working, too. Don’t hear us complaining and we have to do it just about every year. He’s a pencil pusher. He usually gets weeks off usually around Christmas.”

      “I know. That’s not what bothers me. It’s that he’ll be alone. I thought we could maybe drive up after work and do dinner together?”

      “You can, honey. But I have plans,” Annie said, licking her lips.

      “Duncan? I thought you were getting together for Christmas Eve.” Kelsey was happy for Annie, but felt a little let down. She’d been relying on being able to spend Christmas night with her best friend, given that nobody else she loved would be around.

      “We are, but he wants me to meet his family on Christmas night,” Annie said a little sheepishly.

      “That really is serious. Just how long were you two seeing each other before you went public?” Kelsey demanded. It was clear that this little romance had been going on much longer than anyone had known. She tried to push the feelings aside and not poke out her bottom lip at the thought that Annie might not trust her.

      “About three months,” Annie admitted. “I was going to tell you, but it was always just this thing we thought was going to fizzle out. We agreed that it’d be easier not to tell anyone so there’d be no awkwardness here at work. But, it hasn’t fizzled and I don’t think it’s going to, so we went public at your party. I wanted to tell you but I promised him I wouldn’t.”

      “Sure,” Kelsey said wearily. “I feel like everyone’s been keeping secrets from me. You, Brett. I’ll find out that Mom and Pop aren’t really with Gabe but sold the house and absconded to Barbados next.”

      “No you won’t,” Annie said firmly. “Stop being so dramatic. There’s nothing to stop you serving yourself up to Brett as a Christmas gift, sweetie. I’m sure he’d be delighted to have you show up in Miami just to see him.”
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      Miami may well have been a party city, but Brett barely noticed the festival atmosphere in the streets as he struggled to get to the bottom of his project. Heidi had become distant and barely even acknowledged his presence in the office. He rather missed the flirtatious banter they had once shared, and he certainly missed her bringing him a coffee every couple of hours. He’d tried to explain what happened, and he was sure that Heidi could see just how hard he was working, but she seemed determined to punish him.

      In the silent moments alone in his hotel room, before he collapsed into deep and dreamless sleep, Brett wondered about what had happened to the snow globe. He didn’t know how he might help Kelsey find out, though he suspected she would probably give up soon enough. After all, it wasn’t like the burglar had taken treasured family heirlooms, or the TV. It was just a snow globe, given to her by a man who had hopes that would never be fulfilled.

      No, it had been given to her by Mrs. Claus, a sweet old lady who’d had high hopes that she was becoming a competent match maker. She’d been sorely mistaken. She was a rotten match maker. Brett let out a long breath and pushed away the silly embarrassment that he was trying to push the responsibility of his bad decision off on someone else. An imaginary someone else, at that. What a clown he was.

      As he hung up his suit jacket and trousers, he checked on the packages in the bottom of the wardrobe and told himself he would wrap them tomorrow, as surely, he wouldn’t always be this tired. He stripped off his shirt and tie, ripped off his socks and collapsed onto the bed, enjoying the cool sensation of the air-conditioned breeze as it played over his skin. He pulled a sheet up over himself and turned out the light.

      He expected to fall asleep as fast as he’d done all week, but for some reason tonight, even though he was as weary as he remembered being in a very long time, his mind simply would not stop churning over the conversation he’d had with Kelsey. She’d sounded like herself, if maybe a little tentative. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but she’d seemed very different. It was probably delirium from too much work and not enough rest, but she’d sounded as though she wanted to talk about the other night, about what had happened—or not happened. His memory of the almost kiss was disconcerting for him to remember, but he couldn’t let himself forget.

      He’d expected nothing other than lots of reiterations of the we’re just friends line, but she’d not said that, not even hinted at it. Brett couldn’t help hoping that meant something had changed. That maybe there was hope for him, for them.

      He closed his eyes and saw her smiling face. He watched as his mind played back a memory movie for him. She’d been tending to one of her patients as Brett had wandered onto the floor. He stopped just outside a patient’s room when he’d heard her voice. The old man had been confused and crotchety. Kelsey had been so calm and tender with him. She’d somehow soothed him and got him to not only stay in his bed, but he let her take his vitals and then he took his meds.

      Then there was the time, at the first Christmas Lasagna Night, when they all sat in front of her tree, drinking eggnog and eating decorated sugar cookies. She’d encouraged everyone to tell their favorite Christmas stories. He’d told her about the time his dad had taken him to Dallas, Texas. They’d visited a ranch and had ridden horses and lassoed cattle. It had been just weeks before his father had died of cancer. He’d known that his time was limited, of course, but he wanted him to have the very best memories of him.

      Annie had told them about a trip to visit her grandparents, when she was about ten. Her grandpa had taught her how to pump up the tires on her bike and her British nanna had taught her to make plum pudding. She’d let her put the shiny coins into it as they stirred the mixture ready to go in the pudding bowls, telling her to make a wish on each one. Everyone had smiled at the thought of Annie blowing on the coins before dropping them into the batter, wishing for a pony, a doll, and her parents to get back together after their divorce.

      But, it had been Kelsey’s story that had made them all wish they had been blessed to have such a Christmas themselves. She’d spun a web of a perfect family Christmas. From the carols and candlelight in the town square in Stanbury, to laying out cookies and milk for Santa and carrots for the reindeer there was a heavy thread of tradition. Cutting and decorating their huge Christmas tree each year had been the kick-off to the season and that event only paled to the actual holiday.

      Her Christmas morning had involved jam-packed stockings at the end of the bed, that she and her brother Gabe had always been excited for, and then taken in to their parents who had feigned ignorance to each toy and treat they pulled out. Snowball fights and building snowmen were fitted in around church and a feast, before settling around the fireplace and toasting marshmallows as Kelsey’s Pop told stories. Few people would ever relate to such an idyllic Christmas and some might even dismiss it as a lie. For Kelsey, it was Christmas and it was perfect.

      Brett sat bolt upright. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. He couldn’t possibly leave someone like Kelsey alone at Christmas. She, of all people, needed to be surrounded by those she loved. He still had so much work to do, but some things were simply more important than ensuring a few numbers were logged on the correct lines of a spreadsheet and catalogued properly in the database. He’d be the only one working anyway since everyone else would be with their families.

      He had to go home. He had to go back to Islamorada right now to make sure she knew that just because she couldn’t be with her family this year, she wasn’t alone. He wanted to tell her that for as long as he lived, she never would be alone if had had any say in the matter.

      He turned on the light and quickly pulled on some jeans and a sweater. Then remembered, he was two hours away. He could even go into work early and still get back to Islamorada before Kelsey even finished her shift tomorrow night.

      He undressed and sank back into bed, sleep finally claiming him. His dreams were full of Kelsey. Her beautiful eyes smiling at him, as he watched her unwrap her gifts and then shower his face with kisses for having bought her just what she’d always wanted. He woke in the morning, wishing he could remember what had been in that particular package. He couldn’t think of anything he could want more than to give her everything she’d ever longed for.

      He woke to the sound of his cellphone ringing. It vibrated against the bedside unit harshly, it’s annoying ring tone grating against his eardrums. “Hello,” he said, his voice gruff from sleep.

      “Hey, it’s me, Annie.”

      “Hey, Annie,” he muttered, sitting up slowly and rubbing at his eyes and face.

      “You’re not even awake?” she asked. “Brett, it’s nearly ten!”

      “You’re kidding?” he said, his eyes pinging wide open. He turned to look at the clock on the unit beside him. “No! It can’t be. I was going to go to the office early, so I could get done early and—”

      “And?” Annie queried.

      “Nothing. It doesn’t matter,” Brett said. “What do you want?”

      “Remind me never to have a crisis in the morning. You are seriously grumpy when you wake up. Should I warn Kelsey, or would you rather she found out on her own?”

      Annie was teasing, but Brett wasn’t in the mood. He’d really been determined to get back and spend Christmas Eve, and as much of Christmas morning with Kelsey as he dared, but now he doubted he’d be able to spend any time with her at all. He’d messed up, and he didn’t need Annie’s meddling to make him feel any worse about it.

      “Annie?” he said, his tone conveying a warning.

      “Okay, okay,” she said. “I’ll play nice. But, I thought you’d like to know that we found out what happened to the snow globe.”

      “You did?”

      “We did. Hannah from accounting dropped it. The globe didn’t shatter, though the base has a crack from front to back. She took it and hoped to get it fixed and return it before Kelsey even noticed. But, it turned out she couldn’t get it repaired. Kelsey’s sad, but I think she’s glad to know what happened to it.”

      “Why didn’t Hannah say something in the first place?” Brett wondered out loud. Keeping things hidden didn’t make anything any easier. It just made it worse when the truth came out.

      “Who knows, but at least we know it wasn’t an actual burglar or someone we know acting with malicious intent,” Annie said. She paused. “Kelsey’s going to be alone tonight.”

      Brett held his breath and counted to three. Annie saying it made it real, and he cursed himself even more for being such an idiot as to oversleep. “Aren’t you going over to her place?” he asked, trying to make his voice even.

      “I’m going to meet Duncan’s parents. I promised him,” Annie said, though Brett could tell from her voice that she was apprehensive about it.

      “Annie MacCain, actually meeting a guy’s folks. Well, that’s a new one,” he said with a short whistle.

      “Don’t,” Annie warned him. “I’m this close to chickening out of all of it. I keep wanting to convince him to come to Kelsey’s instead.”

      “If it’s too soon, maybe you should,” Brett said. “If you’re that nervous about it maybe it’s a sign you should wait.”

      “I’m not nervous. It’s just…” she tailed off.

      “It makes it all very serious,” he added for her.

      “Yeah, something like that. I’m not sure if I’m ready.”

      “Then you have to tell him. He’s a good guy, he’ll understand. He may even be relieved,” Brett added. “Sometimes us fellas, well, we do what we think women expect. He’s probably never been with someone confident like you, who just doesn’t need that kind of reassurance that the relationship is real.”

      “Thanks, Brett,” Annie said. “I hope you’re right. I’ll talk to him – because I don’t think I’m ready to meet his parents. I hope he’ll understand that it has nothing to do with how much I like him or that I don’t want to meet them. I just don’t want to do it right now.”

      Brett smiled as they hung up. Annie was out of her depth. It was unusual. She was usually so unflappable. She cared about Duncan, that much was more than obvious. Her not wanting to hurt him told Brett that very clearly. But she had to take this at her own pace, as well. Brett hoped he’d given her the reassurance that she needed, because he’d lay money that Duncan wasn’t feeling ready for such a big step, either.

      He made his way to the Baptist Hospital and up to the finance department. Heidi was hovering by his desk. “We were so worried about you,” she gushed.

      “I overslept,” he admitted. “I’ve been getting in early and leaving just before I collapse at night. I think it caught up with me.”

      “I’ll get you some coffee. We all finish at lunchtime, and wondered if you wanted to join us for lunch?”

      Brett was pleased that he was no longer in the doghouse and smiled at her warmly. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to make up the hours I missed this morning.”

      “Why don’t you come? It’s Christmas, you can’t just work until all hours.”

      “Thanks, Heidi, I wish that were true,” he said sadly, thinking of the place he wished he could be tonight, and it wasn’t with the guys from the office here in Miami.
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      The hospital was unusually quiet. As many patients as possible had been discharged to spend Christmas with their families. Usually, Kelsey would have been glad of the respite, but today it just gave her too much time to think about how lonely and miserable her Christmas was going to be this year. Annie was going to Duncan’s parents on Duck Key, Brett was in Miami. Janine from orthopedics had her baby a week ago and was on maternity leave and Ashley from the apartment above hers was in London with her fiancé. It would just be Kelsey and Winston waking up tomorrow morning to a snow-less Christmas morning.

      Feeling lonesome, she picked up the phone and dialed her brother’s place in Vermont. Cheery voices greeted her, her sister-in-law, then the kids and finally Gabe spoke to exhort her to leave a message. “If you’re there,” she said, “pick up. I need to speak with you, or Mom.” She paused, praying one of them would hear, but when nobody picked up she dropped the receiver back onto the cradle and sighed heavily.

      A flashing light on the board and a shrill buzzer made her jump. She checked the room number and wearily got to her feet to go and investigate. “Hey there, Mrs. Wilson,” she said forcing a smile as she entered. “What do you need?”

      The elderly woman looked at her from over her gold wire framed glasses, which she wore far down her nose when she did embroidery. Kelsey moved closer to the bed to see how the current piece was coming along. “I dropped my scissors,” Mrs. Wilson said, apologetically. She’d broken her hip in a fall down her stairs, and she hated to have to ask for help.

      Kelsey picked them up and handed them over. “Has the doctor been to see you yet?” she asked, quickly checking the woman’s chart.

      “He has,” Mrs. Wilson said. “He says I can go home, but must come back if I have any more pain. My son will be here in a bit to take me.”

      “I’m so glad. I know how much you want to be with your family.” Kelsey’s voice cracked as she said the words. She wanted to be with hers, too. “I’ll check to see if your discharge paperwork is ready and then I’ll be back to help get you dressed. We’ll get you a last dose of medication before you go, too.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Wilson said fondly. “I cannot thank you enough. You’ve been so kind to me while I’ve been here.”

      “You’ve been a pleasure,” Kelsey said truthfully. If all her patients were as sweet, every day would be a dream. “In fact, I’ll do what I can to spend an extra few minutes with you. I have time today, so I’ll take you down instead of the nurse’s tech.”

      “Oh, you’re so sweet. Thank you.” The older woman smiled and went back to her needlework as Kelsey turned to leave the room.

      Getting Mrs. Wilson ready for her discharge gave Kelsey something to focus on, and the next hour passed swiftly. She was almost sad as she wheeled the elderly lady to the hospital entrance to meet her son. Waving them goodbye, Kelsey was about to head back up to her floor, when she thought she saw Brett on the elevator to the mezzanine floor above. But that wasn’t possible. He was in Miami. She shook her head a little, wondering if she was seeing things–or even worse trying to make things what she wanted them to be.

      Back at the nurse’s station she was soon distracted. Traffic accident patients had been rushed in, and she was called down to the emergency room to help the team treat them. Since most of the patients on her floor had been discharged, she was an obvious choice to help out. Switching into emergency mode swiftly, she went to help with the young mother-to-be and assigned the woman’s husband to Dr. Rangan.

      The heavily pregnant young woman was gasping for air as Kelsey helped wheel her gurney into the cubicle for assessment. She had a number of cuts above her eye and a laceration on her arm. Otherwise, she looked remarkably unscathed, given the condition of her companion.

      “Hi, I’m Kelsey, I’m going to help you. We’re going to take good care of you. Can you answer some questions for me?”

      The young woman nodded. She was obviously petrified, and in some pain, as she suddenly gasped out loudly, clutching at her belly.

      “What’s your name?” Kelsey asked first.

      “Rosie,” the girl panted. “Rosie Miller. Is my husband going to be alright? We only got married a few weeks ago. We went to Vegas. Got married by Elvis. Tacky, but you know…” she tailed off, obviously realizing that she was rambling a little. “Sorry. TMI. I do that when I’m nervous.”

      “How far along is your pregnancy?” Kelsey asked, ignoring the wedding information. For the life of her, she didn’t understand waiting until your baby was almost here to get married. She met people in all sorts of situations and it wasn’t her place to judge any of them. Her job was to help them, and she always did that to the best of her ability. But there were times when she knew she’d never make the same decisions as some of the people she met had made.

      “I’m due in two weeks,” Rosie admitted. “But, I was getting Braxton-Hicks last week, and I think the real thing started this morning. My water broke, that’s why Dylan was driving so fast. He just didn’t see the red light in time. Is he going to be okay?”

      “I don’t know, Rosie. I wasn’t involved with his assessment. I’ll check on him as soon as we get you taken care of and let you know what’s going on.” Kelsey said calmly. “Right now, you and your baby are my priority. Dr. Rangan is one of the best doctors I know, so he’ll be doing everything he can for Dylan. Now, I need you to do what Dr. White, here, asks. We’re going to do a scan to see what your baby’s up to.”

      “She was kicking right up until the accident,” Rosie said, her voice shaky and quiet. “But, she’s been really quiet since.”

      “Alright, then Rosie. Let’s take a look.” Dr. White who had been looking at monitors since he’d joined them in the cubicle looked at the woman and smiled.

      “I’ll go check on the husband.” Kelsey leaned in to the doctor and spoke lowly. He nodded, and she left the curtained cubicle.

      Across the triage unit she could see where Dylan Miller was being treated. She stuck her head in to see what was going on. She saw Sarah Tomlin and caught her eye. “Hey, Sarah. How’s he doing? I need to give a report to his wife.”

      Sarah nodded. “He’s got a head laceration, a concussion, and some broken ribs. He’s banged up, but no internal bleeding or injuries. I don’t think Dr. Rangan’s going to admit him.”

      “Great, thanks. His wife’s about to have their baby. Any chance he can get patched up to make it to the delivery?” Kelsey raised an eyebrow not sure this was going to work out for the young couple.

      “Maybe. I’ll let Dr. Rangan know. Probably depends on how soon the baby comes.” Sarah turned and went back to her patient as Kelsey returned to hers.

      As she pushed the curtains back, she caught the last of Dr. White’s comments. “…baby looks fine. But we’ll need to get you up to Labor and Delivery.”

      Rosie looked up as Kelsey stepped in. “Dylan? How is he?”

      “The official word is that he’s pretty banged up, but there are no internal injuries. He has broken ribs, a laceration on his head, and a concussion. He’s going to be okay.”

      Rosie put a hand to her forehead and sighed. Then a big tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m so glad he’s okay.”

      “Dr. White’s sending you up to Labor and Delivery. Looks like you’re going to have a Christmas baby.” Kelsey started getting Rosie ready for her transfer out of the emergency room.

      “What about Dylan?” Rosie asked, suddenly anxious again. “I can’t have her without him. He wouldn’t want me to do this without him.” Tears began to fall down her cheeks again. It broke Kelsey’s heart, but there wasn’t much she could do other than get the poor woman moved to where she could have her baby.

      “I’m not sure he’ll be able to be there, Rosie. They’re going to see how he does, but all you can do right now is do what you have to do for your daughter. You can do this with or without your husband.” Kelsey gave as much of a pep talk as she felt she could. “I’ll be back in just a minute. I need to call up to let them know you’re coming.”

      As she walked out of the cubicle to do the rest of her part on this case, she couldn’t help but feel bad for them. They were so young, but hopefully they’d grow to be a big happy family one day.

      After letting Labor and Delivery know they had someone on the way up from Emergency, she went back in to help with Rosie. She was about to wish the girl well and get back to other work when she had an idea that might help the young couple out. “Rosie, do you have anyone else you can call to come be with you?”

      The girl shook her head and held up her phone. “I called my mom, but she doesn’t drive. Her friend can’t bring her because it’s Christmas Eve and she’s with her family.”

      “Where does your mother live?” Kelsey was immediately trying to help with this problem. “She’s local?”

      “Um, no. She lives in Miami.”

      Kelsey knew exactly what she could do to help. She wasn’t sure her plan would work, but it just might. After a few more questions she determined that Rosie’s mom lived near the Baptist hospital.

      “They’re going to take you now. Stay calm and know everyone is trying to get Dylan fixed up so he can be there. Just stay calm. Okay?”

      Rosie nodded as her gurney was wheeled out and towards the elevators. As soon as they were gone, she pulled out her cellphone and pulled up Brett’s number. She prayed he wouldn’t be so busy that he didn’t answer. He was truly the only person who could help her right now.

      She tapped her foot impatiently as the phone rang and rang. He finally answered just as she was about to hang up. “Hey, you okay?” he asked, his tone concerned.

      “I’m okay, still at the hospital. Hey, um, I know you’re busy, but I need you to do me the biggest favor.”

      “Anything,” he said, and Kelsey knew he meant it. Her heart sang, but she would have to wait to deal with her own stuff. Once he was here, she’d tell him everything.

      “I need you to pick up Mrs. Celia Russo. She’ll be waiting in her apartment lobby for you. Bring her here to the Mariners. Her daughter is having a baby, and her son-in-law has been in an accident. Rosie needs her mom.”

      “Tell her I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Brett said.

      “Thank you.” Kelsey breathed a sigh of relief and gave him the address. After she hung up, she was suddenly more thankful for Brett than she’d ever been before. Yes, she had much to tell him.
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      Mrs. Celia Russo was a short, portly and very anxious woman. Brett did his best to try to calm and soothe her nerves as they drove from Miami to the Mariners where her daughter was about to have a baby. Every few minutes, Mrs. Russo would thank him effusively for his kindness. It made him glad to be able to help. “To tell you the truth,” he confided. “I was looking for a reason to go home anyway.”

      “You were?” Mrs. Russo said, a hint of an accent showing through, her eyes widening as she turned to him, hopeful he might elaborate on some intrigue or another.

      Brett decided to indulge her. It might just make her a little more relaxed. After all, it was quite possible that she and her daughter had a very long night ahead of them. Worrying wouldn’t be good for either of them. “I was. You see, the young woman you spoke to…”

      “The nurse?”

      “Yes, the nurse. She’s one of my dearest friends, and one of the very best people I know in the entire world.”

      “You love her?” Mrs. Russo said perceptively.

      “I do,” Brett admitted. It felt odd to say it out loud so proudly. “I adore her. She’s the biggest fan of Christmas you’ll ever meet. Yet, of all people, she’s going to be spending it alone. I’m supposed to be working and this is going to leave me far behind, but you know what, there are more important things in life than work.”

      “You’re right about that. Life is too short, Brett.”

      “That sounds as though you have experience of missing out,” Brett said gently.

      “Ah, not the way it might seem. My Matteo died ten years ago. We had so many plans. Once Rosie was grown, we wanted to travel around the country and go back to Italy and see family we haven’t seen in so long. I wanted to do those things with him, and now I cannot,” she said wistfully.

      “I’m sorry your dreams were cut short.” Brett sighed at her sadness and understood remembering the short time he’d had with his father. “It’s a lesson to make the most of all our moments.”

      “Indeed. I’ll soon be a grandmother and I plan to do just that. I just hope Dylan can recover quickly so he doesn’t miss much of his daughter’s first days.” Celia looked over at him with a weak smile showing her nervousness again.

      “My colleagues at the hospital are some of the best in Florida. They’ll do their best for Dylan, and I know that Rosie is in excellent hands.” He looked over at her briefly and smiled with confidence.

      “And your love, the nurse. When will you be getting married?”

      “Oh, we haven’t gotten that far. I haven’t actually told her how I feel about her. I think she has an inkling,” Brett admitted. “I just don’t think she feels that way about me, though in the past few days I’ve begun noticing little things that give me hope.”

      “Then you must tell her. Before it is too late and someone else takes her from under your nose.”

      “I think you may be right,” Brett agreed, as he took the turning off the interstate and began to drive through Tavernier towards the hospital.

      He parked close and the two of them hurried inside, Brett leading the way to the maternity unit. Mrs. Russo waddled as fast as her legs would carry her, and they were soon stood outside the door of Rosie’s suite. “I’ll leave you here,” Brett said, bending to kiss her on both cheeks. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I cannot thank you enough,” she said, and pulled him into a fierce hug before she opened the door.

      Bret glanced inside. Kelsey was sat by Rosie’s side. The young woman was clutching Kelsey’s hand, sweat pouring off her brow as she tried to push with the contractions. “Hey baby, Mama’s here,” Mrs. Russo said, moving to the other side of the bed and taking Rosie’s other hand. Kelsey looked up and beamed at Brett. He’d never seen her look so happy to see him.

      “Hey, Rosie, you’ve done great. You’re in good hands with your team and your mom.”

      Rosie nodded, but didn’t speak as she was focusing all her attention on the task in hand. Kelsey left the room and closed the door.

      “How’s she doing Brett asked, as they began to walk slowly towards the nurse’s station.

      “Great. She’s a tough cookie. You are a star, you know,” Kelsey said, giving Bret a look that warmed his heart. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to see you.”

      “You need me for anything else?” he asked. Her face fell, and Brett felt mean. But, he’d had the most brilliant idea, and there was so much he needed to do to organize it all.

      “Um, no,” Kelsey said. “I suppose you have to get back?”

      “Something like that,” he said trying to keep his voice light. “I’m glad you called me. Mrs. Russo is a sweet lady.”

      “Rosie’s a sweet girl,” Kelsey said. “I guess I just wanted someone to have a little Christmas miracle.”

      “You never know, maybe Mrs. Claus will bring you one too before the night is out,” Brett teased.

      “It was you, then,” she said. “You gave me the snow globe, I mean?”

      Nodding, he tilted his head and smiled shyly. “It was me.”

      “It was the Mrs. Claus thing that gave it away. Nobody else would remember that we always said she must help Santa out.”

      “Yet you thought it was Joe and invited him to your party?” Brett hadn’t meant for it to come out like that, with that bitterness in his tone, but he couldn’t help it.

      “I called him to say thank you. I never thought he’d come. And as soon as I’d left him a message I knew it couldn’t possibly have been him who gave it to me,” Kelsey said. “Annie said she thought it was you. Then Joe was there, and well things just got out of hand. I seriously couldn’t wait for him to leave, and then you—”

      “Let’s not do this now. You have to get back to work. We’ll talk soon, when we have more time,” Brett assured her.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Don’t go back to Miami. Stay here and see Christmas Eve become Christmas Day with me?”

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      He watched as she walked away, and then headed out of the hospital. He sat in his car and made a few calls before he drove off. He was going to make this Christmas the most special one that Kelsey Patrick had ever known.
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      Kelsey finally left the hospital a little after seven. She’d heard that Rosie had given birth to a beautiful baby girl and Dylan had been able to get there just before she was born. It looked like Christmas miracles really did happen and she said a quick prayer of thanksgiving.

      When she got to her car, a small envelope was waiting under the driver’s side wiper blade. Kelsey took it and got into her car. She turned on the ignition. The radio blared It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year into the silence around her. She reached over and turned it down a little, then opened the envelope.

      Meet me at Plantation Key, at Coral Shores High School. Love, Brett x

      She smiled and pulled out her cellphone. She was exhausted and the last thing she wanted to be doing, was heading to Plantation Key. She paused. It really was a little mysterious though, and it reminded her of how he’d delivered the snow globe. She was beginning to wonder if there was a secret, romantic side to Brett Taylor, one he’d kept hidden from view. She had to admit he’d certainly piqued her curiosity, so she pulled on her seat belt and headed out before the evening fell deeper.

      It didn’t take her long to get to the High School. Brett was waiting for her, leaning against his car. His hair was a little disheveled, and his top shirt buttons were undone. She didn’t remember seeing him without his hair perfectly combed, or his clothes immaculately turned out. He looked a little rakish. She liked it.

      She got out of the car and walked towards him. “So, what have you dragged me back to your school for?” she asked him.

      “Well, I have a little gift for you.” He turned around and pulled out a box from behind him on the front seat of the car. It was the exact same shape and size as the one the snow globe had come in.

      “You didn’t?” she gasped, eagerly tearing into the wrapping.

      Brett laughed. “I have never seen you attack a gift like that before. You must have really loved that snow globe if you think it’s another one.”

      “Oh, I did love it. It reminded me of home. It was the perfect gift,” she sighed. She opened the box and tore off the bubble wrap. When she saw the snow globe inside she giggled. “Where did you find this one?”

      “Oh, I have my contacts,” he said.

      Kelsey swirled her wrist, making the snow inside swirl. She smiled as it settled lightly on palm trees and a beach scene. “I’ve never even wondered what Florida would look like in the snow, but now I know.” She stood up on tip-toe and kissed Brett on the cheek. “It’s lovely. And so very thoughtful. Thank you.”

      “I’ll get the one of the Christmas tree replaced, too. But, I was always going to give you both of them. See, I wanted you to know that both places are your home, snow or no snow.” Brett looked a little sheepish at the sentiment, but Kelsey knew he meant every word.

      “What I wanted to say earlier, Brett, was that when you went to kiss me, I didn’t mean to push you away. I was tired and confused about it all.” She giggled and looked at him with a grin. “And I had a mouthful of food. Yuck.”

      He laughed. “You know, I guess that just didn’t matter to me at the time.”

      “Well, I just want you to know that I’m really sorry about how I reacted. I didn’t mean it the way it seemed.”

      Brett’s face lit up. “You know, it just was a bad decision all the way around. My timing was off and I didn’t take rejection well.”

      “No, you didn’t. But, I understand. And, to tell you the absolute truth, I wasn’t sure then–about you and me, I mean,” Kelsey admitted cautiously. “I’ve never had much luck with men, and I suppose I was worried I’d lose one of the best friends I’ve ever had.”

      “But, what do you think about it now? Us?” Brett asked her hopefully.

      “Well, I guess you’ll have to try and kiss me again to find out.”
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      Brett didn’t need any more encouragement. He leaned forward and kissed her tenderly on the lips. She moved closer and wrapped her arms around his neck, letting her fingers twine in his hair. It was the most perfect embrace and Brett wanted it to last forever. But, he had so much more planned and couldn’t wait to see Kelsey’s face when she saw what he’d spent the past few hours arranging.

      He pulled away but took her hands in his as he did so. “There’s something I have to show you,” he said.

      Her eyes widened, but she took a step back, and waited while he locked up the car. “This is all very exciting,” she said. “I’ve never been that good at surprises. I was always the kid who snuck into every nook and cranny in the house trying to find our gifts, you know.”

      “I do, you told me,” he reminded her. “And your parents took to hiding them with friends and relatives so you didn’t spoil the surprise for Gabe.”

      “They did,” she said with a grin. “Poor Gabe. I was just too impatient.”

      Brett took her by the hand and led her out across the high school grounds, along a narrow lantern-lit path. He could feel the warmth of her body against his hip and couldn’t help thinking that having her at his side felt so very right. It was as if he was finally whole.

      “So, where are you taking me?” she asked, turning up her lovely face to look at him.

      “Well, I don’t know if you’ve ever been able to attend before, but the school has a bit of a winter pageant. They run all kinds of activities, and have a fair, and…” he tailed off as they turned the corner of a large hedge to reveal an outdoor roller skating rink. All around it was decorated with lanterns and sparkling fairy lights, with huge decorated trees set around the rink at perfectly equal intervals.

      “A winter wonderland,” Kelsey finished for him, her eyes and mouth wide with amazement. “But, how did you get permission for us to be here after it closed?”

      “I have a friend at the school, he agreed to leave the lights and things on for us after they closed at five for Christmas Eve,” Brett admitted. “Wait just a minute.”

      He ran over to a small wooden shack, and using the key his friend had given him, opened it up and made his way to the control panel. Finding the switches he wanted, he flicked them and hurried back outside to see Kelsey’s reaction as the night air was filled with the sound of Christmas songs.

      “Oh my! You even gave me snow,” she cried, as she moved onto the roller skating rink and held out her arms, turning her face up to the sky as the snow machine rained down it’s flakes on her bare skin.

      He joined her, picking up a couple of pairs of skates from the rack. “Shall we?” he asked offering them to her.

      She took the smaller pair from him and laughed. “I haven’t been on roller skates since I was a kid,” she said looking a little apprehensive. “But, why not?”

      He led her to a bench by the side of the rink, and they put on their skates. He stood up first, offering Kelsey his hand. She grimaced and let him pull her up. She wobbled a little, then got her balance. “Let’s go,” she said bravely.

      They moved slowly around the rink while Kelsey got the feel of it. “You’re really good,” she said admiringly.

      “I used to play hockey, both on blades and on wheels,” he admitted, taking the opportunity to show off a little, tearing off at speed and doing a couple of flashy turns.

      When he returned to her side she was clapping, her face alight. “I’m impressed,” she said. “Now, I feel like I’m going to fall with every step. Do you have any tips for getting past that?”

      Patiently, Brett taught her how to move her body, so that every movement flowed from the next. She took a few tumbles, but always came up laughing. When she finally felt confident to go it alone, she took a turn around the rink. She had picked up a lot, and fast, Brett marveled. She looked great out there. He picked up speed to join her in the middle of the rink and they skated hand in hand, swaying to the music, enjoying the snowfall.

      Brett stopped dead in the center of the rink. Kelsey took a few steps further before she could come to a halt. “What’s wrong?” she asked, turning back to face him.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I just wanted to stamp this moment in my memory forever.”

      “Like my Christmases with my family in Stanbury?” Her eyes sparkled up at him.

      He nodded and took her hands. “I love you, Kelsey Patrick. I love your passion for cold, wet, ice. I love the way you take care of your patients, even when it’s long past the end of your shift. I love that you are always there for everyone when they’re having a tough time. I love that you always know the perfect gift to get everyone. But, most importantly, I love that you are here with me, right now.”

      It felt so good to finally tell her, especially as she wasn’t turning away or looking as though she was scared of his impassioned outburst. She just held his gaze and soaked up every word. A snowflake fell onto her nose, and he wiped it away with his finger.

      She grinned. “I didn’t realize it until I thought it was too late, but I love you, too,” she admitted shuffling further forward so she could snuggle up against his chest. “I love that you remember every word of my crazy stories. I love that you dropped everything to bring Mrs. Russo here tonight and that I can always count on you. I love that you have done all of this, for me, so I don’t feel so homesick.” She looked around at the roller-skating rink, the trees and the lights. “This is like a snow globe itself, and I’ve kind of always loved them, too. I guess I’m only surprised that Mrs. Claus turned out to be a guy.”

      Brett laughed and hugged her tightly. Everything about this night had gone better than he could ever have hoped, and now he was holding the woman he loved in his arms. He never wanted to let her go, because she loved him back and together they would make each other so happy. He was sure of it.

      Reluctantly they pulled apart began to skate around again. Brett taught Kelsey to do some turns and she proved to be a fast learner. She set off on her own, at pace, and executed a turn perfectly, and was about to throw her arms up in the air to celebrate when she lost her balance and collapsed onto the wooden floor. “Are you alright?” he called, skating to her side swiftly.

      “Yes, but ouch,” she admitted as he helped her to her feet. “I think I’m done for the day, but can we come again?”

      “I don’t see why not,” he agreed, putting an arm around her waist and guiding her slowly to the edge of the rink.

      “This is the most perfect night of my life,” Kelsey whispered as they stepped off the rink.

      Brett pulled her close and kissed her again. Her lips were so soft, so inviting and she was so perfect in every way. It felt almost unreal to be here with her, holding her close against his body, knowing that she loved him as he loved her. “I’m so glad you liked it,” he whispered back. “But, I’ve got a few more surprises in store for you.”
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      Given how perfect this moment was, Kelsey couldn’t imagine that there was anything Brett could do that would ever match it. But, she let him unlace her skates, turn off the music, the lights and the snow machine and they made their way back, blowing out the little candles in each of the lanterns as they made their way back along the path.

      “We can pick up your car later,” he said, opening the passenger side door for her to get into his rented Lexus.

      She got in and immediately fell in love with the luxurious car. The seats were the softest leather she’d ever felt, and they seemed to fit around her body perfectly, holding her in absolute comfort. “This is nice,” she said as he got in beside her.

      “I’ve got to give it back after Christmas,” he said regretfully. “I get my old jalopy back when it’s fixed.”

      “You could always upgrade,” she said cheekily. This car suited him, and she knew he rarely spent money on himself. She was pretty sure he was on a good salary and could easily afford a luxury vehicle if he wanted one.

      “I guess I could. Would you like it if I did?” he asked.

      “It shouldn’t matter whether I do or I don’t. Brett, you deserve to have nice things. You are a great guy. You can spend your money whatever way you like.”

      “I guess it always seemed a little extravagant.”

      “So be extravagant. Buy yourself a Christmas gift.”

      He grinned, and Kelsey was sure that he would be at the dealership striking a bargain as soon as it opened after the festive break. She was glad. It was about time he did something nice for himself rather than always worrying about everyone else.

      “So, where are we going now?” she asked him. “You can’t possibly top that.” She nodded back towards the school as they pulled out of the gates.

      “Just you wait and see,” he said with a grin.

      He drove effortlessly along the streets. Kelsey opened the window wide and stuck her head out of the window. “Maybe you could get a convertible,” she mused.

      He laughed. “I’m not sure I’m that kind of a guy.”

      “Everyone’s that kind of guy and you live in South Florida, for Pete’s sake. A convertible is surely the only option?”

      “I’ll think about it,” he said.

      They eased along the roads, and Kelsey was sure he was taking her to his place. She suddenly realized that she’d never been there before. Brett often came to her apartment, or they ate out, but he’d always sworn that his bachelor pad was too scruffy for female visitors and had kept her and Annie away.

      He drove down a narrow and rutted track, towards the beach. “You live by the shore?” she asked, incredulously.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “Right on the beach.”

      “We’re down near Willy’s BBQ place aren’t we? There’s only one house down there. You always told us your house was a mess, but if your house is the one down there, then it is most definitely not a mess.”

      “Busted,” he admitted, raising his hands from the wheel momentarily in a gesture of surrender.

      “So, you’re not just doing okay, you’re kind of super rich?” she queried. She didn’t care one way or another. Brett would be Brett however much money he had. He’d always be kind and generous and sweet, but it was a little disconcerting. Kelsey’s family weren’t well off. They’d scrimped and saved for everything. She just wasn’t used to having many luxuries.

      “My dad inherited a lot of money from his dad. I inherited it when he passed away. It’s really not a big deal,” he said breezily.

      Kelsey sensed he wanted to change the subject, but if they were going to be a couple, there had to be honesty and openness from the start. “So why did you keep it secret?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’ve not always been sure whether people like me, or what I can do for them,” he said. “When I moved to the Keys, it was a chance to start again with nobody knowing too much.”

      “But, you couldn’t bear the thought of slumming it in a normal condo?” she asked. “Had to have a beach house?” she teased.

      “I just fell in love with it,” he said simply.

      “And you had to have it, because you always get what you fall in love with?”

      “Something like that,” he said grinning back at her.

      He brought the car to a halt and hurried to open her door. Putting his arm around her shoulder, they almost ran along the little footpath that led onto the beach. The house was magnificent. It had a huge raised deck, facing out to the water, and behind it was a perfect old Victorian house with big windows and elegant architecture that took Kelsey back to a different age.

      The place suited Brett in every way. He was an old-fashioned gentleman, and he fit perfectly with his old-fashioned house. Lanterns hung from the balustrade around the decking, and were affixed between the doors and windows, making the little house a beacon of light, even though no internal lights were on. A sleigh and reindeer perched on the roof. Kelsey laughed.

      “You’ve been rubbing off on me,” Brett admitted. “You wait until you see the tree in the living room.” His eyes were full of boyish delight as he took her hand and led her inside.

      Suddenly, the lights came on all at once, and a large number of voices yelled out “Merry Christmas, Kelsey!”

      Kelsey could hardly believe her eyes. Annie was there, with Duncan which was wonderful enough, but the faces that she was most happy to see were those of her Mom and Pop, and her brother and his family. She rushed into her Mom’s arms, sobbing. “I don’t understand?” she repeated over and over. “How are you here? You’re in Vermont. I’m dreaming. I must be dreaming.”

      It took thirty minutes for her to trust what she was seeing, and to be able to converse like a normal, rational human being. “Sweetie,” Mom said pushing Kelsey’s bangs back off her face. “Brett’s rather an unusual man, isn’t he?”

      “Oh, he’s definitely that,” she agreed. She’d always known Brett was one of a kind, but tonight he was proving just how much. “Tell me again how he got you here. I can’t remember anything anyone said to me since we got back here. I thought I was hallucinating because I was so tired.”

      “Well, he called me and said he was worried that you were unhappy, that you were missing all of us dreadfully, and that he wanted to do something special for you,” Gabe said, speaking slowly.

      Kelsey slapped him. “I haven’t lost my mind,” she reminded him. “And there’s no need to speak to me as if I can’t understand English.”

      “Well, I couldn’t have my baby sister all miserable on Christmas, so when he said he’d arrange for a private jet if we could get to the airport in an hour, he’d fly us here to be with you.”

      “Gabe wanted the flight in the jet,” Allison said with a grin. “He makes out he’s so altruistic, but it was all about him.” Gabe shook his head in mock disappointment at his wife.

      “Why didn’t you say you were going to be all alone?” Pop asked. “We never would have gone to Gabe’s if we’d known. We’d have been happy to come to you.”

      “I’m working all through,” Kelsey said. “I didn’t want to drag you here and then not spend any time with you. And, I thought that Annie, and Brett would be around. But things changed, and then they weren’t going to be around.” She turned to Annie. “Why are you around? You’re supposed to be at Duck Key.”

      “We got cold feet about making things official with parents,” Annie said with a grin, nuzzling up closer to Duncan, who wrapped his arms around her tightly.

      “I thought Annie wanted it, she thought I did. When we actually talked about it we realized we just want to be us for a while,” Duncan admitted.

      “And, as for you, you sneaky…” Kelsey tailed off as she turned to Brett. His eyes were full of love, and he held his arms open. She melted into them.

      “I’d do anything to make you happy,” he said simply. “Even be your Mrs. Claus. Just for once I thought you should get the gift you wanted most of all since you always make sure all of us get our heart’s desires. Merry Christmas, Kelsey.”

      “Merry Christmas, Brett,” she replied and kissed him long and deep, only breaking apart when the raucous applause from her family and best friends became too deafening. “I love you all, too,” she said with a sarcastic smile and snuggled back into the arms of her love.
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      “And you won’t believe the weather here. It’s seventy-two today.”

      “You’re kidding. I’m sitting here wrapped in a sweater by the fire and the meteorologist on channel five is calling for flurries tonight by seven.”

      April Summers grinned at her sister’s words. The wind from her open car window was whipping her dirty blonde hair around her face, but she couldn’t care less. She was driving with the window down during the last week of November. She could hardly believe it.

      “So let me guess,” came her sister’s voice again. “You’re off to the beach again?”

      April flushed a little at the teasing, but it wasn’t enough to squish her elation. “Why wouldn’t I be? When have I ever been able to say that I got to go to the beach the Sunday after Thanksgiving?”

      “Most of us are putting up our Christmas trees and getting the snow tires put on our cars, but you know that,” said her sister. “Must be nice not having those things to worry about anymore.”

      “You know, you could have come with me, Becky,” April said with another grin. “My place has a whole other bedroom that is basically storage still.”

      April couldn’t take her eyes off the scenery. Branson, Missouri had been beautiful, sure, but Georgia was a completely different kind of beautiful. The costal area was a special kind of lovely.

      Yes, she’d missed the change of the seasons that year, when all the green of the trees gave way to golds, ambers and rosy shades. She missed the wide expanses of lakes that she and her family would visit in the warmer months. She even missed the low rolling hills and wide expanse of sky above.

      Savannah, Georgia, on the other hand, was everything April had expected from a southern town. Everyone was so friendly, and there was hardly a day where someone didn’t stop and greet her on the street. Most of the buildings in town had wide front porches that looked perfect for spending a lazy afternoon drinking sweet tea, and the enormous tree branches that seemed to tangle together overhead were draped with Spanish moss that waved gently in the breeze coming in off the Atlantic Ocean.

      While she didn’t live right in the middle of Savannah, she was only a short drive from the city center, and she spent almost every weekend since moving there exploring the sights.

      “You haven’t unpacked everything yet?” Becky asked, snapping April’s attention back. She could almost hear her sister rolling her eyes. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “You’re avoiding the subject,” April said, slowing down as she approached a red light intersection. There was an old pick-up truck pulled up alongside the road, selling peaches as advertised by a cardboard sign. A dozen for seven dollars—now that was a bargain. April debated about picking some up. She hadn’t been able to get enough peach anything since she’d arrived. She found she loved Georgia’s pride in their produce and in just about everything they did, really. She found it made her love this place all that much more.

      “I’m not avoiding anything,” Becky said. “But you know that I can’t move out there with you. Mom and Dad would freak, and so would Tyler.”

      “Ah yes, the boyfriend with cold feet,” April said with a small chuckle. “Hear any more rumors about him shopping for a ring?”

      “Not in the last few days, no,” Becky said. “But I’m guessing he’ll propose by Christmas.”

      “That makes sense,” April said. She inhaled deeply. The salty scent of the ocean was hanging in the air, and she felt like it was calling her name.

      The stoplight turned green and she followed after the rest of the traffic heading toward Savannah.

      “What about you?” her sister asked. “Any husband material way down there?”

      April smirked and sighed. “Not yet. I haven’t been here that long, for Pete’s sake,” April said. “And I’ve been pretty busy.”

      “Yeah, going to the beach every chance you get,” Becky teased. “I get that you wanted to be closer to the ocean, but you’re making us all jealous over here.”

      April smiled. “Well, that’s not my fault,” she said. “And you know perfectly well that I’ve had more than my fair share of parent-teacher conferences, trainings, and have spent more than a few nights preparing projects for my students.”

      “You teach second grade,” Becky said. “How much work could they possibly need to be doing?”

      “I want to make a good impression my first year,” April said, somewhat indignantly. “Besides, the front of my classroom is the nicest looking in the wing.”

      “Well, good for you,” said Becky, laughing. “No, in all seriousness, I’m really proud of you. I’m sad you had to go all the way to Georgia to get the job you wanted, but I’m glad you’re happy you’re doing what you want to do.”

      “Me too,” April said. “It only took me until I turned thirty to really feel like I was starting my own life.”

      “Don’t rub it in,” Becky said. “I’ve still got five years to go, if your life is any measure.”

      April heard a doorbell through the phone, and the rustling of clothes as Becky unwrapped herself from her stack of blankets. “That’ll be Mom and Dad. I’ll let you go.”

      “Tell everyone I said hi,” April said with a small twinge of sadness. “And that I love them.”

      “We love you too, April,” Becky said, and April could hear the smile in her words. “We’ll see you in January, okay?”

      “Looking forward to it,” April said. “Bye!”

      “Bye,” Becky said, and then she was gone.

      There was a faint tightness in her chest as she thought of her mother and father. It had been almost six months since she had seen them all, and she hadn’t quite realized how much she missed them until she knew they were all getting together without her today.

      She shook off the momentary loneliness and reminded herself where she was heading. The beach. Solitude. Peace of mind and a break from the monotony of working at the school. Doing what she wanted to do in the place she wanted to do it.

      She reminded herself of everything that she had come to love living in Georgia. The school was in a small town, meaning she had smaller class sizes. She liked having the chance to get to know each student individually. She felt it helped make a better impact on them.

      She also knew the parents of the students. Well, at least most of them. She was pleased that so many of them were invested in their children’s education, even from such a young age. She found she enjoyed sending update emails to them all, and aside from a few questions about quarterly report cards, she hadn’t had an issue with a single one of them yet. She expected it would happen eventually, but so far, everything had been peaceful in her classroom.

      More than once, April caught herself feeling jealous of these families. She’d hoped that by now she herself would be married, maybe even with children. She knew that she was getting older and that she was closing the gap on the time to have children. But she needed a husband to have the perfect family.

      It was at this point that she always reminded herself that she hadn’t been in Georgia for very long, and that she was bound to meet someone at some point.

      She was just rather impatient most of the time and she needed to keep that in check.

      It wasn’t all bad, though. She’d made friends with some of the other teachers at the school where she taught. It seemed she wasn’t the only one who was in her late twenties or early thirties who was still single. She’d bonded with a group of women who took her under their wing. They’d spend Friday nights together going to see movies or having game nights at one another’s apartments. She joined a life group with a few of them and found that she was already better friends with them than anyone she’d known in college and grad school back in Missouri. She supposed it helped that she knew them offline and could see them in person frequently.

      April’s stomach rumbled as she saw a sign that she was only a few miles outside of Savannah. The sandwich and snacks she’d packed for herself were sitting beside her in the tiny cooler she’d purchased at the grocery store a few months back. She knew she wanted to wait to eat, so she settled on wrestling a cold water bottle out instead.

      She wrestled with the cap, trying to keep her eyes on the road as she propped her elbows on the steering wheel. The car wobbled slightly into the lane beside her, but she quickly righted it as the cap came free. She took a long swig from the bottle, the cold water soothing her throat all the way down.

      She sighed as she set the bottle down in the cupholder, returning both hands to the wheel.

      It really was a perfect day. She was wearing a brand new pair of aviator sunglasses that she’d bought with one of her first paychecks. She still wondered if she’d spent too much on them, but she loved them so much that she really didn’t care. Her new beach chair that had only been used a half a dozen times was in the back of her SUV, along with her colorful umbrella, pool noodles, and beach bag. It held her sunscreen, towel, and the book she was looking forward to reading, along with a collection of shells that grew every time she visited the coast.

      Never in her life did she ever think she’d be able to live a life like this. Getting up on a Sunday morning and packing the car up to head to the beach after church was a dream come true. And in late November, no less. It was so surreal, and it excited her all that much more.

      She knew it wasn’t warm enough to swim in the ocean, but she still wanted to walk in the surf in her bare feet, just to say she could. All the locals laughed at her and her enthusiasm over the beach at this time of year. They assured her she’d find a way to swim in the Atlantic all year long even though it was always chilly. Of course the “all year long” part was a joke. Nobody swam in the ocean in the winter—she was sure of that.

      She synced her cell phone to her car radio and started playing her “beach vibes” playlist. She turned the volume up, relishing the joy that was filling her heart. She laughed out loud. This was crazy. It was only four weeks or so until Christmas, and she was listening to summer music, heading to the beach to walk in the sand and ocean surf.

      With this realization, she decided to put on a playlist of Christmas music to listen to, instead. Since she wouldn’t see snow this winter, she knew she was going to have to work extra hard to get into the Christmas spirit.

      She was singing “Jingle Bell Rock” at the top of her lungs as she passed a sign telling her she was only thirty miles from the coast. She could easily spend three or four hours there and still have plenty of time to turn around and head home to make dinner for herself that night.

      As she drove along, her mind drifted like the waves of the sea. She thought about what she’d like for dinner, or if she’d rather stop at that amazing barbeque place on the corner near the school. She wondered if they’d even be open, seeing as how Thanksgiving was only a few days ago.

      That reminded her that she still had leftover pumpkin bars from Sarah, one of the teachers she worked with, and who invited her over for Thanksgiving with her and her family. She regretted that she hadn’t packed one in her little picnic basket to enjoy at the beach.

      Oh, well. Next time.

      Something in her rearview mirror caught her attention. Then her heart skipped a beat as she saw a flash of red and blue lights coming up behind her.

      That’s not for me, is it? She glanced down at her speedometer and sighed.

      But as the police car drew closer and didn’t pull out around her, her stomach dropped.

      Busted.
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