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Description



It was supposed to be her wedding…




It’s been months since Alex left Jan heartbroken when he ended their engagement without any explanation. Jan can’t move past it. Jan’s daughter, Kaylee, isn’t taking the loss well, either.

Worst of all, Jan’s best friend, Anne, is about to have her own fairytale come true by marrying Dr. Jim.

Can one little girl with a passion for gingerbread help Jan find her own happily ever after?
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Chapter One

Christmas Day

Kaylee flew into the bedroom and leaped onto the bed. “Mommy, Mommy! Santa came! Can I open my presents now?”

 Janet Knowles groaned and turned over, fumbling around for her cell phone on the nightstand. Her hand finally landed on it and she dragged it close enough she could read the screen.

6 a.m. 

She was not ready for the day to start. She’d spent part of Christmas Eve texting with Anne, who wanted to talk about her decision regarding Jim Grant. At least Anne had someone in her life now.

Then, after Kaylee went to bed, Jan had wrapped the remainder of her daughter’s gifts and put them under the tree.

Alone again—thank you very much, Alex—sleep had not come easily.

“Let me get some coffee first, sweet pea. Then we’ll sit down and you can show me everything Santa brought you.”

“Yay,” the little girl yelled. “Can I have some chocolate, too?”

“Sure, why not?” Forget the sugar rush. It was Christmas, a day of sweets for the sweet.

But where’s my sweetness? I hope that bastard’s enjoying Christmas alone.

Kaylee bounced out of Jan’s bed. “Don’t open anything yet!” she called after her.

Sighing, Jan rose from her bed and donned a robe against the chill in the house. Unusually cold for a Christmas in Florida, but then, why not? Her life was miserable, so why not add to it? At least Anne, her best friend, had finally found happiness.

Jan thought she had, too, until Alex broke off their engagement a few weeks ago. When a tear crept down her cheek, she brushed it away with the sleeve of her robe.

Stop thinking like this. You’ve got to act happy for Kaylee.

After getting the coffee prepped and starting the coffee maker, Jan leaned against the kitchen counter while she waited. She still didn’t know what had gone wrong with their relationship. Alex had been vague as to his reasons for wanting to break up. What ones he did offer hadn’t made sense.

She’d asked him directly if it had to do with his own business troubles, but he’d never really answered her, so now she had no idea. He owned a plant nursery, and just before Halloween, a little boy had been bit by a snake there and later died. His negligent parents had allowed the boy to wander off, so they were at fault. Except they’d hired an attorney to sue Alex and the nursery, as well as had started a massive social media campaign against him in an attempt to sway the court of public opinion in their favor and mask the fact that they were at fault for not watching their child.

Last she’d heard, they were trying to claim he should have had fences.

As if fences stop snakes. Any idiot knows that’s stupid.

But he’d insisted no, it wasn’t that. That there wasn’t another woman, and it wasn’t anything she’d done. He’d just wanted…space and time.

Worse, they hadn’t broken up. He’d asked to postpone their wedding, and he hadn’t even asked for the ring back, but…

Well, it sure felt like they’d broken up. He’d hardly talked to Jan after he’d dropped that bomb on her, and then it’d always been her initiating contact.

So she’d tried an experiment to see if he’d contact her. Give him the “space and time” he’d claimed he wanted and needed.

Nothing from him in over three weeks.

I guess that’s my answer.

It felt like this was more than a case of cold feet, but he swore, at the time, that it wasn’t because of his own troubles, despite how she’d tried to help him and begged him to talk to her about them.

Yes, marriage was a big step for him. He had never been married, unlike her. But she knew where the shoals were and felt confident her second marriage would be a success. After all, Alex was perfect in every way. Well, except one.

Mr. Perfect seemed prone to cold feet.

Maybe it was me, and he didn’t want to tell me that.

Jan gulped, raised her robe-clad wrist to her mouth, stifling the cry that threatened to erupt. She couldn’t go all emotional now, not with Kaylee bouncing with joy in the next room.

Damn you, Alex.

* * * *

Alex picked up his cell phone, called up Jan’s number, but hesitated over the send button.

Should I, really? It’d been…

He winced when he realized exactly how long it’d been since he last talked to her or texted with her. He’d gotten so wrapped up in his own misery that he hadn’t realized how long it’d been since he’d talked with her.

Jan was probably enjoying the morning, watching Kaylee open her presents. She likely wouldn’t welcome the intrusion from him.

Not after what I did to her.

Pride, self-respect, fear—call it whatever you wanted, he couldn’t admit to Jan that he was a failure. Well, not yet, anyway, but it was a matter of time, right? His entire life was currently stuck in limbo, and his attorney couldn’t give him any assurances on the outcome.

Stupid insurance company.

It was bad enough that the little boy died because his parents hadn’t paid attention to him. The security video showed them nose-down on their phones, neither paying attention to their son as they’d gone separate directions when they’d arrived. Between when they’d arrived and when he’d been found, over an hour had elapsed. Nearly forty minutes before they realized he was even missing and sounded the alarm.

And their little boy died as a result.

That was guilt Alex wasn’t sure he could live with, despite everyone around him telling him he had nothing to feel guilty about.

Business was down because the boy’s parents and their family and friends were playing dirty and smearing him and his business in local social media groups and in the newspapers. Portraying themselves as grief-stricken parents whose son was “stolen” from them, when the truth was, had either of them pulled their noses out of their phones, their little boy would be alive.

Alex hadn’t wanted Jan or her reputation dragged down with him. She was a real estate agent, and the last thing she needed was his bad luck ruining her livelihood. Especially not when she had Kaylee to take care of.

Then there was Kaylee. He didn’t want her facing issues at school with her friends or their parents over his misfortune.

No, better to deal with this on his own. He wouldn’t drag Jan into a marriage when he didn’t even know if he’d have two cents to rub together in a few months. He damn sure didn’t want anyone able to go after her personal assets, either.

He refused to put her at risk like that.

But if sales continued to plummet at the nursery, he’d be forced to close down. He’d have to find a job, hopefully one that paid well enough to pay off the verdict, if he lost, and still allow him to live somewhere that wasn’t a cardboard box.

He set the phone back on the desk in his home office and looked around.

He’d probably have to sell the house, which currently stood barren of the typical Christmas decoration. There was no way he’d be able to afford the mortgage payments. His credit would be shot. He could probably talk to his parents. They’d be more than willing to help, but he didn’t want to burden their retirement with his problems.

He ran a hand through his unkempt black hair. Had he showered yesterday? He couldn’t remember. He should probably eat something, but pickings in the fridge were slim. And no way did he want to face a crowded restaurant on Christmas Day.

Oh, well, what’s another lost pound or two?

He’d already lost fifteen pounds, between being upset about the little boy’s death and worrying about the lawsuit.

Added to that, sales of Christmas trees had fallen off dramatically this year, compared to prior years. Now, he’d have eat the cost of the three dozen or so trees that remained at the nursery.

If only.

Just one more blow to his business’ bottom line. Summer’s heavy rains throughout had caused the waters in the wetlands to the rear of his business, Sunnyland Acres Nursery, to rise. How was he to know that water moccasins inhabited those wetlands? None of his employees had ever seen one on the nursery grounds in the six years he’d owned the place.

Once the alarm had been sounded, Alex and his employees had begun a frantic search for the child. He’d been found in the back of the property, on the far side of tall bulk mulch piles, unconscious and unresponsive.

He died less than twelve hours later, despite being air-lifted to a hospital in St. Pete and anti-venom being administered. The location of the bite, as well as the unknown delay between the bite and his discovery, contributed to his death, according to the autopsy.

The negligent parents quickly leveled blame at Alex, of course, with claims by the parents’ attorney that Alex hadn’t taken proper “precautions.” Never mind the parents’ roles in neglecting to watch their son. They’d filed suit against him personally, as well as the nursery, only days after their son’s death.

Worse, now the insurance company was trying to say they weren’t liable, splitting hairs about where the boy was bit, exactly, whether it happened on his property or in the wetlands. And that it was an “act of god” that wasn’t covered in his policy, even though his attorney was arguing it was a liability issue that should be covered.

And the greedy ambulance-chasing bastard of an attorney the parents had hired was going after him personally, too, for negligence, despite the sheriff’s office clearing him and his business of any wrongdoing.

That meant Alex’s attorney was battling on two fronts—to get the insurance company to pay out, as well as protect Alex and his personal assets. Now it was a PR nightmare, with Alex and his business caught in the middle. Pictures of the tearful parents were being blasted all over local social media, with the footnote of their negligence always being left out of the story.

And Alex had been counseled by his attorney not to say a damn word, for fear of jeopardizing the case, although even his attorney was growing tempted to accidentally “leak” video footage of the parents not paying attention to their son.

Merry Christmas, bah humbug.

His life was a nightmare. Better that Jan move on to a decent guy who could take care of her and Kaylee rather than sticking around on the tilting deck of the Titanic.

He damn sure didn’t want to drag them down with him.

* * * *

It didn’t take Kaylee long to shred her way through the wrapping paper on her presents. Adding to her funk about Alex was the fact that Kaylee’s father couldn’t even be bothered to call to wish her a Merry Christmas. Not that she’d expected him to, because he’d made it abundantly clear he wasn’t interested in being a father anymore.

Still, she’d secretly hoped. Especially in the wake of Alex slipping out of their lives.

Now Kaylee really didn’t have anyone like that in her life, a father figure.

“Mommy, can I call Aunt Anne and tell her about my doll?”

When Jan looked, Kaylee stood there holding her new Hello Kitty doll, which had been her highest wish on her letter to Santa this year.

Jan glanced at her cell phone, checking the time. Barely eight o’clock in the morning. If the new lovebirds were up—again that tinge of loneliness ripped her heart—they’d likely be busy by themselves, or with Anne’s parents.

“Sweetie, it’s too early to call her now. She’s probably still asleep.”

Kaylee’s angelic face creased into a pout.

“But she needs to know Santa brought me my doll.” She held the toy up, demonstrating her point. “What if she got me one, too? I asked her for one, you know. That way, she can take it back and get me something else.”

“A, that’s rude, honey. B, stores are closed today. C, if she did get you one, you’ll accept it and say ‘thank you’ and be grateful for it.” Jan didn’t have the patience or strength to deal with this, not when she just wanted to crawl back into bed and bawl her eyes empty. Again.

Kaylee’s pout deepened. “Can I call Alex?”

Hell, no. “Not now, sweetie.” She opted for distraction. “You can call Aunt Anne later this morning.”

The little girl turned her back on Jan and stomped down the hall toward her bedroom.

Great. Now her daughter was in a funk, too. And on Christmas Day.

It’d been a couple of days since she’d last asked about Alex, but the worst part was, Jan really didn’t have an answer to give to her. Admitting it looked like they were over would crush Kaylee.

Thank you, Alex, for ruining the holiday.

* * * *

Early Christmas afternoon, Anne and Jim headed across the street from Jim’s house and over to Anne’s parents’ house. She smiled up at Jim before they reached her parents’ front door. “Ready?”

He nodded. “Ready.”

She opened the door. “Mom? Dad? We’re here.”

They’d no sooner stepped inside than Joyce Baumann, her beaming smile brighter than the sun outside, swooped in and wrapped her daughter in a tight hug. Releasing Anne, she stepped toward Jim Grant and stretched up to the taller man to hug him, too. Grabbing their hands, she said, “I’m just so happy for you two. This is going to be the best Christmas ever.”

She glanced behind her, saw no sign of her husband. “Dick, where are you?” she called. “Anne and Jim are here.”

“Mom, stop making a fuss,” Anne said. “Daddy saw Jim earlier, so it’s okay. Now what can I do to help with dinner?”

“Why don’t you set the table for me, sweetie. I’ve had the turkey out of the oven for a while, and I’ve got the casseroles baking. I hope you and Jim won’t mind, but I bought some of those prepared casseroles from Publix.”

“It’s fine, Mrs. Baumann,” Jim said, his arm around Anne’s waist, drawing her close.

“You’re engaged to my daughter now. Call me Joyce.”

Jim nodded in acknowledgment.

Joyce took her daughter’s arm and Jim released her. “Come on, let’s get this dinner finished, Anne. Jim, you know where the TV is. I’m sure Dick will be there in a minute.”

In the kitchen, Anne gazed at Joyce as her mother bustled about, checking first the oven, then the turkey on the sideboard, then going to the refrigerator. Her motions were right, but…

There was an uncharacteristic tightness to her face, her smile looking a little too thin.

Anne reached out to block her path. “Mom, what’s wrong?” she asked. “I can see that something is bothering you.”

Joyce paused by the sink, head down, not responding to Anne’s question.

Anne stepped in and wrapped her arms around her mother. “Mom?”

Joyce shook her head and stepped away from Anne’s embrace. “It’s nothing,” she said.

“I don’t think so. You’re hiding something from me.”

Joyce pulled away, quickly wiping at her eyes before shooing Anne away. “You need to get the table set, young lady. These dishes are just about ready to come out and that man of yours looks mighty hungry.”

Anne stared at Joyce for a long moment before moving to the cabinet where her mom kept her dishes.

“No, not those. Get the good china from the cabinet in the dining room.”

“Sure, Mom. But you and I will talk about this later.”


Chapter Two

New Year’s Eve

New Year’s Eve, and Anne was finishing the mark-down on the items for her post-holiday sale. Earlier that morning, she’d posted a Closed sign in the door of her shop, Candy Cane Stitches, figuring business would be nonexistent for a cross-stitch store on the eve of the holiday. With the infusion of cash Jim had promised would be coming from the investment group he was putting together, Anne’s plans had changed.

Instead of the going-out-of-business sale she’d dreaded, this would be an inventory clearance sale.

“Another half hour,” she said to Whiskers, the stray cat who’d adopted her store as his home several months ago. “I’ll make sure you have plenty of food and water, too. Jim wants to watch football tomorrow, so we probably won’t be around.”

Whiskers stared at her, then with a meow, he turned his back and walked away.

“And a happy holiday to you, too,” she muttered. She heard her business cell phone ring and hurried to the back of the store to take the call. She didn’t recognize the number on caller ID.

“Hello, Candy Cane Stitches.”

“Anne, is that you?”

Not recognizing the man’s voice, she said, “Um, who is this?”

“It’s Alex. Alex Morgan, Jan’s boyfriend.”

Oh shit. What does he want?

“Hi, Alex. Don’t you mean her ex?”

“I-I…uh…”

He didn’t really respond, so she plowed on. “Is there something I can do for you?” she snapped.

What else was there she could say to the man other than come on over so I can rip your balls off for hurting my friend? That was probably the kindest thing she could say to him after he’d basically ghosted on Jan and Kaylee.

“Well, I…” His voice trailed off again.

Anne waited, her impatience and irritation with the man growing by the second. She hoped Jan wasn’t out showing a property or getting a listing, because calling her was the next priority on her to-do list.

So much for leaving in half an hour.

“The thing is,” Alex resumed, “I’d like to talk to Jan, but I don’t know how to explain things to her.”

“Explain what?”

“What happened. I—”

“You broke her heart and turned your back on her without really giving her an explanation. Worse, you basically turned your back on Kaylee. I don’t think I’m sorry is going to cut it. I think talking to you is the last thing she wants to do right now. She’s trying to get over you. That was pretty damn cruel for you to flake out and ghost on her. Don’t you think you could have found a better way to handle it?”

“But—”

“No buts, Alex. You’re a bastard, you know that?”

“Wait, Anne. Please? I know I screwed up. Look, I’d like to explain. Can you meet me for coffee?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. If you want to explain yourself, you need to do it to Jan, but I don’t think she wants to talk to you.”

“Please. I know I’m the last person she wants to talk to, and well, I’ve been thinking.” He sighed. “I need to tell her the truth about why I did what I did.”

“Are you cheating on her?”

“No!”

“Oh, hell, you’re gay, aren’t you?”

“No! Anne, it’s nothing like that. Look, can we please do this in person? Just hear me out, okay?”

Curiosity piqued, Anne said, “All right, I’ll meet you for coffee. Where at?”

“You know that new shopping plaza they built on Venice Avenue that opened about six months ago? There’s a small cafe next to the Publix. I can be there in a half hour.”

“Make it an hour. I’ve got some things I need to finish here first.”

“An hour then. Thanks, Anne. I really appreciate this. I’m going to go out of my mind if I don’t talk to someone about this.”

Now what did that mean, Anne wondered?

* * * *

It was a beautiful day for golfing, which is exactly where Jim was, with his soon-to-be father-in-law, Dick Baumann. They were sitting at the nineteenth hole and enjoying a couple of beers when Dick’s cell phone rang.

“Oops, I think I might be in trouble,” Dick said as he looked at his phone.

“Why?”

“It’s Joyce.” He answered. “Hey, sweetheart… Yes, I know the party starts at seven thirty. I’ll be there soon. Jim and I are having a beer before we head home.”

Joyce’s voice rose so loud that Jim could uncomfortably hear her end of the conversation. “You know what time this party starts, and you pick today of all days to go golfing?” He pulled the cell phone away from his ear as his wife’s voice rose to a shriek. “You get back here right now!”

Dick started to reply, then glanced at his phone. Apparently, she’d hung up on him. “You hear that?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Jim sipped his beer. “I’m surprised haven’t heard from Anne, as well.”

“Wasn’t she going to close the shop today?”

“Yes, but she was going to use the time to finish marking down items for her post-holiday sale.” Jim picked up his phone and tapped it to bring up the display. “Nope. She hasn’t called or texted. Let me see how she’s doing.” He hit speed-dial and waited while it rang. Then her voice mail picked up. “Hey, honey, it’s me. Just wondered how you’re doing. Call me.” He ended the call and looked at Dick who was draining the last of his beer. “Voice mail,” he said.

“You ready to head home?” Dick asked. “Cause from the sound of Joyce’s tone, I’d better get home, or I’ll be bunking with you for the next several nights. She’s been all over me lately, and I don’t mean in a fun way.”

“How so?”

“Always wanting me to do stuff with her.” He shook his head. “Maybe she needs a hobby or something. I’m retired, dang it. I mean, yes, obviously I want to do stuff with her, but I don’t need to be joined to her at the hip. She’s always grousing at me around the house, you’d think she’d be happy when I’m not there.” He laughed, then picked up his beer. “You sure you want to get married, Jim? You got the best of both worlds, right now.”

Jim smiled. “I’m sure.” He opened his wallet and left enough money for their drinks and a tip. “But we’d better get you home before Joyce is asking Anne to chew me out for helping you play hooky.”

* * * *

When Anne walked into the small cafe fifty-five minutes later, she spotted Alex sitting at a table toward the rear. As she walked over to join him, she worked to contain her surprise at his appearance. Stubble, apparently several days old, covered his jaw and chin, unusual for the normally clean-shaven man. Dark circles under his eyes indicated he hadn’t been sleeping well. His polo shirt was wrinkled, and his hair was slightly unkempt.

Taking a seat, she said to the waitress who appeared from behind her, “I’ll have a coffee, please.” 

“I know. I look bad,” Alex said. “I haven’t been sleeping well, and…” His voice trailed off.

Anne glanced at her cell phone to check the time, and noticed she’d missed a call from Jim. “Look, Alex, I don’t have much time to sit here and listen to you throw a self-pity party. My mom’s holding a real party tonight, and I have to get over there to help her.”

He sighed and gripped the half-empty cup in his hands. “This isn’t easy for me.”

“It hasn’t been easy for Jan or Kaylee, either, you jerk.”

“I know,” he quietly said.

“Alex, please get to the point.”

“Well, I wasn’t exactly truthful when I broke off our engagement.”

Anne snorted. “And exactly what would the truth be, Alex? Because you’ve hurt my friend pretty badly. And oh, yeah, you know she has a daughter who adores you, right?”

The waitress placed the coffee in front of Anne, then hovered, hesitant to interrupt.

“We’re fine,” Alex said, and she left. Then, to Anne, “You know I’m being sued by the parents of that little boy who died.”

“Yeah, but your insurance will take care of it, right?”

“They’re fighting it.”

“Well, that’s what insurance companies do. That’s why you pay for policies, to fight claims. What does that have to do with how you treated Jan?”

“They’re fighting paying out, and saying they aren’t liable for it. My attorney is fighting with them, trying to get them to pay. The parents are also trying to sue me personally for negligence.”

“I’m sorry, and that’s horrible, but why is that a reason for breaking off your engagement?”

“You don’t understand,” he said. “I’m probably going to lose everything. The nursery. My house. This is going to wipe me out.”

Anne gazed at Alex, remembering her own stubbornness at refusing to reveal her financial problems to her parents. “I still don’t understand what that has to do with you breaking off your engagement with Jan, or why you basically dropped off the face of the earth.”

“Because I didn’t want to marry her if they could go after her assets. She’s got Kaylee to take care of. You think I want her to lose everything?”

Confusion set in. “But she stood by you, Alex, and—”

“Exactly. Have you seen the social media campaign against me? I didn’t want to ruin her reputation.”

Anne grabbed her coffee and took a drink to buy herself a moment. “She loves you. She said she tried to get you to talk to her.”

“And you know she would have been trying to dump money into my problems. I refuse to ruin her life.”

Anne set her cup down. “That should have been her decision to make, not yours. You took the choice from her. Why didn’t you tell her all of this then?”

“I should have, but I felt…” He glanced away for a moment. “It’s not easy to admit when you’ve screwed up your life. The nursery was my dream. People said I was stupid to give up my old career. I made damn good money as a pharmaceutical rep, you know. But I wanted this.”

Anne hated that she felt a flash of sympathy for him. She knew that feeling all too well, of making poor choices.

He looked down at his coffee. “When I met Jan, I thought I had a bright future ahead. No, I wouldn’t be rich, but I could at least take care of the three of us, be able to be a family. A job that would keep me at home. I got sick of traveling all the time. I don’t know what I’m going to do, Anne. I love Jan, and Kaylee too. They were the best thing that ever happened to me. But I can’t take them down with me. And I don’t even know if I’ll have a home in a few months, much less a business.”

Anne studied Alex. She hadn’t spent much time with him, but from what Jan had said, he appeared to be a nice, level-headed guy who treated Jan well. And she remembered the feeling of hopelessness that Alex was experiencing now, until Jim came along with his offer of silent investors to back her business. She’d learned a hard lesson that was still fresh in her mind.

“What can I do to help?” she quietly asked.

A ghost of hope flashed in Alex’s eyes. “Could you please explain to Jan what’s going on, so she’ll know why I did what I did? I can’t leave her not knowing.”

“Why don’t you do it yourself?”

He shook his head. “No, that’s not a good idea. It’s…it’s just not.” He sighed, and it sounded weighty, full of grief. “She hasn’t even called me in weeks, not that I blame her. I’d rather not put her or Kaylee through anything else.”

Anne took another sip of coffee, glanced at her cell phone for the time. “All right, I’ll tell her. But I’ll bet she’s not going to be happy that you weren’t man enough to tell her yourself. I’ve got to go.” She rose from her seat, started to open her purse.

