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“WHAT DO YOU SAY, DAD?” Jeff ran his palms over the leather steering wheel. “Ready to take her out for the first trip of the holiday?”

In the passenger seat, the ghost of his dad rubbed his hands together, glee alight in his faded eyes.

Navigating away from his oceanfront vacation home in Pacific Palisades, he guided the turquoise 1956 Chevy Nomad—the one he’d spent most of his high school years restoring with his dad—onto the PCH. The air smelled of salt and sunshine, combing fingers through his hair courtesy of the open windows. Nothing but Christmas carols were on the radio with it being so close to the holiday. Only a couple of weeks away and he still needed to get gifts for his kids.

“I need a new computer,” his nineteen-year-old son had said last week.

“I don’t really need anything,” his twenty-two-year-old daughter had piped in. “But if you want to pay for the band for the wedding, and maybe the flowers?”

Sure. He could do all of that. But first, a drive with his dad.

Tension bled out of his shoulders the farther north he went. Being the founder and CEO of a national, multimillion-dollar sports apparel and equipment company was great most days. More stressful than his divorce shortly after Nate was born, but great. Still, every December, he left his VP in charge for the month, leaving New York City behind for California, a much-needed vacation after spending most of the year working eighty-hour weeks.

There’d be no eighty-hour weeks for the next few. Just runs on the beach, reading on the porch as he enjoyed a beer while the surf pounded against the sand, and making home-cooked meals he didn’t get to enjoy the rest of the year. And fine, yes, he’d also get some work in. Sport U Apparel was his baby. He’d built it from the ground up. As much as he trusted his VP, he couldn’t just go cold turkey and step back for an entire month.

He had the kids this year for Christmas, plus Sabrina’s fiancé, and his mom was flying in too. When they arrived next week, there’d no doubt be several days of shopping downtown Los Angeles, followed by lunch at all the trendiest places in the hopes of spotting a celebrity or two.

Jeff would’ve sworn his ears were still ringing from Sabrina’s squeal at the sight of a yoga-panted Reese Witherspoon walking by their patio table two years ago. He’d never known what to do with excitable women. Probably a factor in why he was divorced. And single.

Although, his single status might have more to do with the aforementioned eighty-hour workweeks. His last boyfriend—or was it girlfriend? Fuck, it’d been so long ago. Well, whoever it was had accused him of being married to his job.

Jeff could acknowledge that there was some truth to that statement. In his defense, he was a divorced, single empty nester. Had been for a long time seeing as his ex-wife more or less had full custody of the kids until they’d moved away for college. What else was he supposed to do with his life other than work?

To his left, the ocean was bright azure and still. Above, a cloudless sky, the sun sharp and warm. To his right, mountain peaks rose sharply, scattered with occasional roads that led up to squat-but-sprawling homes.

Upon reaching Big Rock Beach, he turned the car around, heading back the way he’d come. The car purred, as smooth as always. He’d spent the past week, since he’d arrived, tinkering with it after getting it out of storage, making sure it was safe for driving after having its battery disconnected for the bulk of the year. His dad had appeared over his shoulder often enough while he got her up to shape, busting his chops about this or that thing he did wrong, or teasing him about the new grays in his hair, or gently poking fun at him for the few extra pounds he’d put on.

He was forty-five. He was allowed to fill out.

“What do you think, Dad? Should we go to the Bluffs?”

Dad’s ghostly mirage nodded.

It had been a year and a half since Dad had passed on a hazy summer day. With Christmas approaching, his loss stung more acutely. Another Christmas without Dad, who’d been lively and energetic all the way until he’d taken his last breath, surrounded by his wife and kids and grandkids. He’d died with a smile on his face and with zero regrets in life.

That was how Jeff wanted to go one day.

First, he had to get through this and many future Christmases. Having his kids here this year would help.

His thumbnail caught in a nick in the bottom curve of the steering wheel, reminding him that there was a small rip in the leather seat beneath his butt and that the glove compartment had never opened and that the gas cap had been missing for a long, long time.

The car wasn’t perfect. It was never meant to be. It had been a project meant to bring Jeff and his dad closer together during his woe-is-me teenage years, when everything sucked and puberty made his emotions go haywire. And it had worked. There was nothing in the world that reminded him of Dad more than this car they’d put back together in under four years. Sometimes he’d swear it still smelled like Dad, a burst of understated cologne and motor oil. The scent was as strong as Dad’s ghost to his right. Ever present. Always there.

He was closest to Dad when he was in this car.

Swallowing the lump in his throat, ignoring the burn in his nose and behind his eyes, he parked on a side street lined with leafy trees sporting plastic Christmas tree ornaments, and red-shingled houses decked out for the holidays in wreaths and lights, lawns topped with inflatable snowmen. He turned to Dad. “Walk with me?”

From here, they walked to the overlook only a minute away, a narrow, dirt-covered area with patchy grass, a couple of stone benches, and a few scraggly trees. On a Wednesday morning before lunch, it was deserted. Jeff bypassed the benches and sat on the railing facing west. It wasn’t quiet or peaceful by any means, not with the highway directly below. But the ocean was wide and endless and somehow made anything seem possible.

Like talking to ghosts.

“Remember the first time I brought you here?” Jeff chuckled, recalling the first time Dad had visited him, several years before his death, when Jeff had first purchased his vacation home in Pacific Palisades, mostly because he liked the winter weather here. “I thought you’d cry.”

“Didn’t realize how much I missed the ocean,” Dad said.

“I remember.”

Dad was from coastal Maine, a tiny town not far from Portland. As much as he’d loved it, his wife had hated small-town life, the windy summers, and the harsh winters, and they’d moved to Atlanta as soon as their kids went away for college.

“It’s not the Atlantic, but it’ll do.”

Snorting a laugh, Jeff swung a leg.

“Don’t you miss it?”

“The Atlantic?”

“Lighthouse Bay.”

“Not really,” he admitted. “I haven’t been back in years.” There hadn’t been much reason to. Some of his friends had moved away for college; the others, he’d lost touch with. Aside from occasional visits to see his grandparents before they’d died, he hadn’t been back in . . . God, how long had it been?

Dad sighed. “I miss it.”

Jeff’s nose stung again. Gripping the railing in both hands, he concentrated on the roughness of the wood under his fingertips, the edge of the rail cutting into his palm.

He cleared his throat. “You probably know this already, but Sabrina’s getting married next summer. At only twenty-two.”

Dad raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, yeah, I know I was younger. And look how that turned out.” He and his ex-wife were friendly now; such hadn’t been the case nearly twenty years ago. An amicable divorce it had not been.

Jeff sat in silence for a while, soaking up the sun and the warm weather. Rays turned the ocean surface into shiny crystal. Was it like that in Lighthouse Bay too? He couldn’t remember. He only recalled odd details.

The tiny closet in his old bedroom. Affixing glow-in-the-dark stars to his ceiling with his brother, Leo. Biking to Pipit’s Candy on Main Street with his and Leo’s friends to get five-cent candy. Snow that fell for days during the winter, creating perfect snow days. The boring family-friendly Christmas parties Dad’s company used to throw, complete with Santa and gifts for the kids. The summer their television had stopped working, and he and his brother had had to find other ways to entertain themselves. Setting up the sprinkler on the front lawn and running through it in nothing but bathing suits on the most humid of summer days. The small marina where they’d had a little boat they used to take out on weekends. Ice skating on the frozen pond in the park at the north end of Main Street in the winter, the same place where Dad had taught him and Leo to skate. Restoring the Nomad with Dad in their front driveway in the summers and at the local garage in the winters.

What had Dad loved about Lighthouse Bay so much?

He turned to ask; the railing next to him was empty. As empty as it’d always been.

Loosing a shaky breath, he left the overlook behind and headed back to his car, kicking a rock as he went.

A squeal of tires and the crash of metal on metal had him glancing up. Dread filled his belly, turning it to stone.

Ahead, an electric blue Audi R8 had crashed into the back of the Nomad with enough force to shoot it forward into the car ahead of it.

“No.” A second where his limbs went numb. In the next moment, he was running. “No. No, no, no.” Breaths hitching, he ran a hand over the lovingly restored hood, now crumpled into the back of an SUV. “No. No, please.”

“Oh my god.” A man exited the Audi. “Oh my god. Is anybody hurt?”

Red exploding behind his eyeballs, Jeff whirled on him. “What the fuck? Are you drunk?”

“What?” The other guy reared back, keys clutched in one hand. Maybe a handful of years younger than Jeff, a few inches shorter, the guy was vaguely familiar. White golf shirt tucked into pressed jeans with a brown leather belt hugging his slim waist, classically shaggy hair, and eyes so dark they swallowed the light.

No doubt Jeff had seen him on a commercial. Everyone in LA was an actor.

“No, I’m not drunk,” Preppy Actor bit out, eyes red-rimmed. “I would never get behind the wheel drunk.”

Jeff squared off with him. “High then.”

“I’m not . . .” Holding up a hand in the universal stop gesture, Preppy Actor sucked in a breath that rattled.

Wait. Were those tear tracks on his cheeks?

“I’m not high,” he said, quieter, firmly. “It was an honest mistake. I’m . . . Fuck, I’m so sorry. I’ll pay for the damages, I swear. I’m good for it, I promise. Here, let me give you my information.” He disappeared back into his car, the hood of which was still pressed up against the Nomad’s rear, and leaned over the center console, presumably to reach the glove box.

Turning back to his car, Jeff assessed the damage, rubbing a hand over his chest. Fuck. It wasn’t bad. It could’ve been much worse. The bumper hadn’t even fallen off. Hell, he’d once gotten into a fender bender in the parking lot of a grocery store, and his Benz had come out way worse than this.

Preppy Actor appeared at his side, holding out a crinkled receipt with his name and number on the back. Jeff eyeballed it, arms crossed. Mika Jones it read, with a 213 phone number. Letting his arm drop, Preppy Actor tucked a second similarly scrawled-on receipt under the wiper blades of the SUV.

Mika Jones. The name was familiar too. Jeff didn’t care enough to try to place it.

“Please let me pay for the damages. Fuck, I’m so sorry. I was distracted and—”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s not about the damage.” The damage could be fixed. That wasn’t the point. He didn’t want to fix it without . . .

Without Dad.

Squeezing the bridge of his nose, he bit off a brusque, “Just back up so I can get out.” There was no forgiveness in his tone; a small part of him felt bad for that. Preppy Actor—Mika Jones—couldn’t know what he’d done.

But there was a tear in his heart the size of a restored Chevy Nomad, and at the moment, he couldn’t bring himself to care about Mika Jones’s feelings.

“I . . . Here.” Mika held out the receipt.

Jeff took it without looking at him, pocketing it for later.

“Really, I’m so, so sorry,” Mika was saying as he went back to his car.

“Save it,” Jeff snapped. Getting into his own car, he sent up a silent Christmas prayer that the engine hadn’t been too damaged, exhaling in relief when it started up with no problems.

If only his heart could be so easily mended as metal.
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ONE YEAR LATER

 

LIGHTHOUSE BAY HATED HIM.

Oh, not the people. The people were great. They were all Nice to see you again, Jeff. Are you enjoying your stay? And Hi, Mr. Bellmoor. What’ll it be today? An espresso and a muffin? And once he’d even gotten full-named. Yoo-hoo! Jeff Bellmoor! There are perfectly good jogging trails in Lighthouse Bay.

That last had been uttered by one Mrs. Shoemacker, head of the town’s Business Improvement Association and, apparently, about a dozen or so other committees, he’d learned a couple of days into his stay. She was a tiny thing with a short cap of pale gray hair, wielding a tote bag the size of her torso, but her steely gaze was as unforgiving as some of the most ruthless CEOs he’d had the displeasure of working with.

She was a lady whose advice he probably should’ve taken. The trails, however, weren’t within walking or jogging distance from the little apartment he’d rented above a café on Lighthouse Bay’s downtown strip, which was, essentially, one street running north/south with a clock tower on one end and a park half taken over by a Christmas market on the other. So he ran south along Main Street—or Christmas Lane as the locals called it between Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day—then hung a right and jogged through the quiet neighborhoods before looping back to Main.

Christmas Lane was, appropriately, decked out for the holidays. Lights were strewn around windows and doorways and graced rooftops and awnings. They were also wound around tree trunks and lampposts, the latter of which were festooned with star-shaped wreaths. A pop-up Christmas tree stand stood on the corners of Main and Regent Streets. Once the sun went down, the clock tower was awash in green and red lights. It was all very small-town, postcard perfect, especially with the snow-lined sidewalks, the potted mini Christmas trees placed strategically every twelve feet, and the shop windows decorated with Christmassy displays. It wasn’t very busy during the week, but visitors and locals from neighboring towns descended on the touristy town en masse on the weekend. Jeff remembered that from when he was a kid, but he’d forgotten how Christmas-crazy Lighthouse Bay went.

As he rounded the corner of Flowers by Daisy and stepped into the alleyway between it and Tiny’s Panini, his panting breaths clouded in front of him, his face stung from the cold, and his nose was running. It’d been cold when he’d left New York City five days ago, but even though Lighthouse Bay was only three hundred and some odd miles away, it was much, much colder, and already there was snow up to his knees.

Why hadn’t he gone to California for the holidays like he normally did?

He was digging his key out of his pocket when he stepped on something solid that cracked beneath his foot. Glancing down, he—

Shit. When had his phone fallen out of his pocket? Judging by how cold it was in his hands, it had to have been when he’d left for his jog.

God damn it. There was a crack in what he hoped was the screen protector and not the screen itself.

Aaaaand it wasn’t turning on. Great.

Seriously. This town hated him.

First, his Benz had stalled almost as soon as he’d parallel parked into a spot outside Tiny’s Panini upon arriving in town. The owner of the town’s sole garage—John’s Garage—had come tow it away, regaling Jeff with stories about how he’d known his dad once upon a time.

Second, his fifteen-month-old laptop had crashed midway through an email to his VP the following day. The thing was almost brand new. Sadly, the nearest electronics store was in Biddeford, but he couldn’t get there to have it fixed without a car. No, he didn’t need to be working. That was the whole point of taking December off—to rest and recharge. Didn’t mean he didn’t check in every now and again.

And now his phone. It was like the town was taking revenge on him for leaving all those years ago.

“Doesn’t everyone leave for college?” he muttered to no one, taking the iron steps up to his rented apartment above Tiny’s Panini.

Or like the town didn’t want him to have contact with the outside world.

Well, that was a spooky thought. Shivering from the cold, he shook his head and went inside.

Why hadn’t he gone to California? What was he even doing here? His electronics would still be working if he’d gone to LA, he was sure of it. Maine was an asshole.

But the prospect of spending Christmas alone this year . . . And he hadn’t had the heart to fix the Nomad either, which meant he’d be without Dad too.

“Why don’t you head to Lighthouse Bay?” Mom had proposed last month.

Jeff had stood at his floor-to-ceiling office window at ten o’clock on a Saturday night, rain streaking the glass, and stared at his own wavery reflection instead of at the New York skyline. Phone pressed to his ear, well-cut suit, hair sticking out from the side of his head where he’d run his fingers through it, tie off, and the first few buttons of his shirt undone.

“Why would I . . .” He turned away from his reflection. “Why would I go there?”

“I don’t know.” A shrug in Mom’s voice. “You’ve mentioned it a few times in the last year. I thought you were itching to go back, like your dad.”

He sat behind his desk, nudging his mouse to wake the computer. Had he talked about Lighthouse Bay that much since last Christmas? Maybe it was because he kept seeing the name everywhere, like one of those things you never noticed before until it suddenly popped up everywhere. An unaddressed brochure in the mail, a mention in a national newspaper, one of his managers talking about a brief vacation to the small town.

“I didn’t realize Dad wanted to move back.”

“Not move back, but visit friends and family more often than he and I did.”

Jeff wouldn’t know where to find his former high school friends nowadays, and the only family they’d had left in Lighthouse Bay when his parents had moved were his paternal grandparents, who’d passed away years before Dad. There was nobody left.

Still, Mom’s suggestion had niggled the back of his brain for days until he’d caved, went online, and found himself a little apartment that had miraculously been available for the whole month of December. Not that there was anything for him in Lighthouse Bay except old memories.

There wasn’t anything in California either. Except sun and ocean and highs of sixty-eight, and oh, did he mention sun?

That was the thing about being a divorced, forty-six-year-old workaholic—there was nowhere to go during the holidays. Mom was in a relationship as of a few months ago and was spending Christmas at her partner’s daughter’s in Arizona. Sabrina was at her in-laws in Upstate New York. Nate was staying in Vermont, where he went to college, with a friend Jeff suspected was more than a friend, and Jeff’s brother, Leo, was taking a Caribbean cruise with his girlfriend.

Jeff could’ve flown across the ocean to holiday in Australia and it wouldn’t have made a difference—California, Maine, New York, or somewhere else, he’d still be alone.

Dressing warmly after his shower, he grabbed his e-reader off the nightstand in the bedroom, left his now useless phone behind, and went back outside.

Inside Tiny’s Panini, he blew on his hands to warm them and chose a two-seater table in the far corner next to the fireplace. He’d purposely arrived half an hour before the lunch rush so he could get his food in a timely fashion and get some reading done while it was still relatively quiet. Every other time he’d come in for breakfast or lunch, it’d been so busy he’d had to take his meal to go. Today, he was determined to sit, relax, and enjoy the crackle of the fireplace. Since he couldn’t call, text, or email the office, he might as well take advantage of being completely unplugged for the first time in . . . ever?

Leaving his coat over the back of a chair and his e-reader next to the red glass bowl on his table holding an unlit candle, he went up to the order counter. Tiny’s Panini was a family-owned shop, all rustic wooden tables and chairs, old black-and-white photographs of Lighthouse Bay decorating the walls, barn lighting, and garlands decorated with silver and gold ornaments hanging around rafters.

“Hi, Mr. Bellmoor.” The current owner, Alana, was somewhere in her late twenties. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore a forest green apron around her waist with the café’s logo across the front. “What can I get you today?” she asked. “Espresso? We’re out of muffins already, but I’ve got more coming from Dev’s Bakery next door in a bit.”

Less than a week and she already knew his order. If he didn’t find that so small-town charming, he’d be creeped out as hell. He much preferred the anonymity of New York and LA.

“I’ll have a sandwich today, thanks. The grilled veggie with a side Caesar salad.”

After lunch? He’d play it by ear, same as he’d done every day since he’d arrived. Yesterday he’d spent a lazy Thursday afternoon catching up on Netflix movies on his phone. The day before that he’d spent most of his afternoon reading his EA’s briefing note on opening a second office on the west coast—currently, Seattle was the top contender with his board, followed by San Diego, then Portland. The day before that he’d joined a visiting couple on a personalized walking tour of downtown just for something to do, led by a local named Clark who had the most gorgeous hair Jeff had ever seen. The day before that he’d spent most of the day working before his computer had given him the black screen of death.

What was he going to do with himself for the next three weeks? At least in LA he could’ve strolled on the beach, lunched on patios, taken coastal drives in the Nomad, done some sightseeing, seen the occasional movie at the theater. What did people do for fun in the winter when the nearest movie theater or shopping mall was in the closest big city? Even skiing wasn’t exactly nearby.

A line had formed at the order counter while Jeff ate and read, and the tables had slowly filled up. Chatter he hadn’t noticed echoed throughout the small café. Now that he was aware of it, there was no way he could go back to his book with all the distractions, so he packed up his e-reader and pulled on his coat.

One of the photos on the wall caught his eye as he was zipping up. In it, the pond in the park Jeff remembered from his childhood was frozen, and a bunch of kids decked out in hockey gear made up two teams.

The annual hockey tournament. Man, he’d forgotten all about it. In his day, it’d been a friendly competition that was part of the town’s Christmas festivities, with multiple games throughout the day, divided by age group. Proceeds from ticket sales went toward the Lighthouse Bay food bank. Jeff and Leo had played several years in a row until Leo had lost interest in sports. Then it’d been just Jeff who’d participated. How could he have forgotten that? In his last year here, he’d been on a team with a couple of school friends. Had they won? His memory didn’t go back that far, but he did recall how much fun they’d had, the cheers from the crowd, and the hot chocolate and cupcakes his parents had treated them to afterward.

Was it still a thing? And if so, was registration still open? He’d sign up for the adult game if they still needed more players. Who was in charge of town events?

He turned to ask Alana, but the line at the counter had grown.

“I’m surprised how many people are at the market,” someone to Jeff’s left said. “I thought Zach was crazy for keeping it open during the week, but the advertising must’ve worked. Every time I go by, it’s hopping.”

The words came from a lady Jeff’s mother’s age sitting at a small two-seater table near the front window. Her friend shook her head. “The market’s not all Zach. You’ve got to give some credit to Mi—”

“Excuse me,” Jeff inserted himself into the conversation. “Sorry to interrupt, but I couldn’t help but overhear you talking about the market. Do they still do the hockey tournament?”

They shared a glance. The first lady said, “What hockey tournament?”

Jeff pointed at the photo.

“Oh gracious, no. We haven’t held the tournament in . . .” She peered at her friend. “Twenty-five years?”

“Closer to thirty, I’d say,” the friend said.

Well, that was oddly disappointing. “Is there a town event committee I could contact about it?”

“You’d be looking for Zach Greenfeld, sugar,” the first woman said. “The man who rented you the apartment.”

How did they know—Nope. Small towns. He wasn’t going to question it.

The front door opened with a burst of cold air, the bells jangling conspicuously, letting in exactly the person Jeff was looking for: the fresh-faced kid he was renting the apartment from. Kid was somewhat of a misnomer—Zach was somewhere in his mid-twenties. To Jeff’s forty-six, though, anyone who was closer to his children’s ages than his own was a kid.

“Oh, there he is now,” the first lady said.

Zach waved at Alana behind the counter—his sister, he’d told Jeff when Zach had handed over the keys to his apartment earlier this week—and headed for a pile of pre-packaged orders on the far side of the order counter. He picked up a tray of sandwiches and wraps, one of those round ones four times the size of a dinner plate caterers everywhere used—black bottom, clear lid. On top of that, he added a smaller tray of what looked like cookies. On top of that, he added yet another tray holding pastries of some sort. Balancing it all against his chest with one arm, he reached for one of the commercial-grade coffee urns with the other.

Jeff winced. “Don’t do it, kid,” he muttered.

His new friends followed his gaze. The first woman sat straighter. “Zach? Sweetie? You might want to come back for the tea and coffee.”

“I got this, Jean.” Even as he said it, the pastry tray slid sideways. Eyes going huge, Zach tried to compensate and catch it in his elbow.

Bolting forward, Jeff caught it before it hit the ground. “Whoa. Easy.”

“Hey,” Zach said with a short laugh. “Wow, nice timing. Thanks. You can just stick that back on top.”

“Why don’t I hang on to it? I can take this too.” Jeff reached for the second coffee urn. It had a piece of masking tape near the top that read HOT WATER in block letters. “Lead the way.”

“Thanks. Excuse us, thank you.” Nudging his way between queued customers, Zach led the way outside with a final thanks to the woman who held the door open for them.

“Are you having a party?” Jeff asked when they’d placed the food in the trunk of Zach’s car and the urns on the floor of the back seat. A party midday on a Friday? Weirder things had happened.

“Nope. Just keeping my minions fed.”

Jeff squinted at him over the top of the car. “Minions?”

“Bad joke.” Waving a hand, Zach opened the driver’s side door but didn’t get in. “I’m bringing lunch to all of the volunteers building floats at parade headquarters.”

Floats? Parade headquarters? “The Santa Claus parade is still a thing?”

If it was possible, Zach brightened, a dimple creasing his left cheek. “Yeah! Wait. Still?”

“I lived here until I was eighteen. The parade was a big thing then too.”

“No way. How cool! What brings you back to Lighthouse Bay after so long?”

“Uh.” Drumming his fingers on the top of the car, Jeff searched for an answer. I had nowhere else to go? I’m trying to find my dad? Talk about a sad sack of Christmas gloom. “Usually I head to my vacation home in LA for the holidays. Thought I’d try something new this year.”

“You chose Maine in the winter over California?” Zach squinted at him. “Something’s wrong with you.”

Snorting a laugh, Jeff shook his head at himself. Yeah, maybe. “Listen, can I tag along? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Okay.” Concern furrowed Zach’s brow. “Is everything okay with the apartment? I know the shower sucks but—”

Jeff held up a hand. “No, no. Everything’s fine.” Zach wasn’t wrong, though—the shower did suck. Considering Jeff didn’t currently have any method of contacting the outside world, however, the shower was the least of his worries. “I wanted to talk about the town’s Christmas events.”

“Uh, sure? Get in.”

The concern didn’t leave Zach’s face, but as the car started up with a cough, and as Zach made a U-turn, pointing the car south, putt-putt-putting along the street, Jeff was the one whose brow furrowed. He had a mental image of a cartoon car falling apart, leaving only the front seats and the steering wheel.

“Uh.” He gripped the oh-shit bar above his head. “Is your car going to make it there?” He’d noticed duct tape on the bumper.

A massive eye roll from Zach. “You sound like my boyfriend,” he grumbled. “Anyway. What’s on your mind?”

Jeff didn’t loosen his grip on the bar. “The ladies in the café—Jean and her friend?—said you’re part of the town event committee, so I wanted to ask about—”

“Event committee?” Zach snorted, navigating around downtown Lighthouse Bay’s one-way side streets. “There’s no committee. Mostly it’s just me, Lighthouse Bay’s event planner.”

“You don’t have an assistant?” Jeff side-eyed him. His company, Sport U Apparel, had no less than six event planners on staff. “I’m sure your job involves more than just the Santa Claus parade.”

“Yup.” Zach did a little wiggle in his seat like he was doing a victory dance. “There’s the tree lighting ceremony in November and the Christmas market in the park—I’m sure you’ve seen it by now. In the summer there’s the lobster festival, the farmers market, and the sandcastle competition. Actually, speaking of competitions, there’s the parade float competition. That’s a new thing as of several years ago.”

“And you do all of that . . . by yourself?”

“I do have some help for the Christmas events this year, but usually yeah, I do it all by myself.”

“Can I hire you away from here?”

Zach grinned. “No, thanks.”

“You don’t know what it’s for.”

“I have no intention of leaving Lighthouse Bay for Los Angeles.”

“I vacation in LA. Head office is in New York City.”

Zach made a face. “Definitely not for New York.”

“Even if I pay you more than this town ever could?”

Reaching over, Zach patted his arm. “Money isn’t everything.” The fact that he said it in an o-wise-one voice, as if their ages were reversed, made Jeff laugh. “So. What did you want to talk about? If it’s a complaint, I can tell you right now that I don’t want to hear it, but I can direct you to the comment box at Town Hall.”

“No,” Jeff said, chuckling. A comment box? This town was living in the 1990s. It was charming as hell. “It’s not a complaint. I wanted to know if you plan on putting together the hockey tournament this year. The ladies at the café mentioned that it hadn’t been done in years. Are you going to bring it back? Because if so, I think I can help.”

“The hockey tournament,” Zach said slowly. “Right.” That last word he drew out to about twelve syllables.

So that was a no.

“I remember reading about it in some of the documentation my predecessor left behind. Truthfully, I haven’t given bringing it back much thought, and at this point . . .” Shaking his head, Zach pulled into the parking lot of a large warehouse that was maybe a two-minute walk from Christmas Lane but had taken several additional minutes to drive to due to the convoluted one-way streets. “Christmas is only two and a half weeks away. That’s not enough time to plan something like this. Unless we do it in January or February.”

But Jeff wanted to be here for it. “What if I help plan it?”

Zach pulled into one of the many empty spots near the warehouse’s front doors. “I’m not putting you to work. You should enjoy your vacation.”

“I’m not sure if you know this, being from this town and all,” Jeff said while Zach turned off the car. “But there’s nothing to do here. Please. Let me help plan this. Hell, I’ll do the whole thing. You won’t have to lift a finger. I promise I can get it organized for the Saturday before Christmas.”

Zach pursed his lips. “That’s the day of the parade.”

“The Sunday then.”

“Hmm.” Lips still pursed, Zach got out of the car. “If you’re serious,” he said when Jeff met him at the trunk after getting one of the urns out from behind his seat, “we can sit down and chat with Mika about it. He’s in charge of all of the Christmas events taking place in the park.” Zach passed him a tray and collected the remaining two. “And with the market in full swing, and special events planned for almost every weekend leading up to Christmas, he’s already got a full plate.” Setting the second urn down to open the warehouse door, Zach leaned against the door with the two largest trays balanced against his stomach and waved Jeff through. “But let’s go see what he says.”
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