
  
    [image: Christmas Beach Proposal]
  



    
        
          Christmas Beach Proposal

        

        
        
          Christmas Beach, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Lori Wilde

        

        
          Published by Lori Wilde, 2023.

        

    


  
    
      Christmas Beach Proposal

      
        Christmas Beach

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        Lori Wilde

        Cassidy Grace

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Epiphany Orchards Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: logo]
        

      

      Maddie Craig hated being a statistic, a cautionary tale, and a Christmas one at that.

      Every year since she lived in Christmas Beach, Louisiana, Maddie would unpack the decorations and take a trip down memory lane.

      It was her favorite trip of the season. Of the year, really. A lifetime of mementos carefully stored in Bubble Wrap and cotton batting. She had a collection of snow globes with snowmen, elves, trees, gifts, reindeer, or Santa Claus figurines, all on wooden bases to protect them.

      She’d lined them up on the mantel.

      She’d been just as careful with the pieces belonging to the Christmas village she’d been building for years. She thought it might have more shops than Christmas Beach itself. There was a bakery, a flower shop, a yarn shop, a bookstore, a firehouse, a police station, a church with a magnificent steeple, and a train depot with a track that circled the whole.

      That went on the coffee table.

      She’d been the most careful of all with every single decoration Alex had made in school. He made some art in elementary school and took a few classes in middle school, including painting a ceramic coaster with a fat Santa on it and sculpting a Santa hat paperweight out of clay.

      She placed both items on the table next to her chair. Then she scrolled through her phone to read news, text friends, and listen to books or watch TV. More artworks made by Alex included reindeer heads from clothespins, felt stars, bells, balls, and gingerbread men decorated with glitter and hung on the tree with ribbon loops.

      She’d hung all of them on the tree, but only after wrapping it in dozens of strings of tiny colored lights and hooking filler ornaments deep in the branches. When every item was perfectly placed, including the Santa hat tree topper, she’d plugged in the lights.

      And promptly set the house on fire.

      Not the whole house, thankfully. It was an old one, built at least a hundred years ago. Because of that, she kept a fire extinguisher upstairs and down. Alex had run for the one in the kitchen while she’d dialed 9-1-1 and bolted for the other. They’d contained the blaze. The Christmas Beach Fire Department had done the rest.

      The Victorian monstrosity was too big for her to live in alone. It was really too big for her and Alex, but it had seemed perfect when she and Rob had bought it. They’d had plans for a big family, kids to fill every one of the bedrooms.

      A drunk driver had put an end to those dreams shortly after Alex had turned one.

      Last year’s Christmas fire had occurred during the middle of his senior year of high school. They’d spent his final semester before graduation in a small furnished rental downtown while their house was cleaned and repaired.

      Weeks later, when the house was done, they’d bought furniture, area rugs, and artwork. The only decorations to survive were the coaster and paperweight. Those had been far enough away from the tree to need only a good scrubbing. The heat had burst the snow globes and cracked the buildings of the village, melting every car of the train. The coaster and paperweight were now tucked away in her dresser’s bottom drawer.

      She and Alex had been fine, comfortable, but it hadn’t been the end to his school experience she’d wanted for him. He’d be leaving home. He’d be an adult; he was an adult. He’d told her it didn’t matter. The two of them were safe and nothing valuable had been lost. He’d been so supportive, so grown up about the whole thing.

      She hadn’t known it was possible to be as proud of him as she’d been.

      As she was.

      Now, after four months away, he was coming home from college for his first winter break. He was working up until the last minute and wouldn’t arrive until Christmas Eve. After that, she’d have him with her for three weeks. And this year would be perfect.

      Or it would be if she could find what she wanted and get out of Christmas Beach’s one and only department store. Problem was, everything she wanted was gone and nothing on any shelf in any store could replace what she’d lost.

      “I should’ve done this on Black Friday.”

      The voice at her side belonged to her neighbor. Jeff Murphy lived directly across from her on Brown Bark Lane. His house was as large as hers, his lot larger. Most of her trees were in her backyard while his took over his front. He’d lived there when she’d moved in. Hard to believe she and Rob had bought the house twenty-two years ago.

      Had she really lived in the same house for twenty-two years?

      After starting her nursing job at Christmas Beach Pediatrics, she learned Jeff was divorced. His wife left him and their twin daughters before the girls were even old enough to have known who she was.

      After Rob’s death, Maddie and Jeff had become close friends, single parents, near to the same age, both homebodies. That was one of the things she appreciated about him, and selfishly so. He was always around when she needed things done that she couldn’t handle herself. And once they were old enough, one or the other of his daughters, both so well-adjusted, had always been up for it when she’d needed a sitter for Alex.

      Two decades of win-win… at least on her side of the street.

      “Why?” she asked, getting back to his Black Friday comment.

      Then she glanced over, her skin warm, suddenly aware how often she’d taken advantage of his generosity, his good nature, his willing hand.

      Ugh.

      His face was scruffy, his whiskers as white as they were brown. It was Saturday, so he was off work, a perk of his rank and seniority. Like her, he wore jeans, a graphic T-shirt—his sporting LSU’s Mike the Tiger, hers reading: Caffeine, PO, Q4H, PRN—and a lightweight hoodie. And while she wore sneakers, he wore oil-stained work boots.

      He nodded at the shelves. “Better selection.”

      He wasn’t wrong. And he really did scruffy well. She took a deep breath, searching for solid footing, unsure why she felt so off-kilter. This was Jeff. Stable, reliable, dependable, practical Jeff. “This is better than it will be two weeks from now.”

      “Yeah, but it would’ve been even better on Black Friday.”

      His broken record response had her smiling. “When you would’ve had a better chance of being trampled to death. Flat on the floor. Like a bookmark.”

      He reached up to scratch his scruff. “True.”

      She ignored the sound, the ripple of appreciation like water on her skin, and looked at the loot in his cart. “Are you decorating for Christmas Beach’s entire population?”

      He snorted. “Just want the house to look good for the kids.”

      His kids? Their kids? “Audrey and Ashley?”

      “Yep. Their men. The grands. All the grands.” He picked up a four-pack of pink glittery ornaments. Glass ornaments.

      Maddie took them out of his hand and put them back. His youngest grandson was five and his oldest, if she recalled correctly, was nine. She replaced the glass ornaments with an eight-pack featuring Marvel characters and another that was Disney themed.

      All of them unbreakable. “So… ten of them. And you. Wow.”

      “Not all of Christmas Beach wow, but yeah. Ten of them at the same time. For a week.”

      He was a braver man than she. “Whose idea was this?”

      Slowly, he raised his hand.

      She sputtered, trying not to laugh at his misery. Then she leaned close, catching a whiff of pine and woodsmoke and chilly winter air. It smelled good on him. It smelled… homey. And comfortable. And right.

      “Double wow,” she whispered before reluctantly moving away. “What happened to the decorations you usually use?”

      “The silver and gold plastic ones with flecked-off paint?”

      “That bad?” She’d seen the balls, bells, and stars on his tree along with the other ornaments that reminded her of Alex’s school art. She’d just never been close enough to notice the years of wear and tear.

      He looked at her then, his brown eyes clear and rested, which was rare. Then he looked at her cart. “How many trees are you putting up?”

      Her cart was piled high with tiny white lights and tiny colored lights and icicle lights to hang outside and anywhere she could make them work. She had kept nothing electrical from last year, whether it had been used inside or out.

      She was not taking a chance with worn plugs and cords.

      She also had to replace her ornaments. She’d picked up quite a few after Halloween, some even before Halloween. Penny’s Department Store only carried the basics: red balls, green balls, silver balls, and gold balls in assorted sizes. Some frosted glass, some smooth. Some crusted with fake snow. She frowned down at her cart.

      Jeff had a point. She’d probably end up returning a lot of what she’d bought already. She didn’t know why she was adding to that headache other than wanting to be sure every branch on her tree held multiple ornaments.

      She was obsessive about that.

      She set a box of two dozen plastic candy canes back on the shelf. “I started to go up in the attic this morning, then remembered last year.”

      They were silent for a while and she wondered if he remembered the smells of fires, the burnt plastic, wood, and wires.

      Maddie picked up a plastic cylinder filled with tiny red-and-white-striped bells and put it back too. What was she doing here? She didn’t want any of these things.

      She wanted what she’d lost. What she could never get back.

      Starting over was way too much work. Way too depressing.

      Jeff added both items to his cart without looking at them. “I’m already tired.”

      She laughed, happy to have a reason to do so. “I think the word you’re looking for is old.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “I am.”

      He huffed noncommittally. “Do you realize we’re middle-aged? Considering life expectancy being what it is.”

      She’d never thought about it like that. Now she’d never be able to stop doing the math. Great. “We’re probably past middle age.”

      They stood still for a moment while shoppers grabbed Christmas decorations around them. Neither one of them moved, as if on a mission and refusing to give up, too set in their ways, too old.

      Ugh.

      “Bet you can’t wait to see Alex,” Jeff said, bringing Maddie back from death’s door.

      “I’m counting the days. The hours. I haven’t yet made it to the minutes.”

      “But?”

      She waved her hand in front of the display. “It’s not the same.”

      And that was the crux of her balance issues, wobbling between joyful and morose. As her son had told her last year, nothing had been lost that couldn’t be replaced, and the two of them had come away unscathed. But he’d been eighteen. He hadn’t just lost a lifetime of physical reminders of his childhood holidays the way she had.

      She could still remember the memories vividly, but holding the clothespin reindeer head reminded her of the gap-toothed smile Alex gave her when she hung it up for him that year.

      “Because it’s all new?” Jeff asked, shifting to the side to meet her gaze. He lifted a knowing brow. “And fireproof?”

      “Ha-ha. But yeah. None of this will mean anything.”

      “It will if you make it so.”

      She cocked her head. “Thanks, Picard.”

      He blinked with confusion, then he grinned, then he let out a snorting laugh. “Nice.”

      He was so easy to talk to, to joke with, to be herself with, and she was tired of talking about her life. “It’s new for you, too. If you think about it.”

      He frowned. “How so?”

      “When was the last time you entertained all ten of your kids and grands?”

      “Never.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So here we are.”

      “Yep.”

      “Lost in the aisles of the five-and-dime.”

      She huffed. “Nothing in Penny’s has ever cost five. Or a dime.”

      “I miss the good old days.”

      “When there were no frozen pizzas?”

      He narrowed his gaze at her. “Have you been looking in my freezer?”

      “Just your recycle bin.”

      “Speaking of groceries…”

      “Were we?”

      He gave her a side-eye. “I’m going to need to fill the larder.”

      To say the least. “I love grocery shopping. It’s like… therapy.”

      His laugh was skeptical. “For ten kids and grands?”

      Hmm. “When do they get here?”

      “Ashley and her bunch arrive late Christmas Eve. Audrey and hers early Christmas morning. They all leave on the first.”

      Did he have a clue what he was in for? “And you volunteered for this?”

      He sighed and scrubbed a hand down his face, resigned, weary. Or at least putting on a good show. His eyes were sparkling. She bet he couldn’t wait.

      “Ashley mentioned her in-laws would not be home for Christmas. Then Audrey mentioned her in-laws wouldn’t be home for Christmas. I couldn’t decide whether they were ganging up on me or angling for an invitation.”

      Sounded like both. Maddie chuckled to herself. “You went with the invite.”

      “They caught me at a weak moment.”

      “More like you jumped at the chance,” she said, and he bobbed his head, though she wasn’t sure if he was agreeing or thinking.

      Turned out to be the latter.

      “You know,” he said, looking from her cart to his to the shelves again, then at her. “The Christmas Market is open this weekend. I bet they have more Santarific items to choose from.”

      “Santarific?”

      “I’ve noticed your decorating theme once or twice. Before last year.”

      When it had gone up in smoke. “All those poor Santas.”

      “I’m sure you miss them.”

      She nodded. “Not as much as I miss all the things Alex made in school, but yes.”

      “Well?”

      She had a date next Saturday to shop the market’s sale day with a friend from work. But she could do both, right? This weekend and next? Because Jeff wasn’t wrong.

      She missed her Santas fiercely.
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      The Christmas Beach Christmas Market was a madhouse of the very best sort. The air in the civic center smelled like pine, like cinnamon and cloves simmering in cider, like coffee and hot chocolate and peppermint.

      Maddie stood just inside the doors and closed her eyes as she breathed it all in, her skin tingling with an incredible happiness.

      It was the excitement of the holiday season.

      It was Alex coming home in three weeks.

      That was all. Nothing more.

      It was not about Jeff. It was not about being here with Jeff.

      Except it was.

      Christmas music played over the sound system just loud enough to be enjoyed but not so loud that the shoppers and vendors had to shout to be heard. And there were a lot of both. Most of the vendors were local, but there were always booths—more flashy, more polished—run by those who saw Christmas as a profession, not a heartfelt pastime. Maddie always gravitated to the hobbyists.

      She moved farther into the cavernous space, Jeff a few steps behind her, speaking to someone who’d hailed him on their way in. She waited, listening to the joyous cacophony, music and laughter and chatter and somewhere jingling bells.

      She couldn’t decide where to start. Left or right?

      “Black Friday. I’m just saying.”

      “Uh, pretty sure this was your idea.”

      “Was it?”

      She nudged her elbow into Jeff’s arm. Curmudgeon. “Yes. It was. And a very good one,” she said, waving one arm expansively. “Look at this selection.”

      “Look at this crowd.”

      She ignored him. “I smell cookies.”

      “I say we start there.” He took hold of her elbow to keep her close, and maybe to keep her from gouging him again. And since she hadn’t seen a sign, and the crowd was way larger and more boisterous than she’d realized, she let him.

      But that was the only reason why.

      His grip was firm as he made certain she wasn’t mowed down by distracted shoppers and kids on a holiday high. And, she had to admit, she enjoyed having him near, not even once feeling overwhelmed by the crush of people.

      Black Friday would’ve been so much worse. She wondered if the thought had crossed his mind. “So why didn’t you shop on Black Friday?”

      “Work. Grass fire near Piney Creek took down Joel Prejean’s barn.” He pointed toward several stalls against the back wall. A big sign above read, REFRESHMENTS.

      “Oh. I hadn’t heard. That it was Joel’s, I mean.” And even then, she wasn’t sure she’d thought about Jeff at the scene. Jeff in danger. Jeff in harm’s way.

      A shiver of hot emotion worked its way to her feet.

      Fighting fires was his job. It had been his job the entire time she’d known him. He did it every day. So why was she suddenly struck by the fact that he and the men he commanded put their lives on the line?

      Was it because she’d finally seen him in action last year?

      He maneuvered her to a stall with large chocolate chunk cookies wrapped in red cellophane and tied with green ribbons. He held up two fingers and fished his wallet from his pocket. “As fast as Christmas Beach news travels, which surprises me.”

      She shook off her thoughts of moments before; he wasn’t wrong about that. Yet she couldn’t help but wonder what had brought them on in the first place.

      Why here? Why now?

      “Thanks.” She took the cookies he handed her. “It may have slipped in one ear and out the other. Work has been crazy busy. We’ve had so many kids with respiratory problems this year. Worse than usual.”

      “I can believe it,” he said as they moved to the next stall. “Ashley’s asthma seemed to always flare up when the cold hit.”

      “I remember,” Maddie said, digging cash from her pocket and paying for their drinks. “Do you have to work while everyone’s here?”

      “Thank you,” he said to the vendor who handed them lidded cups of homemade hot chocolate. “And thank you,” he said to Maddie, shaking his head. “I worked Thanksgiving weekend to clear Christmas. But I’ve also got a lot of vacation saved up.”

      She bet he did. Over the years, there’d only been a handful of times he’d asked her to keep an eye on his place and collect his mail while he was away. “And seniority.”

      “True, but most of the guys have families. I don’t, at home, anyway, so I don’t mind working the holidays. It’s easier for me.”

      “You’re a nice man,” she said, breaking off half a cookie, then wrapping the rest and dropping the package into her purse. Jeff handed her his to carry with hers.

      He sipped his cocoa and ignored her comment. “How’s your schedule?”

      She stopped at a table with wooden folk art ornaments. They were painted in distressed reds and greens. She picked up a set of three Santas and had the shopkeeper ring her up. “I’m free the week of Christmas, but I’ll have to go back after the first. Alex’s classes start up a couple of weeks after that.”

      “So we’re off at the same time.”

      “Seems so,” she said, trying not to read anything into his remark.

      “It’ll be good to see Alex. We’ll have to grill steaks one night.”

      “He would love that.” She would love that. Even if steaks for ten plus two would cost a small fortune. It was the holiday season. And overspending during the holiday season, especially on family, didn’t count. Overspending on decorations, however…

      They stopped in front of a booth selling playful clay ornaments. Maddie picked up a reindeer with a bulbous red nose and crossed eyes and couldn’t resist. While the vendor rang up the sale, her thoughts drifted again.

      She thought about all the times she and Alex had thrown chicken on the grill and had Jeff and the girls join them. Or how often Audrey or Ashley, or both, had run across the street to tell Maddie their dad wanted her and Alex to come for burgers and dogs.

      Audrey had always screwed up her nose and assured Maddie the dogs weren’t really dogs, just wieners, but not wiener dogs, either. The fraternal twin girls didn’t care about matching clothes or keeping their hair tidy.

      Jeff had done an amazing job as a single father. He’d missed one or two school events, asking Maddie to stand in for him. She had, getting the girls home, bathed, and tucked in, then waiting for Jeff, Alex beside her asleep on the couch.
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