
Worst.




Christmas.




Ever.




Anne Baumann usually loves this time of year. There’s nothing as cheery as Christmas in Venice, Florida. Unfortunately, her disastrous love life and dismal financial situation have turned her into a total humbug. And with her parents now living nearby and eager to celebrate their first Sunshine State Christmas, Anne finds herself forced to suck it up and pretend her world isn’t about to implode.




She darn sure doesn’t need the handsome but grumpilicious Dr. Jim Grant as a distraction.




Jim Grant lost his beloved wife three years earlier around Christmas, making it doubly heartbreaking. When he forces himself to attend the neighborhood block party, he certainly doesn’t want to schmooze with the new neighbors’ gorgeous daughter, Anne.




Except that he does.




Can an out-of-practice doctor and a headstrong, heartbroken woman find a Christmas miracle of their own? Might take something a little stronger than mistletoe…
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Chapter One

Anne Baumann fastened the small red spotlight to the trunk of the Queen palm, then plugged it into a green extension cord. Six strands of miniature blue lights wrapped around the tree secured the extension cord to the trunk. From her perch twelve feet above the ground, Anne saw the Christmas lights flicker on at other houses along Jasmine Lane this first evening after Thanksgiving. Satisfied with her work, she climbed down the ladder, walked to an outside outlet, and activated the timer for the lights.

The six trees bordering her parents’ property suddenly glowed, alternating red, blue and green sentries. A white spotlight on the ground cast an Areca palm near the street in ghostly illumination. This would be the first Christmas for Anne’s parents in Florida. She wanted them to have the full experience of a Sunshine State Christmas, especially after her mother had told her that all their neighbors on Jasmine Lane decorated for the holiday.

That included lights strung around palm trees, the southern version of decorating pine trees. Up north, they also didn’t have the matching spotlights firmly attached to the fronds at the top of each tree, casting a warm glow into the night.

Up close, it all looked fine. Anne wanted a longer view however, and walked across the street to a darkened house with a BMW parked in the driveway. She wondered why this owner hadn’t joined in the festivities.

Perhaps he had to work today and will catch up this weekend.

From this vantage point, she critiqued her work. Elegant, she thought. Not gaudy like the guy next door to her parents. He seemed intent on creating a display on steroids without a unifying theme. An inflatable Santa in sunglasses riding a motorcycle dominated the scene. Strings of multicolored lights lit every plant in the yard, providing enough wattage a person could sit among the display and read a book without difficulty.

Tacky. Thoroughly tacky.

As if he sensed her watching him, the neighbor looked up and waved at her. Embarrassed, Anne offered a semi-wave and turned to look at her parents’ house again.

She still had to string white lights through the flower beds in the front yard and hang the icicle lights from the eaves of the house, but she would do that tomorrow. For now, seeing the blues, greens and reds in the palm trees on both sides of the house, and the multi-colored lights adorning the bushes in front, filled Anne’s heart with joy and delight. Christmas was her favorite time of the year.

Dick and Joyce Baumann, Anne’s parents, emerged from the open garage door. They spotted Anne across the street and strolled down the short driveway to join her. Smiles lit their faces.

“Oh, Annie,” her beaming mom said. “It’s just wonderful. You’re so clever.”

“It’s nothing, Mom. Just a few lights.”

“How’d you ever learn to do something like this?” Dick asked, his gruff voice filled with apparent pride for his daughter.

Anne shrugged. “I dunno. Just saw it somewhere and picked it up, I guess.”

“It’s more than just a few lights,” Joyce said. “You had to tend to your shop today, what with it being Black Friday, and then you come here and do all this.”

“I didn’t have that much business today. People don’t think about a cross-stitch shop on the biggest shopping day of the year.”

Given her love for the hobby, Anne had opened Candy Cane Stitches on Royal Palm Avenue in her adopted town of Venice, Florida, after she quit her job as a paralegal for an attorney in nearby Sarasota. Her mom had taught her how to cross-stitch as a young girl. While her friends went out on dates on most weekends, Anne had remained at home with her latest project, unless she had a baby-sitting job. Now, at thirty-three, she ran her own business.

Her mom hugged her. “Still, we really appreciate what you did. We wouldn’t want to be the only house on the street that didn’t participate.”

“I don’t think you would be alone, Mom.” She jerked a thumb at the dark house behind them. “Seems like your neighbor there hasn’t got the Christmas message yet.”

“He’ll probably do something this weekend,” Dick said, watching his next-door neighbor erect a huge Christmas tree in his front yard, near the street. “Are you all done?”

Anne explained the remainder of her plans for their first Florida display.

“But won’t you have the shop open tomorrow?” Joyce asked, a worried tone in her voice.

“I’ll help you,” Dick said. “I’ll be back from my golf game by two.”

“That’d be great. Tell you what. Let me see how the day goes. If it’s slow like today was, I’ll close early and come over to finish.”

Her mom turned to her. “And then you can walk with us down to the block party.”

“What block party?”

“It’s apparently some sort of holiday affair the neighborhood organizes,” Dick said. “I found a flier about it on the mailbox last week and made the mistake of showing it to your mother. Now she’s hell-bent on going to this thing.”

His light tone belied the gruffness of his words. “Oh, come on, Daddy. You know you enjoy these get-togethers as much as Mom does.”

Dick just snorted in response.

Joyce playfully poked her husband. “Honey, I’ll need you to go by Publix tomorrow. According to the flier, we’re supposed to bring a dish to share.”

“What are you taking?” Anne asked.

“I thought I’d bring my baked macaroni and cheese casserole.”

“What about something to drink?”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” Joyce said. “Maybe I’ll fix some of my eggnog and take that as well.”
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Across the street, Jim Grant let the drape in his front window fall back into place.

Great.

As if Fred Walton wasn’t intent on running up an electric bill the size of the national debt, reminding Jim every night of the misery he felt this time of year, now the new neighbors had decorated as well.

At least they appeared to be going for a more subdued display than Fred’s annual extravaganza.

He’d noticed the girl—woman, he guessed—doing the decorating for them over there before. What was their name? Baxter? Ball? No, that wasn’t it.

Ellen had been so much better at these things. She’d not only know their names, but their history, too.

Jim glanced out the window again. The neighbors had moved to the edge of his driveway, looking toward Fred’s and talking.

Must be their daughter.

Ellen would’ve known that, as well.

At times like this, he felt way older than his thirty-five years.

He took another look at the garish display in Fred’s yard and sighed. Word about the display had spread through the area, which meant traffic along the street would start increasing every night as the lookey-loos slowly drove by to take in the sight. He could spend only so much time in his office.

Oh, well. He would do what he’d done the past three Christmas seasons—turn on the stereo and shut himself away in his back bedroom home office where the lights and traffic would cause him minimal disturbance.

He mentally groaned as his gaze fell on a flier on the end table.

The block party. He’d completely forgotten about that. After Thanksgiving, it was the first big event on the holiday schedule. Ellen, when she was alive, had always looked forward to spending the evening with their neighbors in Jasmine Lane’s cul-de-sac, catching up on the latest gossip and sharing notes about holiday plans.

To be perfectly honest, you enjoyed it, too.

He had. Ellen celebrated the Christmas season with a childlike spirit and her attitude had always infused Jim with cheer. Now, all that was gone, leaving Jim with only the memories of the good times they’d shared. The next six weeks would be an endurance race for his soul as Jim fought his growing depression.

His cell phone rang.

“Hey, big brother. How are you doing tonight?” Connie asked when he answered.

“Okay, I guess. The neighbor is putting up his Christmas lights.”

“I figured something like that might be going on. That’s why I called. Just wanted to check on you.”

Jim laughed, a tinge of bitterness coating it. “Always the thoughtful little sister.”

“Well, someone has to look after you. I wish we didn’t live so far away.” Connie and her husband, Phil, lived in Cambridge, Ohio, where he worked as the medical director at the local hospital.

“It’s okay.” He sighed. “Not like I haven’t been through this before.”

“I know. But every year, it just seems more difficult for you.” Connie hesitated a moment then said, “Say, why don’t you take some time off? Come up here and spend the holidays with us. The kids would love to see their Uncle Jim.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t.” He scrambled for an excuse. “I’m booked solid at work.”

“Well think about it, please? And I really mean think about it. You don’t have any valid reason to keep you in Florida.”

Yeah, I do. I can stay here and think about Ellen and the life we had. Might have had.

They chatted a few minutes longer and ended the call.

Visiting Phil and Connie was an option, a distraction. But then that would mean he’d have to shop for Christmas presents, something he hadn’t done in three years. He wasn’t ready to start now.

One thing he could change, starting right now—where he spent his evenings. Jim locked the front door and retreated to his sanctuary in the rear of the house.




















Chapter Two

Perfect, Anne thought the next morning, pulling her cell phone from the pocket of her shorts.

Whiskers, a tawny cat who frequented the stores along this section of Royal Palm Avenue, lay curled in a ball on the stoop of Anne’s shop, Candy Cane Stitches. With the Christmas tree in the front window, and candy canes decorating the door and sign above, it made an ideal setting for a Christmas cross-stitch design. Over the past year, Anne had been creating her own designs which she gave to customers who asked about them.

Thumbing the camera feature of her cell phone, Anne snapped pictures from different angles to give her some reference points when she started designing.

Not that I lack the time for that. She stepped up to the door, careful not to disturb Whiskers, and inserted the key in the lock.

She had plenty of time on her hands these days. Occasionally shoppers dropped in, maybe making a small purchase, but the steady stream of visitors she’d experienced during the spring and summer had vanished with the start of the holiday season.

Face it, most people just don’t have time to engage in cross-stitching during the holidays. And the serious crafters have either completed or are wrapping up their holiday projects now.

Whiskers followed her into the store and trotted to the back where she kept bowls of food and water for him.

She knelt down to pet him. “Why can’t my life be as easy as yours?”

Facing north, her shop received little of the Florida sun that shined brightly outside. Anne flicked on the overhead lights, then plugged in the Christmas tree in the front window. Instead of ornaments, Anne had decorated the tree with miniature holiday cross-stitch pieces stitched on plastic canvas or perforated paper. She thought the decorations might entice those who’d never tried the craft before to come inside and learn more. Anne had strategically created a display nearby with everything a beginner would need.

She also gave lessons, but those, too, had dried up because of the holidays.

Besides cross-stitch materials, Anne had added some quilting supplies over the summer, thus increasing her line of credit with her suppliers.

Maybe I ought to be playing “Blue Christmas,” because I sure don’t feel like singing “Jingle Bells.” Not even decorating for my parents helped put me in the Christmas mood. I wonder why I’m even opening up today. I’ll be lucky if anyone besides me sets foot inside here.

With a deep sigh, she moved to the back of the shop and began brewing a pot of coffee, which she kept in an area accessible to customers. If a free cup of coffee would keep people in her store and perhaps purchase something, Anne was all for it.

Coffee underway, she walked into her small stock room and turned to her work table, which was laden with envelopes of past due bills. Her early success of the spring and summer had spoiled her but now her income had shriveled to a slow trickle.

Why did I ever think that I could give up my paralegal career to run my own business?

After her relationship with Dexter crashed and burned, she could have sought a similar position with another law firm.

Oh, no. Not Super Anne. Nope, chuck her education, her career hopes, throw them all off the Skyway Bridge into Tampa Bay, and embark on a doubtful career as a retailer.

In a down economy.

She realized now she had to be a dozen ways south of stupid to do what she’d done.

She moved from her table back to the coffee area, lifted the carafe from the coffee maker, poured herself a cup, and stared glumly at the table.

Well, what’s it to be Anne? Bills? Decorating the store some more? Or work on the new design?

The new design. Now that had possibilities. It would be fun and improve her attitude. She might even find her Christmas spirit, which had vanished this year.

God knew she’d need it tonight for the block party with her parents.
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Janet Knowles, her best friend, rushed into the shop around midmorning. “Oh, Anne, you won’t believe it!”

“What?” Anne called out.

Janet hurried to the back of the shop where Anne was working at the computer on the design she had imagined earlier in the morning.

“Look, look,” Janet said, drawing near and holding out her left hand.

On her ring finger, a diamond glittered where none had been before.

“Alex proposed last night,” she squealed.

Grabbing her friend’s hand, Anne squealed back as she examined the ring. “Looks expensive,” she commented. “Why didn’t you call me last night?”

“I…um…we were busy.”

Anne gave her friend a knowing smile. They stood almost equal in height, Janet just a couple inches shorter than Anne’s five-eight, but slender compared to Anne’s stockier build. While Anne kept her sandy blonde hair tied in a ponytail, Janet let her auburn hair flow free around an oval face dominated by piercing blue eyes. Anne had inherited her mother’s long face, strong jaw line, and flat nose. Her brown eyes underneath the blonde bangs hanging over her forehead came from her father.

“So when’s the big day?” Anne asked?

“We haven’t decided yet,” Janet replied, following her friend. “We thought about doing it Christmas Eve, but decided that might be pushing the stress levels a little too high. So I guess maybe February. Like maybe Valentine’s Day. We haven’t really discussed it.” She stopped at the table that served as Anne’s desk and pulled out the only other chair. “You’ll be my bridesmaid, won’t you?”

Anne grinned. “Wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 

Anne suddenly realized this would be her first Christmas without a boyfriend. Someone to hold her close and provide comfort from the stress of the holiday season. Sure, she had her parents, but they weren’t the same thing.

“Come on,” Anne said. “Let’s have a cup of coffee and you can tell me all about his proposal.” She tamped down the jealousy threatening to override the joy she’d just begun to find.
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“So what’s this you’re working on?” Janet asked as Anne returned to the table with cups of coffee for both of them.

“It’s something I saw this morning.” Anne explained about finding Whiskers on her stoop and her idea for a cross-stitch pattern. She pulled up the photo on her cell phone and showed it to Janet.

“Oh, that’ll be so cute. I’ll buy one when you get it done and stitch it myself.”

“Thanks. Now, tell me about last night.”

“Well, we’d made plans to go out for dinner, like always. I figured we’d be going someplace around here.”

Anne nodded.

“I asked him when we left Venice what he had in mind, but he didn’t give me much of an answer. Instead, he took me up to this fancy restaurant in Tampa called Rosetti’s.”

“That’s great. Tell me about his proposal.”

Janet frowned. “I thought you wanted to hear the story.”

“Abridged version, please.”

“All right. If you insist. So after dinner—”

“He didn’t give you the ring in a cake or something like that, did he?”

“Do you want to hear this story or not?”

Anne made a zipping motion over her lips.

“Okay, so we’d finished dinner, and all the while, I’m wondering why he took me to this place. I’ve got to admit, I’m expecting him to pop the question, but he doesn’t. Just talks about work, stupid stuff like that. Then he excuses himself and leaves the table.”

Anne sighed. “I’ll bet you were so frustrated.”

“You bet. So a couple of minutes later, the waiter comes over and hands me the bill. Says the gentleman told him to give it to me.”

“What?”

“Exactly what I thought. Well, I laid it on the table and reached down for my purse. As I do that, I open the bill and instead of the pen, there’s the ring, and underneath a note that says ‘Marry me.’”

“And Alex isn’t around to see this?”

“Oh, yeah. Turns out he’d been watching from a corner behind me and came back just as I opened it.”

“And you said yes.”

“Hell, I whooped it. The whole restaurant turned around to see. When they realized what was going on, they started cheering.”

Anne sighed again. “I’m so happy for you. Alex is a great guy.”

Janet studied her friend. “What’s wrong?”

Anne shrugged. “You know. It’s Christmas. My store’s empty. You’ve got Alex.” She realized how that sounded. “No offense.”

“I know what. Why don’t you come over to my house tonight?” Janet suggested. “I’ll fix us a nice dinner, we’ll get Kaylee in bed early, then you and I can kick back with a few margaritas and just have a good old time.”

“Can’t. I’ve got to finish my parents’ decorations then I’m going to their stupid neighborhood block party. I think my mom feels sorry for me and wants to make sure I’m having fun.”

Janet finished her cup of coffee. “Okay. Maybe one other night this week, huh? I’ve gotta run. Call me tomorrow?”

“Sure,” Anne said. “You go ahead.”

Janet gave her one last look before she turned to go. “Have fun tonight, okay?”

Anne waved. “Sure,” Anne muttered to her friend’s back as the door closed behind her.




















Chapter Three

“I’ve heard so much about the block party,” her mom said. “We’re going to have a wonderful evening.”

Joyce Baumann fussed with her homemade eggnog, trying to get the texture of sugar cream, and milk just right. At the other end of the kitchen counter, Anne arranged the fancy cookies she’d purchased from Publix—an expense she could ill afford but felt necessary—on a tray with the other goodies her mother had spent the afternoon making. Chocolate fudge, peppermint snowballs, and her favorite, buckeyes, a confection of chilled peanut butter balls covered with chocolate. Those brought back childhood memories of her mom baking at Christmas in a pleasant, warm kitchen.

If only my life now could be as uncomplicated as it had been then.

“Mom, I thought you were only going to take macaroni and cheese?”

“I am, but I thought it’d be nice to bring some desserts as well. You never told us they did things like this down here. Dick, do you have the tables set up for me? It’s almost time. And I want you to put on one of your Christmas ties.”

Anne heard her father mumble a reply as he rose from the sofa, where he’d been watching CNN, and headed to the bedroom in the back of the house. Anne glanced out the window. Her father had set up two card tables at the end of the driveway and covered them with a Christmas-themed tablecloth. As dusk gave way to darkness this last Saturday of November, the street lights along Jasmine Lane began flickering to life.

“I thought everything took place in the cul-de-sac?” Anne asked.

“It does. But the street’s so short, and they want everyone to see the lights, so you just take a plate and visit each house along the way.”

Anne picked up the serving platter and exited the house. A slight breeze tickled the edge of the tablecloths, making the seventy-plus degrees more comfortable. She thought the white cotton T-shirt that bore her shop’s name and red shorts she wore would be sufficient for the party, besides being somewhat festive—and free advertising.

As she set the plate on the table, she glanced up the street.

A couple of neighbors had parked their cars at the head of the street, blocking entry to the Jasmine Lane cul-de-sac. Like Anne, other neighbors were setting out their offerings. Next door, her parents’ neighbor moved through his yard, making last-minute adjustments to his gaudy display. While other neighbors had already lit their displays, her parents’ lights had not come on yet.

The house across the street remained dark, although the BMW sat parked in the driveway.

She wondered again about the Scrooge who lived there, unwilling to take part in the festivities.

Maybe he’s like me and just not feeling the Christmas spirit this year. But in this case, on this street, it stood out more.

On her way to adjust the timer for the lights, she passed her mother, bearing the eggnog.

“Will you get the paper cups? I asked your father to bring the other tray, but I don’t know what he’s doing. Remind him, please.”

“Sure. I need to adjust the timer for your lights first. Say, what’s up with the guy over there?” Anne indicated the dark house.

“Oh, that’s Dr. Grant’s house. Theresa Stockdale, a couple of houses down, told me he hasn’t decorated since his wife died about three years ago.”

“That’s sad.” Anne chided herself for her earlier thoughts. “He must have been very much in love with her.”

“I guess. Theresa said she passed away around Christmas. Where is your father? Look, people are starting to come out.”

“I’ll go get him,” Anne said, hurrying off to get the display lit As she entered the garage, her father walked out the door, the second tray in his hands.

“You’d better hurry. Mom’s about ready to throw a hissy fit.”

“Don’t know why she’s making such a big deal of this. She’s already met almost everyone on the street.”

“She wants to make a good impression and let everyone know you want to be part of the neighborhood. Come on, Dad. Where’s your Christmas spirit?”

“Buried in the spare bedroom with the Christmas ornaments,” he said, a big grin creasing his face, letting Anne know that his jovial good nature lurked just below the surface. “I’d better get these down there.”

“I’ll walk back down with you,” Anne said, resetting the timer. “Oh, wait. Mom asked me to get the cups.” She headed back into the house.
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Jim Grant glanced out his front window. With the room dark, he knew no one could see him. Across the street, three people had gathered around the two card tables set up at the end of the driveway. The older man and woman were the recent additions to Jasmine Lane. He remembered seeing the young woman in the dark shorts last night.

Two nights in a row. She must be their daughter.

Next door to them, Fred Walton had lit his garish assault on the eyes, like a beacon advertising a grand opening.

Jim’s gaze returned to the house across the street and the young woman. Pretty, a little stouter than Ellen had been, but with the same sandy-colored hair. And she certainly had taste, as evidenced by the display she’d set up for her parents. The same type of elegance Ellen had always achieved in her display every Christmas.

Now she was gone, and Jim would have to endure his third Christmas without her. His heart ached at how much he missed her, especially on a magical night like this.

