

    
        
          Marlie's Christmas Keeper

        

        
        
          Brandy Golden

        

        
          Published by Brandy Golden Books, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MARLIE'S CHRISTMAS KEEPER

    

    
      First edition. December 8, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Brandy Golden.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201308742

    

    
    
      Written by Brandy Golden.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Marlie's Christmas Keeper

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Sign up for Brandy Golden's Mailing List

Further Reading: Taming His Feisty Kitten

Also By Brandy Golden

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to all those needing hope at Christmas time. May the spirit of Christmas bring you peace and joy. 

      

    


[image: Bells]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1



[image: ]


Innocent blue eyes that seemed the size of the Pacific ocean stared earnestly up at Marlie making the solid walls of disillusionment surrounding her broken heart rumble and shake.

“Please, Aunt Marlie, please take him,” begged her niece, Misha. “All you have to do is name him and he’ll tell Santa everything you want for Christmas and all your wishes will come true! Honest!”

Marlie's glance shot to the oh so innocent face of her sibling. Had Savannah put Misha up to this?

Her gaze cut back to the cheerful apple-cheeked elf that had been pushed into her trembling hands. She wanted to slap the stupid grin off the doll's face and smash its head against the kitchen counter, or better yet, put it in the trash compactor and crush it into tiny pieces. Believing in Elf on the Shelf was the stuff kids dreams were made of, not damaged adults like herself. Christmas magic was just a huge merchandising hoax that sucked people into bankrupting themselves on the shores of misplaced generosity and taking the whole following year to pay off.

What has Santa ever done for me? she thought bitterly.

Toys for six years old were easy to gift. What about all the ills of the world? The lost hopes? The broken dreams? Where had Santa been when she really needed him?

“It was Misha's idea, not mine,” defended Savannah softly, a warning undertone in her voice.

Don't hurt my child's feelings came across loud and clear.

Marlie opened her mouth to speak but the words wouldn't come. There was a time when she had believed in Elf on the Shelf too, just like Misha. Only their family elf had been a girl. When she was six, she had just known that Meep traveled to the north pole at night to tell Santa everything she wanted for Christmas and would be back by morning, usually sitting in a different place. How she had loved waking up to go looking for her. All those years ago she had whispered her dreams into Meep's plastic ear with the snow falling outside, the fireplace crackling cheerfully inside, and a green Christmas tree filling the house with the warm scent of pine. And she too, had believed in the magic of Santa, just like Misha.

But that was a long, tired time ago.

“I'll even help you name him if you want me too!”

Misha's childishly eager tones brought Marlie's attention back from it's brief flash through Christmas past. “If I remember correctly, the people who own him have to name him, sweetie. Isn't that right?”

Her voice was croaky as if she’d been drinking all night and the tightness in her chest at the point of painful. The deep blue of the elf's eyes seemed to mock her. They were startlingly eerie and made her uncomfortable. She might be obligated to take him to avoid hurting her niece’s feelings, but there was no way this smirking face was getting a name.

Misha's face fell in disappointment. “Oh...yeah...I forgot,” she replied sheepishly. And then because she just couldn't help herself while dancing on her tiny toes, she blurted out, “I think you should name him Max!”  

“Misha!” chided her mother. “You have to let Marlie decide what to name him.”  

And in the recesses of Marlie's mind, in that single instant, the dumb doll became Max. But never...not ever...would she speak his name aloud. And as soon as she could safely do so without hurting Misha's feelings, Max was going in the trash. Little kids had short memories, so Max could look forward to a very short shelf life.

She smirked at the doll while resisting the urge to stick out her tongue, and laid it back in the box among the sparkly Christmas tissue. “Thank you for being so thoughtful, Misha,” she soothed, taking the child in her arms for a big hug. The warmth of the slender body, the tightly hugging arms around her neck, and the scent of innocence always made Marlie ache with both pleasure and pain. Her own baby girl would have been three years old this Christmas.

“Okay, Misha, it's time for the grownups to talk.” Savannah handed Misha a bag with crayons and coloring books. “Why don't you take this to the kitchen table and color a pretty Christmas picture for Aunt Marlie.”

“Okay, Mommy,” she replied eagerly, grabbing the bag from her mother's hand and skipping to the table. “It will be the best picture ever.”

“You doing okay?” Savannah didn't waste any time.

Marlie shrugged her shoulders and shot her twin a faint smile. “Yeah, sure. How about you?” One slender eyebrow lifted as Savannah studied her quietly. Marlie refused to fidget under that considering gaze, but Savannah knew her too well.

“No tree again this year?”

“As I’ve said for the last two years, with Grandpa Pete gone, what do I need a tree for?” Marlie mocked. “Not much point to it when I'm the only one here.”

“Sometimes I wish he’d never left you this house,” Savannah said with a sigh. “And I don’t much care for the idea of you taking in a boarder. Do you really know anything about the man?”

Marlie shrugged. “I know that he’s a good friend of Ben’s, and that he’s going to be the new police chief. Plus, he has a teenage daughter I’m guessing, since he must be around Ben’s age. What else do I need to know?”

Savannah chose to ignore her question and pursued the subject of Christmas instead. “I want you to come spend Christmas weekend with us at Mom’s house. That's over three weeks away, so that should give you plenty of time to plan it. And I know you don't have to work weekends,” she added pointlessly as if that made a difference.

Marlie restlessly tucked one leg under the other in the overstuffed brown micro-suede chair and swiped her platinum blonde hair behind an ear. It fell in a shining cap to her shoulders, straight and smooth as if it had been ironed in place. It was the exact opposite of her twin whose riotous curls were everywhere.

“I'll think about it,” she replied, knowing that was all she'd do. She had no intention of going anywhere for Christmas. It was highly overrated, and she had no desire to celebrate its painful memories yet again. She knew Savannah could be relentless when she wanted something though, so a half promise would at least slow her down for now.

As Savannah drummed her slender fingers on the side table next to her, her gaze was locked with Marlie’s stoic face. “You hear anything from that worthless Tristan?” she finally asked. 

Marlie stiffened. “Not from him,” she replied calmly, although her stomach twisted in knots. “But I did hear at the office that he's getting married again.”

The silence was uncomfortable until Savannah finally spoke again, her voice hard. “Someone should warn the poor girl about that asshole.”

Marlie shrugged her slender shoulders, the tiny red appliqued cabbage roses on her white sweater dancing with her agitation. “Yeah, well, people in love don't listen, do they?” she asked with a bitter laugh. “I should know. You warned me and now look.” She shifted in her chair again. “I don't want to talk about this, Savannah, its history. Please, just drop it.”

Savannah sighed. “All right, honey. But I still think you need to talk to someone. If not me, then a therapist.”

Marlie couldn’t remember how many times she’d refused that suggestion in the last three years. “A therapist?” she finally croaked in irritation. “You know that’s not happening. I don’t need anyone to analyze me.”

“I mean it,” Savannah affirmed rigorously. “I'm worried about you. You never go out except to work, you never talk to anyone, and you've even been shutting me out. We used to share everything, and now we have less and less to say to each other as the months go by.”

“I don't want to talk about this,” Marlie echoed tightly, mentally chucking cement into the shaking walls around her heart.

Savannah threw her hands in the air, her curls bobbing as her green eyes glinted at her twin. “You never want to talk about anything,” she protested. “Marlie, it's been almost three years since you lost the baby and that asshole left you holding the bag. You keep telling me you’re fine, that you’re dating here and there, and that you have friends at work, but I'm finding out none of that is true!”

Marlie's trembling fingers clenched into fists. “Have you been checking up on me, Savannah?” she snapped angrily. “What business is it of yours anyway?”

“You're my twin—and I love you,” shouted Savannah. “I can't stand to see you suffering like this. Something has to change!” Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Mommy?”

The plaintive voice stopped Marlie's heated retort and she turned to see Misha standing at the kitchen table, her lips quivering. Her sister rushed to the child’s side to reassure her as Marlie walked on trembling legs to the bathroom. She needed to regroup. The walls around her heart were leaking hurt and needed some serious patching. If the dam broke, there would be nothing left of her.
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Max Quenton parked the black Chevy pickup in the driveway. Stretching the fatigue of travel out of his stiff back muscles, he studied the older-style brick home. He and Leslie had always planned on buying an older home and remodeling it someday, and this one was a beauty. It had a well-manicured lawn in spite of it being December, all the windows had screens on them, and the broad stone veranda, half way enclosed with brick walls, stretched completely along the front of the home. A huge swing with brightly colored cushions swayed gently in the breeze, looking peaceful and inviting. The stand-alone garage in front of him also appeared to be in good repair. Nice!

He reached over and gently shook the sleeping figure beside him.

“We're here, pumpkin,” he said softly, brushing the white strands of hair out of her sweet face. “Better put a coat on before we get out, it's pretty cold outside.”

Pale blue eyes, almost a lavender hue, opened wide. Max watched as excitement bubbled up, making them glow. Andi looked just like her Mom, and for a moment, his breath choked in his throat. Leslie had been gone for almost three years now, and there wasn't a day that went by that he didn't miss her.

“We're here?” she repeated in a breathy gasp, scrabbling for her purple parka and ramming her thin arms into the sleeves.

“Let's go meet the landlady,” he replied cheerfully, tickling her belly as he plucked her out of the truck and set her on the ground.

“Stop that, Daddy,” she giggled as she looked around, her eyes wide and curious. She started up the sidewalk towards the front porch, but he grabbed her arm and pointed her towards the rear of the house where another door waited, covered by a small awning overhead and a light fixture beside it.

“I believe that's going to be our door,” he instructed, taking a key out of his wallet.

“Why the side door, Daddy?” she asked as she gamboled along beside him on the concrete walkway.

“We’re renting the upstairs,” he explained, “and this was probably the servants entrance at one time.” He slipped the key into the door and it turned easily. Then he unlocked the deadbolt and swung the door open.

“Are we servants, Daddy?” she asked curiously stepping inside and staring up a long tall stairway.

“Of course not, pumpkin,” he replied with a chuckle. Inside the cubicle there were hooks on the wall in front of him and what looked like an old wooden box. Probably for boots and such he surmised. The door to the left would go into the kitchen and the stairwell on the right would lead to their apartment upstairs. They would share the kitchen and the laundry with the homeowner. 

It wasn't an ideal arrangement but the small Colorado town of Buckeye didn't have many apartments or condos. And as the new police chief of Buckeye, beginning next Monday, he wanted to be within the city limits and available at a moment's notice. His old friend and lieutenant in the police department had assured him that the Grayson family were responsible people and had been pillars of the community for years. After Pete Grayson had passed away a few years back, Marlie had converted the upstairs for rental in order to pay for the upkeep on the house and supplement her income. 

Max had been so happy to find accommodations in town that he had only half listened to what Ben had been telling him. Now that he was actually here, he realized he didn't know anything about the widow except that she might be able to help with some babysitting references. He frowned down at his cell phone. He'd been trying to call her all day but there was no answer and she hadn't called back.

“Is this where I hang my coat, Daddy?” The eager childish tones rang in his ears as Andi quickly shed her coat and reached for one of
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