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still believe in fairytales and the magic of Christmas even when
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CHAPTER ONE

 


In theory, I love snow. I love it when it’s
falling in fat flakes, especially late at night when the world is
dark and the snow seems to sparkle and glow. I love it when it’s
freshly fallen and looks like a blanket, all soft and fluffy,
stretching out across lawns and fields. The moment I begin to
hate snow is when I reach the city and see the once-pristine
white turned to dirty slush and collected on the sides of the road
in giant, ugly heaps.

Other moments I hate snow: now, as I
slip-slide my way over snow-covered ice from the parking lot to my
office building. It’s a miracle I’ve managed to make it through
five winters at Quest Marketing Solutions without incident. Maybe
it’s because I never learned to skate, but I’m paranoid about
slipping and falling.

Making it inside in one piece, I pause in
the vestibule to exchange my clunky winter boots for comfy shoes.
With Christmas only two weeks away, I’ve switched to my favorite
festive pair of glittery red flats. They’re my own personal ruby
slippers, except when I click my heels three times I don’t end up
at home the way Dorothy did.

Stepping through the sliding glass doors
from the entrance hall into the main lobby, I’m greeted by Michael
Bublé’s voice crooning ‘Cold December Night’ over the sound system.
Jerry, the building’s head daytime security guard, flashes a smile
when he sees me. He inclines his head toward the waiting area,
where an enormous pine tree covered in white lights and sparkly
baubles takes pride of place.

“It’s up!” I let out an undignified squeal,
drawing looks and a few laughs from people hurrying to and from the
elevators. I catch the eye of a woman glancing in my direction and
give a little shrug, swinging my arm in the direction of the
glittering tree by way of explanation.

“I’ll have to bring my thirteen-year-old to
see it,” she says, jabbing the button for the elevator. “She’s
suddenly ‘too cool’ to be excited about Christmas, but
seeing that tree might change things.” She waves and steps onto an
elevator when the doors open.

Jerry emerges from behind the front desk and
trails behind me as I rush toward the waiting area. I stand between
the two leather couches and stare up at the tree. The first
Christmas I worked here, there were only a few pathetically wilted
garlands around the waiting room and elevators. I contacted the
building’s administrator, and after using all the charm I
possessed, plus asking around to see if people had a yay or nay
attitude toward decorations, I convinced them to decorate properly.
Every year since, the lobby has been beautifully decorated in a
‘Holidays Around the World’ theme, with a giant Christmas tree, as
well as a table festooned with a menorah, dreidels, and assorted
festive ornaments. A hand-painted wooden sign hangs on one wall
with ‘Happy Holidays’ in huge letters, surrounded by various
holiday greetings like ‘Happy Hanukkah’, ‘Blessed Yule’, ‘Happy
Kwanza’, and ‘Merry Christmas’ in several languages.

“It’s perfect,” I say, moving to the table,
where I spin one of the dreidels and watch it until it wobbles and
comes to a stop.

“At least a dozen people have been late for
work ’cause they got sidetracked admiring the decorations,” Jerry
says with a laugh.

“Happens every year.” I look at the tree
again, then at Jerry, who’s now studying me. I know what he’s
thinking before he even speaks.

“Sure is good to see you so happy, Miss
Bridget,” he says, running a hand over the dark skin of his bald
head. I’m not sure how he ended up in Canada, but he originally
came from Louisiana, and his southern manners have never failed to
charm me. “Last year…” He trails off as if unsure whether to say
more.

A year ago at this time, my dad had just
died after a short but painful battle with cancer, and my mom and I
were lost in a fog of grief. Christmas was always Dad’s favourite
holiday, but it passed by in a blur without him. No decorations at
home, no Christmas Day turkey dinner, and only half-hearted gifts
bought and exchanged at the last minute. It’s not something I care
to think about, but I don’t want Jerry to think he’s upset me, so I
say, “Last year they could have added a hula-dancing Santa and an
entire team of live reindeer and I wouldn’t have known the
difference.”

His answering grin tells me he knows I’m
humoring him. “It’s good to see that bright smile of yours again at
any rate.”

“Aww, Jerry.” I close the distance between
us and throw my arms around him. I’ve always been an impulse
hugger; the first time I hugged Jerry five years ago, he stood
stiffly in my arms for a moment before returning my embrace with a
few awkward pats to the back. He’s used to it now, though, and
always gives me a squeeze. “Thank the decorating crew for me, will
you?” I release him and send a little wave over my shoulder as I
head toward the elevators. “I gotta go, or I’m going to be
late!” The middle elevator slides open and I wait for people to
spill out before hopping on.

Arriving on the twelfth floor a few moments
later, I weave through the sea of desks that comprise the staff of
Quest. I say good morning to people as I pass, pausing here and
there to answer questions or hear about someone’s weekend. When I
finally reach my own desk, I stow my things in the bottom drawer,
plug in the tiny tree in the corner, and fire up my computer.

The sound of rolling wheels greets my ears a
second before Ivy glides up beside me in her desk chair. “Good
morning, my Christmas-loving bestie,” she says, fingering one of
the tiny baubles on my tree.

“Good morning to you, Miss Sima.” Ivy and I
started working at Quest the same week five years ago and became
fast friends. She’s one of the constants in my life, as close as
family. Getting to work with her every day is the icing on the
cake—the cake being a job I love and happen to be good at, if I do
say so myself. “Any Monday morning gossip?”

“Well…” She draws out the word, waggling her
perfectly-sculpted eyebrows. “There’s a rumor circulating that
Christmas bonuses are going out today.”

“Today?” Despite already knowing it’s
only the eleventh of December, I look at the calendar perched on my
desk. Normally bonuses don’t go out until the week before
Christmas, sometimes even just a few days before the
twenty-fifth.

“Someone said something about having them in
time to actually use them before Christmas. I could
sure use it. My credit card took a real beating at the post office.
International shipping is a bitch.” Ivy’s parents died when she was
a teen, and the aunt and uncle who raised her moved back to China
earlier this year. This will be her first Christmas on her own, and
even though it’s not technically my first Christmas without my dad,
it feels like it, so Ivy will be spending the holidays with
my mom and me. “You all done your shopping?”

“A few weeks ago.” It wasn’t hard to
accomplish, considering I only have my mom and Ivy to shop for, and
Ivy always tells me exactly what she wants. “It would be amazing to
get the bonuses early. We’re lucky because we don’t really
need them, but I bet a lot of people with kids and big
families could use the cash influx before the holidays.” My eyes
stray back to my calendar; December’s picture is a shot of Kylemore
Abbey in Connemara, Ireland. I’m incredibly fortunate not to have
to rely on the Christmas bonus the way some others might, but it
doesn’t mean I’m not eager for it. If it’s as much as we got last
year, I’ll finally be able to take my mom on a long-awaited trip to
Ireland.

By eleven o’clock there’s a definite buzz
going around the office. I watch as people whisper across aisles or
abandon their desks entirely to gather in small groups, talking in
hushed tones. Ivy and I keep shooting each other amused glances.
Our desks are only a few feet apart, and both of us have a clear
view of our boss’s office door. A door that hasn’t opened all
morning, which is an unusual thing for our hands-on boss, David
Grant.

The hum of voices
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