
  
    [image: The Magic of Christmas]
  


  
    
      The Magic of Christmas

    

    
      
        KATHRYN KALEIGH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Charlie Alexander

          

        

      

    

    
      An orange tower crane stood sentinel over the skeleton of the mid-rise office building crawling with activity. Men scurrying here and there. Loud claps of metal against concrete. Men shouting and vehicles beeping.

      Everyone had a place to be and a job to do.

      The light breeze of a late-December morning in Uptown Houston carried the distinct odor of chalky concrete dust and diesel fuel.

      Holding a battered wooden clipboard, a black pencil attached to the clip with a carabiner leash at my side, I stepped onto the wire caged construction elevator and pushed the up button.

      The beeping of a cement truck on the ground faded seamlessly into the rumbling roar of cement drills as I traveled up to the tenth and top floor of what was soon to be the new Worthington Enterprises building.

      One of the construction workers, covered in cement dust, looked up from where he knelt, hammering an anchor in concrete, nodded as I passed the third floor. I nodded back. I didn’t know his name and most likely never would. But he knew me. Even if he didn’t actually know my name, which was quite possible, he knew me as the one they called the big boss.

      I wasn’t actually the big boss. The big boss was Noah Worthington. But in their day to day world, I was their big boss. Noah had been on site a handful of times, but he had never been introduced. Slipping in and out like a shadow, he had no need to spend time on site. That was my job.

      Two men shouted indiscernibly, followed by male laughter, over the sound of their power drills as I passed the seventh floor. Three other men stood by watching. The men talked more bullshit during one day than most people talked in a month.

      The workers all wore yellow hardhats.

      My hardhat was white.

      If they didn’t know by my charcoal business suit, white shirt, and gray tie that I was the engineer in charge, they would know by my white hardhat. They would at least know that I was somehow in charge. Most of them I had spoken to as group, though, some even personally.

      They were used to seeing me around. Seeing me talking with their foremen. Going over designs.

      A gust of wind whipped at the papers on my clipboard as I passed the eighth floor. Less than one week before Christmas and the best Houston weather could do was to drop to sixty-five degrees. As a building engineer, that was in my favor, so I took it as a win. The longer the weather held, the longer I could stay ahead of schedule.

      I’d heard on the radio on the drive over here to the San Felipe site, that the weather was going to drop over the next few days, but the forecasters regrettably dashed all hopes of a white Christmas.

      So different from the first eighteen years of my life when it had been odd not to snow on Christmas. It was a novelty here in Houston. One that I had gotten used to not expecting.

      I scowled and straightened my tie. It didn’t exactly affect me whether it snowed on Christmas or not.

      Since Noah Worthington insisted that all work stop for one week at Christmas, all I had to do was to get this building in the dry. Basically to get the roof on.

      Because of Noah’s holiday declaration, even the lowest and newest man on the job got a paid one-week Christmas vacation to spend with his family.

      The thing was, a lot of these men didn’t have families. They would simply use the time off to take on other jobs. Noah didn’t care. He insisted that every man be given the opportunity.

      If some of the office staff wanted to work and were qualified, they could shift up to Skye Travels by the airport and work for overtime. Noah’s private airline company required all hands on deck this time of year, so he hired extra people and rotated their time off.

      As I reached the tenth floor, the elevator jerked to a stop and the door slid open with a not so comforting scrape of metal against metal.

      Though the jerking and scraping was a little disconcerting, it didn’t worry me. I knew the elevator was safe. I had overseen every nut and bolt of this building from the original design conception to the foundation prep to this very moment.

      I walked quickly across the tenth floor to the metal stairs leading up to what would be the roof. This was that point when we had to move quickly.

      We had two days to get a roof on this building before everything had to shut down for a week.

      I’d never overseen a job where I had shut down construction that long for Christmas. A day maybe, at most.

      I had a good crew and, with the weather on our side, we would get it done in time for it to be in the dry before the holiday break.

      Standing with the foreman on duty, I watched as the lumberous crane lowered a stack of plywood onto the tenth floor. Like King Kong gently setting a beautiful girl on top of the Empire State Building.

      Twenty-five guys wearing yellow hard hats waited at the ready to begin hauling the plywood up to start framing out the roof.

      I adjusted my hardhat and went to make a note on one of my check sheets. The pencil lead cracked and the broken end fell to the ground.

      I checked the inside pocket of my gray suit for a pen, but all I had in my pocket was my cell phone and a white handkerchief. Seeing the handkerchief sent a familiar wave of guilt through me.

      Carrying a handkerchief was a habit I had learned from my father. Always have a handkerchief on hand in case a lady needs it.

      I smiled wryly at the old-fashionedness of carrying a handkerchief for the ladies. The ladies I knew would probably look at me like I had two heads if I handed them a handkerchief. Not that I would ever have need to do so to begin with. I had yet to come across a lady who had need of a handkerchief in the twenty or so years that I had worn my first suit at the age of ten.

      But the habit was ingrained and I wasn’t likely to change it. In the meantime, it wasn’t helping me take down notes.

      If it wasn’t written, it didn’t happen. Another ingrained habit.

      Of course, I didn’t normally have a handkerchief on the construction site, but then I didn’t normally wear a suit on the construction site either.

      Today was different. Today I had a meeting scheduled later with the owner of the building, Noah Worthington.

      I had a distinctly sneaky feeling that as the engineer on site, I was going to be more like Noah, the big boss, who didn’t get to take a Christmas break.

      It was probably for the best. Because like half the men here on site, I would be alone for Christmas.
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      The Galleria was crowded this time of year.

      Christmastime in Houston.

      Standing on the second floor, I looked down to the ice rink below. Even the ice rink was crowded. And it was barely past nine in the morning.

      The shops weren’t open yet, but breakfast places were open as was the hair salon on the first floor.

      The huge Christmas tree—fifty-five feet tall—took up nearly one whole end of the ice rink. Decked with thousands of ornaments and nearly half a million twinkling lights, it was topped with a large golden star.

      The tree lighting ceremony was one of my favorite activities of the season, especially now that I had younger cousins to take part in the coloring contests and face painting. This year’s live music had been one of the best I could remember.

      The children on the ice right now were the best. They showed no fear as they performed miracles on ice. Axels. Loops. A camel spin. The ice skaters out there were advanced to say the least.

      They were the ones who showed up before daybreak to get their time on the ice.

      One of those seven-year-olds out there on the ice right now was my younger cousin, Sophia. Sophia was Olympic material and had performed during the tree-lighting show this year. Probably one of the main reasons why I had enjoyed it so much.

      My aunt and uncle had built an indoor ice-skating rink for her and she practiced on it ALL the time. But that rink was small compared to this one. And a skater could not advance in a vacuum. So four, sometimes, seven days a week, she came to the Galleria to get time on the ice with her coach.

      Since my Aunt Ainsley was a pilot, she wasn’t available to cart her daughter to the ice rink seven days a week. That’s where family came in.

      My mother’s family, the Worthingtons, were a close-knit family. We pitched in and took care of each other.

      Stretching, I looked at my watch. Sophia would be ready to go by ten.

      I could only sit for so long before I needed to walk around. I was currently in the middle of one of my laps around the rink. Sometimes it was hard to just walk, but breaking into a jog around the ice rink would probably not be looked up favorably.

      Most mornings, not this one since it had started so early, I ran five miles around my neighborhood, weather permitting. If the weather was raining or too hot, I used my treadmill. Used the treadmill most, but it was definitely nice to get fresh air on occasion.

      Sophia’s session had started at six o’clock this morning and we were still here. I leaned against the railing, smiled, and waved as Sophia came out of a spin and grinned up at me.

      As she skated off again, I hid a yawn behind my hand. She had to be exhausted. I’d picked her up at her house at five a.m. and she had been on the ice since six with minimal breaks.

      If I was going to get a latte, which I desperately needed just to stay awake, I needed to go get it now.

      I had a lot of things to do today after I got Sophia home.

      Ticking them off in my head, putting them in a logical order, I ducked off to grab a coffee. Most people made lists. I kept a paper calendar, but after a quick glance each morning, I scheduled my day in my head. Very unconventional, but I liked the mental exercise. Sort of like jogging for the brain.

      I didn’t have to stay at the rink with Sophia while she was with her coach, but it didn’t seem right leaving her for more than a few minutes. Sophia had crashed on the ice just last year and we were all still a little bit edgy about her.

      I needed to make a stop by Grandpa Noah’s new building. Meet the engineer. Get him to send me some specs to review over the holidays.

      As a clean energy venture capitalist, I knew a thing or two about building technology. As such Grandpa wanted me to offer any ideas I might have to make his new building more efficient.

      Grandpa Worthington had built his business, Skye Travels, starting with just one airplane. Now he owned one of the largest and most successful private aviation companies in the country.

      He had not stopped there. He was always on the lookout for other ventures.

      Everybody said I got my entrepreneurial spirit from him and my looks from my Grandma Savannah.

      I took that as the highest possible compliment anyone could give me.

      Grandpa Noah was an entrepreneurial phenom and Grandma Savannah was charmingly beautiful or beautifully charming. Charming and beautiful.

      The barista, a young college age boy with soulful looking eyes handed me my coffee and gave me a double-take as I smiled at him.

      I considered my smile to be my secret super power and I used it generously.

      As far as I could figure, a smile didn’t cost a dime and the return on investment was immeasurable.

      It was time to drag Sophia off the ice, get her home so she could start her day of private tutoring.

      I was pretty sure that if I ever had children, I would send them to a private school, but my Aunt Ainsley wanted Sophia’s education to be tailored to her own speed. So home schooling it was.

      I made it back down to the skating rink just as Sophia was taking off her skates.

      Seeing her happy grin made getting up at four a.m. worth it.

      And reminded me that I had some Christmas shopping to do.

      What did one give a seven-year-old girl who had everything, especially one who wanted nothing more than to ice skate? All the time.

      If I’d been born with half of Sophia’s singular drive and focus, I would be twice as successful now.
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      The tower crane turned with the grace of an oversized falcon hovering over the top of the construction site and began its descent down to pick up more plywood.

      A cluster of fluffy white clouds shifted enough to block the sunlight, taking not only the light, but also the warmth with it, leaving a noticeable chill in the air.

      The rumbling roar of a cement drill not six feet away blocked out any other sounds.

      Jack, my intern, handed me a pen without looking in my direction.

      Jack, I was quickly learning was one of the best. I’d snagged him on his final internship from Louisiana Tech. Any interns from Tech were automatically the best. Of course, I could be a bit biased, graduating from Louisiana Tech myself.

      I’d say I had made quite a bit of progress in the past eight years. I’d been on the cover of Engineering News-Record along with three other young engineers as “ones to watch.”

      That article had been synergistic with the strides I was already making in the industry. After that, it had almost been like watching my career move of its own accord. Things had leveled out now, of course, but I was in a good place.

      Noah Worthington had sought me out personally to oversee this building. Since I was an independent contractor, it had turned out to be my most lucrative job to date.

      I’d always been loyal only to myself, but it hadn’t taken long for Noah to gain my admiration.

      He was an exemplary business man—one that I sought to emulate.

      I checked my watch. If I left now, I wouldn’t have to worry about being late for my appointment with Noah.

      Another thing drilled into my head by my father. If you’re on time, you’re late.

      “I’ll come by tomorrow,” I said to Jack.

      “Take care,” Jack said, with a companionable slap on the back, probably relieved to have me out of his hair for the rest of the day. I certainly remembered my internship days. Hard to function with the supervisor standing over your shoulder watching your every move.

      Not that I did, but… I kind of did. It was just natural. After all, I was the one responsible at the end of the day.

      Retracing my steps, I headed across the open floor, stepped onto the creaky elevator, my singular focus set on getting to my Mercedes parked across the street.

      I reached the first floor and the elevator door slowly rumbled open. I instinctively wrapped my fingers around my key fob. Didn’t need to even touch it. The locks would open automatically when I got three steps away from the car.

      My new model Mercedes-AMG GT was in my sight and my head was already there.

      The bright sun was out again and I was actually looking forward to the drive north of Houston to the airport. Driving meant I wasn’t required to do anything except think my own thoughts. I could make phone calls if I wanted to… or not.

      Opening my phone, I punched in the address to Skye Travels into my GPS, not because I needed help getting there, but so that I could gauge my time.

      The airport was north of Houston and traffic determined my route from several choices.

      I chose the most direct route which also happened to have the least amount of traffic and sent it to my car.

      Still looking down at my phone, I walked straight into someone, eliciting an oomph. I instinctively put out a hand to keep whoever I had just slammed into from falling.

      My arms wrapped around a decidedly feminine form.

      I knew full well that there were no women on site, but I knew even more a female form when I felt one against me.

      In this sea of construction working men, I found it significant that she smelled like a field of wildflowers.

      Definitely a female.

      Annoyed that one of the workers had brought his wife on site—and without a hard hat at that—I straightened, ready to fire someone.

      Construction sites were dangerous by nature. Even without codes and guidelines to follow, they were not a place for family.

      “Watch where you’re going,” she said, beating me to the punch.

      “You’re the one who ran into me,” I said.

      She stepped aside, pulling away from me in obvious annoyance.

      “Is that so?” she asked, pulling herself to her full height. Even on three-inch heels, she was still a head shorter than me. Who wore three-inch heels to a construction site anyway?

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, taking in her appearance. Other than not wearing a hardhat, she looked nothing at all like I expected one of my workers wives to look like.

      She was dressed in a professional black jacket and skirt. A white button-down shirt. Heels. And her brunette hair was long, sleek, and straight.

      Her features were angelically perfect. It only took an instant to take in her siren green eyes framed with long, dark lashes, a heart shaped face with creamy smooth skin, and red lipstick that instantly reminded me of the 1940s, though I have no reason why since I obviously had no experience with anything related to the 1940s.

      And she held a clipboard similar to mine, without the scuffs.

      And then I knew who she was.

      “You’re early,” I said.
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      The construction site was like any other.

      Probably a hundred men wearing yellow hardhats, over half of them standing around, talking bullshit, the other half doing the actual work.

      It was a widely accepted phenomenon that looked worse than it was. So many legitimate reasons.

      They all had their specialty areas whether it was welding or running a jackhammer or driving a crane.

      The most important reason, for some of them at least, was probably so that if one man got into trouble, there would be others around to help.

      Safety first. No matter the cost.

      My Grandpa Noah had drilled that into my head since I was a kid. With Grandpa being a pilot, he put safety before anything else. No matter what.

      From the tires on the airplane to the correct amount of fuel to the weather.

      Details.

      I learned the importance of details from sitting on his lap in the cockpit of a small jet.

      Never went into the air, though, without first being buckled into a six-point harness. In retrospect, I’m surprised he didn’t have me wearing a hardhat, too.

      The soft breeze carried the scent of diesel fuel and a fine mist of concrete dust that would leave a coating on my Chanel jacket and skirt by the time I left here.

      Grandpa had a good instinct for hiring the best and apparently the engineer he had hired for this job was one of those best.

      I made a couple of notes on my clipboard, but everything I was seeing was up to my green energy standards.

      This was the way I liked to work. Slipping in and out without anyone noticing.

      I stood still for a minute, watching the men work. Listening.

      The beeping of a concrete truck as it backed up. The shrill rattling vibration of cement drills. Loud masculine voices.

      One man shouted something indiscernible that was followed a burst of male laughter.

      It never ceased to amaze me how a skyscraper or even a mid-rise building like this went up from nothing more than an idea. One of my cousins was an architect and I was fascinated by the whole process. Not enough that I wanted to make a career out of it, but fascinated nonetheless.

      The wind brought a whiff of cigarette smoke, jarring me out of my reverie.

      Ready to leave now, I turned around and slammed headlong into one of the men.

      “Oomph.”

      I wasn’t in danger of falling. At least I didn’t think so. I never had a chance to find out.

      Caught in a masculine vise and held firmly against a hard masculine chest.

      I had the fleeting, nonsensible thought that he didn’t smell like a construction worker. He smelled earthy, but beneath it, he smelled like expensive men’s cologne.

      I should have been paying attention. He should have been paying attention.

      I was not only annoyed, I was embarrassed.

      “Watch where you’re going,” I said, choosing to let the annoyance win and straightening, but his hold on me was tight.

      “You ran into me,” he said, with indignance. I noted that his voice was smooth as silk, despite the obvious irritation that ran through it.

      “Is that so?” I asked, taking a step away from him and turning to face him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, looking at me with one of those head to toe sweeping gazes that was quick and assessing.

      He was dressed in a professional charcoal business suit with a light layer of cement dust giving it a shimmering hue. A white button-down shirt. His dark hair was short and barely grazed his collar. He was clean-shaven with classic movie star features.

      His eyes, after they finished their sweep of my appearance locked onto mine. His were a deep blue that were annoyingly sparkly.

      Not only was he vexingly handsome, he was wearing a white hardhat. And carrying a clipboard that had seen better days.

      This was not one of the workers.

      I had run headlong into someone who was definitely not a regular construction worker.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      “Early?” I shook my head and made a face. “Early for what?”

      The rumbling roar of cement drills mixed with the sounds of men shouting. And the clinking of metal against metal ran through it all.

      “No matter,” he said. “Who let you in without a hat?”

      I crossed my arms over my clipboard, holding it close. “I let myself in.”

      He narrowed his eyes as he studied me. Then he nodded and held out a hand. “I’m Charlie Alexander, Project Engineer.”

      I looked at him, then shook his hand. It would just be rude to do otherwise.

      “Come on,” he said. “We have a meeting.”

      “Okay,” I said, totally confused. Somehow Charlie Alexander, Project Engineer, knew who I was. I was pretty sure I had never met him.

      And yet, he’d introduced himself, so he didn’t think we knew each other.

      I shook my head.

      He was already walking toward the door that led out to the road. I followed, my heels clicking on the concrete, refusing to rush to catch up with him.

      “You can ride with me,” he said, stopping until I was almost caught up with him.

      What the⁠—?

      “I have my own car,” I said, matter-of-factly, ignoring the glance he shot in my direction.

      We reached the framed-out door and walked through. I found it a little amusing that he walked through the door frame when he could just as easily have walked through one of the framed-out walls.

      On the street now, he stopped and looked at me.

      A late model car and an SUV passed on the road behind him. One of the concrete trucks moved, its deep motor rumbling and clattering as it pulled out of the dirt parking lot behind us.

      I lifted an eyebrow and waited.

      I thought I saw the shadow of a smile cross his features
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