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      I pressed the button for the tenth floor with my elbow and balanced the box of breakfast pastries in one hand while I held the little carton of lattes in the other.

      I was early, so I was the only one on what was normally a crowded elevator.

      I hummed along to the song “Jingle Bells” blaring through my air pods.

      Today was going to be a good day. And it was just one week away from Christmas.

      The elevator dinged as the door opened and I stepped into the spacious lobby of Bowen Industries. There was no furniture in the lobby that was bigger than my entire apartment. Clients were never left waiting.

      The receptionist, Sherry, kept cinnamon wax melts going all the time during the month of December. Her choice of wax scents changed with the season.

      The cinnamon was my favorite.

      I set the boxes on the reception counter just as Sherry came down the hall.

      “Do you sleep here?” I asked, pulling my air pods out of my ears and stuffing them into one of my slacks pockets.

      I did music in the mornings to get me going. That was it. No music during the day and by the time evening came around, I was too tired to care much.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” Sherry said, coming around the counter.

      I took one of the coffees out of the carton, handed it to her and took another for myself. It was perfect. Just the right amount of vanilla.

      “You know I live for Bowen Industries,” I said.

      Sherry rolled her eyes, but grinned.

      “And for you it payed off.”

      I opened the door to my office and Sherry followed me inside.

      “See,” Sherry said. “Go big or go home, girl. It’s happening.”

      There was a box of brand new banker’s boxes against one wall.

      It was surreal. I was actually moving to a corner office. Sherry was right. All my hard work had paid off. But the truth was, I’d enjoyed every minute of it.

      My clients loved me. In fact…

      “Do you want me to help you start packing?” Sherry asked, glancing at her watch. “I’ve got a few minutes before the phones start ringing.”

      “I actually have to call Mrs. Moore back before I do anything else. I promised I’d call her the minute I walked in the door.”

      “Alright,” Sherry said, with a flourish of her hand as she turned to walk off. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.”

      I laughed as Sherry walked off, then hurried to my desk and pulled out Mrs. Moore’s folder. Her phone call yesterday had sounded urgent. But whatever it was, I could take care of it.

      I dialed her number and waited while the phone rang. And rang. Then went to voicemail.

      That was odd.

      I tried again. Same thing. Voicemail.

      I shrugged it off and straightened my desk.

      Oh my God. It was going to be so nice to have a window. And the corner office had such a beautiful view of the mountains.

      I imagined I could almost see Whiskey Springs from that view.

      I couldn’t, of course, Whiskey Springs was nestled in a valley deep in the Colorado Rockies along a babbling river.

      The intercom on my phone chimed and I jumped.

      It was my boss, Mr. Bowen calling.

      Maybe he was going to tell me to start packing.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Ashley,” he said. “Will you come down to my office?”

      “Of course,” I said, ignoring the seriousness of his tone. Mr. Bowen wasn’t exactly a morning person.

      I shoved my cell phone into my pocket and headed down the hallway toward Mr. Bowen’s office.

      I hummed “Jingle Bells” to myself as I walked down the hallway to Mr. Bowen’s office.

      “Good morning,” I said with a bright smile which he did not return.

      “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chairs in front of his desk.

      I sat down. He could be grouchy if he wanted to. Nothing was going to ruin my good mood today.

      “I won’t mince words,” he said. “We’ve sold the company.”

      “What?” I gaped at him. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve sold the company and the new company is bringing in their own marketers.”

      “What are you saying? I have clients.”

      How could he be saying this? I was moving to the corner office.

      “I’m sorry there isn’t more notice,” he said. “but today is your last day. Your clients have been reassigned and notified.”

      “That’s why Mrs. Moore didn’t answer her phone,” I said to myself.

      “I’m sorry to have to do this,” Mr. Bowen said. “You’ll be paid through the end of the year and I’ll write you an excellent letter of recommendation.”

      I just stared at him.

      Merry Christmas to me.
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      “Please tell me you’re going to get some more trees in,” Mr. Hurst said. “My granddaughters will be here tomorrow and we have to have a tree for them.”

      “I’ll get some today,” I said. “I promise.”

      Even if I had to drive out to the Moss Christmas Tree Farm and get them myself.

      Mr. Moss had broken his foot and apparently good help was hard to find.

      He wasn’t the only one struggling to find good help.

      Everyone wanted to buy Christmas trees and decorations and baking ingredients, but no one wanted to work.

      My morning part-time help was at lunch. And my afternoon part-time help was fifteen minutes late.

      So it was just me.

      Mr. Hurst grumbled something.

      “Mr. Hurst,” I said. “I’ll personally deliver a tree to your house as soon as I get them.”

      “Alright,” he said. “My old heart isn’t what it used to be.”

      “I understand,” I said. And I did.

      “Excuse me,” Mrs. Peters said. “Do you have any nutmeg?”

      “Of course,” I said. Right there in the spices.

      But, I reminded myself, when I didn’t have anyone working, it was my job to help the customers find whatever it was they needed.

      I’d get used to all. Maybe. One day. After Christmas.

      I understood my parents’ sudden move to Florida. I really did.

      And, I reminded myself, this was only temporary.

      I had a decision to make.

      But right now wasn’t the right time.

      My cell phone rang and my father’s photo appeared on my screen.

      I hit answer.

      “Hello, Dad,” I said. He looked good. More relaxed than I’d seen him in a long time.

      “Hi Son,” he said. “You look frazzled. What can I do?”

      I ran a hand through my hair and glanced around at the crowded store. It had always looked easy when my parents had been here in charge.

      “Tell me how to find good help.”

      Dad laughed. “I figured my successful son could figure that out for himself.”

      My mom appeared behind him.

      “Don’t tease him like that,” she said. “Finding good help is one of the hardest things about running a business.”

      “I’m sure you’re doing great,” Dad said.

      Not really.

      “You just called to see if the place still standing?”

      “Maybe,” Dad said.

      “Hey, it’s Moss Christmas Tree Farm calling. I really need to talk to them.”

      “Ok,” Dad said. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Bye,” Mom said with a little wave.

      Shaking my head, I hung up and took the call from Moss.

      I really needed some good news about now.
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      The old Dodge pickup truck was pretty much the way I remembered it.

      It had the same old, musty smell, but the clutch felt a little bit loose.

      Or maybe it was me. It was a whole lot different from my little Honda. It felt, in fact, a little bit like driving a boat.

      But the timing couldn’t have been better.

      Daddy had twisted up his ankle pretty bad. Doctor’s orders to stay off of it, although he wasn’t doing all that well at following said orders.

      And then there was me.

      I came home every year, but this year I was a week early.

      I hadn’t told my parents why. I didn’t have the courage to tell them that I’d been downsized. Fired basically.

      That and I really didn’t want to talk about it right now.

      So when the Powells called requesting an emergency supply of Christmas trees, I’d secured what Daddy had loaded in the back of the Dodge and headed into town.

      Besides keeping from having to explain why I was here early, it gave me something to do to keep my mind off things.

      Like what I was going to do for a job now that I’d been downsized.

      After I got these trees delivered, I would get back to my parents’ house and start sending out applications.

      I squeezed the cracked leather steering wheel and slowed down as I approached the little town of Whiskey Springs.
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