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      Nothing screams chaos, mayhem, and desperation quite like working retail over the holidays, but with bills to pay, hungry mouths to feed, and the clock ticking on an eviction notice and her sanity, Ginger Harriet is near the end of her rope. To make matters worse, she had no intentions of becoming a single mother of three, but after the disappearance of her sister and brother-in-law, she’s determined to do her best.

      

      For a Harriet woman, family always comes first.

      

      To give her nieces and nephew the Christmas they deserve, Ginger will do anything—even tango with the devil himself, her sister’s business partner and best friend, Kace Dannicks.

      

      Unless she convinces Kace she’s really not the woman he wants in his life and she only wants his help to find her sister, Ginger’s going to need a miracle to escape the holidays unscathed—and still single.
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            The headlines would be spectacular.

          

        

      

    

    
      Why had I believed taking on two extra part-time jobs in retail would somehow solve all of my life’s problems? It solved some of my life’s problems, which involved having the money to feed my twin nieces and my nephew, but it left me contemplating mass murder in the mall. As a single woman, aged thirty-four without children, I should’ve been spending the three weeks leading up to Christmas spoiling my sister’s three kids rather than pretending I was qualified parent material.

      I could barely take care of myself. I was not ready or able to care for a pair of twins, aged twelve, and their brother, aged sixteen and going on fifty. All in all, I only had one thing going for me: the brats made decent house guests and could amuse themselves while I worked.

      If I hadn’t been so worried about Michelle’s disappearance, along with her husband and general partner in crime, also known as my brother-in-law, I’d be sorely tempted to kill them both for putting me in such an uncomfortable position, which involved facing off against mall moms who were convinced they knew everything and I knew nothing.

      They weren’t necessarily wrong, which made a mess of things.

      At five minutes until closing, the store should have been empty, but a handful of men and women still wandered the aisles in search of confectionary perfection, ignoring my supervisor’s notices on the intercom that everyone needed to check out. If I clocked out over my allotted time, the head honcho, Mr. Grande, would flip his lid, call a staff meeting after hours on a Sunday out of spite, and chew us all out, showcasing everyone’s misdeeds.

      The customer was always right, and it didn’t matter if they were the reason I couldn’t clock out on time.

      To make matters worse, my name tag cheerfully confessed my name was Ginger, and my current part-time job involved the blasted cookies that I both loved and hated above all others.

      One of these days, this Ginger would really snap, and I’d use a snickerdoodle as my weapon of choice, as gingersnaps had a tendency to break into pieces without the choking hazards of my preferred cookie. If I was going to go postal for the holidays, I’d do it right.

      The headlines would be spectacular.

      Fortunately for everyone in the store, it wasn’t my day to snap, not with my nieces and nephew needing me to come home with groceries and somehow pay my rent before I got an eviction notice for the holidays.

      When it rained, it really poured, and I still had no idea how I’d gone from comfortably living from paycheck to paycheck to being on a collision course with the nearest homeless shelter. My sister took some of the blame; she kept begging me to attend work parties with her, and I was too damned proud to ask for help buying venue-appropriate attire and accessories.

      Just like I had from the day I’d turned eighteen, I’d made my own way in life without asking anyone for any help. My impressive streak would soon end, however. No matter what I did, no matter how many extra hours I worked, I couldn’t find my sister and brother-in-law, I couldn’t afford to pay my rent and feed her kids, and I sure as hell couldn’t afford to pay all their expenses.

      Add in the lawyer fees to make sure I had custody of the kids while my sister and brother-in-law were gone, and I’d learned what dire straits truly meant.

      The first of the customers, an elderly woman with her cart loaded with a fortune in candy and cookies, rolled up and began the meticulous process of placing her finds on the counter. She organized by color, and while she did that, I prepared the bags so that when I rang up her purchases, I could store them in her way of choosing.

      The last granny I’d crossed had verbally crucified me, and I’d learned my lesson: give the little old ladies what they wanted, because they could be meaner than a honey badger if provoked.

      I began ringing up the purple candies, placing them in their designated bag. When she wasn’t placing things on the counter, she watched me like a hawk, making certain I weighed everything just right. She didn’t strike me as a skinflint, much to my relief; the first bag I rang up came in at slightly over a pound, and the skinflints wanted exactly a pound.

      I might make it through the rest of my shift alive. I hoped.

      My sister’s kids might miss me if I perished at the hands of an angry granny.

      After the purple candies, I rang up the rest of her order, cycling through the colors of the rainbow, as I figured that would appeal to her. It must have, because by the time I finished and informed her she had purchased almost four hundred dollars in candies, she grinned.

      “Dear, could you get me six of those cookies?” She pointed at the snickerdoodles, and I donned a fresh pair of gloves and packaged them for her, adding them to her bill.

      “Which bag would you like them in, ma’am?”

      She pointed at the one with the purple candies, and I did as asked. Once done, she held up her phone. “Do you take mobile payments?”

      I wanted to hug the little old granny who’d embraced technology, as our store rarely had issues with our mobile payment terminal. I pressed the button to initiate the payment and gestured to the payment interface in front of her. Two clicks and a tap later, and the register made a happy pinging noise, informing me the transaction was approved. I printed and handed over the receipt. “Thank you, ma’am. Do you need help with your bags?”

      “That would be sweet of you, dear.”

      It only cost me a few seconds to help her put the bags into her arms, and she waddled off in the direction of my supervisor, who waited by the entry to lock up after I finished checking everyone out.

      In what classified as a true miracle, none of the customers gave me any problems, and they even waited patiently for me to work through the line. Every transaction processed without event, and only one woman forgot how English worked, something I assumed was from the anxiety of trying to shop anywhere near Christmas.

      My supervisor dimmed the lights to deter new customers from showing up while I helped the final customer bag his insane collection of cookies and cupcakes. Once he left, armed with enough sugar to take out an entire mall loaded with children, I heaved a relieved sigh.

      Somehow, I’d survived another day of mayhem.

      “Ginger, mind helping with the security gate?”

      Once we had the security gate in place, no new customers would come, and we’d slip under it before securing it from the outside when we left. I abandoned my post at the register and helped her drag down the heavy steel barricade that would keep the store and its fortune of confections safe overnight. “Think we’ll have enough time to clock out before the boss gets pissy?”

      “We’ll be cutting it close. The little old lady wants you to have the snickerdoodles, and she asked if I’d let you exchange them for whatever cookies you actually wanted. But I know you and those damned snickerdoodles, so they’re all yours. She was grateful you took the time to bag her candies properly. Her granddaughter has severe OCD, and the candies are for her.”

      That explained the meticulous packaging of the little old lady’s order. “Really? I thought we weren’t supposed to accept anything from the customers?”

      “She gave it to me outside of the store, so I’ll let it slide this once. Stay quiet about it.”

      “Sure. Thanks, Tammy.”

      “Anytime. You did great today. It’s the first time I’ve seen a shift with minimal insanity this time of year.”

      Being exhausted to the point of numbness likely helped me ignore most of the insanity and deal with irate customers who required their candies to be perfect. “Thanks. Has the roster changed for tomorrow?”

      “You’re still on your regular shift. If I have any extra hours, I’ll let you know as soon as I know.” Tammy gave me the cookies, which I’d share with my sister’s children.

      I couldn’t give them much, but maybe they’d appreciate a few of my snickerdoodles.

      While exhausted and ready to sleep in the first convenient spot, I went through the full list of tasks needed to properly close the shop, choosing to do my job right and run the risk of clocking out late versus doing a half-assed job. While a half-assed job would’ve gotten me clocked out on time, I’d pay for it later.

      I couldn’t afford to lose any one of my jobs, not until I found my sister and brother-in-law.

      How I’d find the time remained a mystery.
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      I arrived home to find my sister’s business partner and best friend, Kace Dannicks, seated at my kitchen table playing a heated game of UNO with the kids. The foursome didn’t notice me come in, and I debated if I really wanted to share my cookies with the off-limits man who should’ve been modeling rather than using his brains to develop my sister’s various schemes to make a fortune and potentially take over the world.

      Unfortunately for me, the pair was good at their job. A better woman wouldn’t have resented her sister or her sister’s business partner, but I did. They drove fancy cars, lived in big houses, and could splurge on steaks every night if they wanted. My nieces and nephew had accepted my apartment with shocking grace, treating their stay as a comfortable camping trip rather than an utter downgrade from their usual standards.

      Me? I appreciated the generosity of a little old lady with an OCD candy order, and I fully meant to keep the extra cookie for myself.

      I considered leaving the man and kids to continue their game and take a shower, but if I did, I had a feeling Kace would get offended and stick around longer out of pure spite. He rationed his spite into barely tolerable amounts, as I suspected he liked annoying my sister as much as he enjoyed testing my patience.

      Claiming two cookies for myself, I set the bag down on the table for the four to devour. “I get two because I say so, but you all may have one each. They’re snickerdoodles. And if anyone doesn’t like snickerdoodles, I’m eating them.”

      All four dove for the bag, and after a brief but fierce battle, Amelia emerged victorious, and she handed out the cookies to everyone, saving Kace for last. She eyed the man, likely judging him and finding him lacking.

      “You should give your cookie to Aunt Ginger because she’s prettier than you are, nicer than you are, and understands how not to bathe in obnoxious fumes.”

      A better woman would’ve corrected the tween, but as I agreed with her and didn’t believe in lying unless absolutely necessary, I watched the exchange with interest. To side with her, I did take a few sniffs, and I recognized the scent from the mall.

      “I call that one More Money Than Sense. They sell it in the mall, and I’m pretty sure it costs more than I make in a month. You really don’t have to bathe in it, Kace. You might give someone an asthma attack. Take a shower when you get home, wash your clothes, and next time you apply it, put a drop on your wrist, rub your wrists together, and then touch your wrists to your throat. That’s all you need for that cologne. Otherwise, you’re just dumping a lot of money down the drain.”

      Kace took the cookie from Amelia, heaved a sigh, and offered it to me. “Please forgive me for stinking up your apartment.”

      I accepted the cookie, as three cookies was far better than two cookies. “I will forgive you this once.” As I wasn’t a complete monster, I broke the cookie in half and offered him the smaller piece. “This is a reward for understanding you made a tragic error. In very small quantities, that cologne smells nice. But the key word here is small.”

      He accepted my offering with a grim smile. “Your mercy is appreciated. How are you holding up? Have you heard anything from Michelle?”

      Sighing, I shook my head. As I only had four chairs, I went into the kitchen, set my cookies on the counter, and went to work pouring a glass of milk for everyone. “You want any milk, Kace?”

      “Please.”

      Huh. Someone had taught Kace some manners. I delivered the glasses of milk, got one for myself, and settled at the counter, watching them as they resumed their game, although they’d lost their gusto. I understood—the mention of my sister always deflated her children.

      For all of my sister’s flaws, her kids loved her. I figured Michelle had to be doing something right, although I was utterly at a loss over why she’d just up and disappear along with her husband. That her children had come to me without much sign or care their parents had taken off bothered me. I understood Michelle worked a lot, but for them to be so calm over the situation drove me to the brink of insanity.

      By all appearances, everything was well in their household, but her disappearance and their general behavior still worried me.

      While they finished their game, I thought about the weeks leading up to the couple vanishing without a trace. After the first few days, I’d done more than just worry. After a week, I’d developed the kind of anxiety that gnawed at my stomach. At the end of the second week, once it was apparent that there was something seriously wrong, Kace had opened up the sealed letters Michelle and her husband kept in case of death or disappearance.

      They had a set for each, as they traveled around the world for work.

      That had been when Kace and an attorney had showed up with the kids in tow, and I’d found myself the single mother of three.

      An entire month had gone by since then, and I’d picked up every job I could to pay for three growing kids because their trust funds were locked while their parents’ disappearances were investigated. The attorney promised money would come eventually, but nobody knew when.

      The courts moved at a snail’s pace when it came to family matters, or so it seemed to me.

      I blamed the time of year; with Christmas only a few weeks away, the courts were busier than usual, and unfortunately, that meant I had to fend for myself until a judge signed off on certain sheets of paper that Kace promised would make things easier—assuming Michelle and her husband didn’t turn up.

      The game ended with Saul’s victory, and my nephew cackled, smacking his winning card onto the table. Kace sighed and set his cards down, bowing his head as he accepted his defeat at the hands of a teenager. The twin sisters whined, and Amelia found comfort in her cookie and milk while Wendy sulked.

      “Get ready for bed, kiddos. You’ve got school tomorrow.” Fortunately, my schedule barely gave me time to drop them off at their school, which was an absurdly expensive private school I couldn’t afford even if I wanted to. To my relief, my sister had paid off the entire year upfront, which was one less thing for me to worry about. Keeping them clothed to the school’s standards would bankrupt me, as their uniforms required dry cleaning, and there was no such thing as clean, tidy children.

      “Seriously, it’s time for bed, kiddos,” I said when the laughing and groaning finally came to an end. “We have to get up early.” Wendy would shower first, Amelia would protest and shower in the morning because she didn’t want to be exactly like her twin, and Saul would wait until the last minute to decide if he’d shower before bed or not. I’d probably help him decide by the time his sister finished, as the last thing I needed was the teen languishing in front of the bathroom mirror for an hour trying to make certain his hair was perfect for school.

      Judging from his muttering, there was a girl he liked, and he lived to impress her.

      I really needed to pull him aside and make sure he knew about life’s important lessons, what women actually wanted, and how to avoid being an asshole women hated but wanted for his money later in life. For some reason, I expected my sister had forgotten some elements of the talk.

      She still blushed if I asked if she’d had a good night with her husband.

      Life was hard, and I only made it harder on myself each and every day.

      The kids scattered, guzzling their milk and setting their glasses in the sink before fleeing in the general direction of the bathroom. After a brief skirmish in the hallway, the twins won, and to my surprise, they opted for a shared bath. A shared bath meant one thing: the bubbles were coming, and because Saul was inherently a gentleman-in-training, he’d be determined to help me clean up the mess before it could ruin the floor.

      Then Saul would need to take a shower, as would I, but I’d have to wait until morning. In the morning, chaos would surely reign, and I’d be forced to wear a braid to work again to contain the disaster my hair would become.

      I missed my quiet life.

      Saul skittered into the living room long enough to grab his bag, which warned me he hadn’t done his homework yet.

      Argh.

      “You look harried,” Kace murmured, leaning back in his chair and looking me over. “At least come sit. It seems there’s now space.”

      Armed with my milk and cookies, I obeyed, as I’d learned some fights weren’t worth having. Kace would fight me to death on the little things, as he enjoyed nothing more than verbal sparring. “Why aren’t you an attorney?”

      “I like money too much, and I only want to argue with people I like. As an attorney, I’d have to argue with people I didn’t like on a daily basis and get paid a lot less to do it.”

      Huh. The sensible response hadn’t been what I expected from him. At all. “So you went into business with my sister?”

      “She has good ideas, I have better sense. Mitch has decent sense, but he’s happiest working on investments, so we let him handle that part of things. It works out. Or it had until they up and disappeared. Any luck with the attorney?”

      “Outside of the letter including their requirements for the kids and their care, plus the trust release terms, no. The six-month window started last week.”

      If no one heard from them within six months, they would be presumed dead, their wills would be read, and it would be assumed I would become the permanent mother of my nieces and nephew. I wasn’t sure what I thought about everything, especially the idea of becoming their mother. The kids had taken their parents’ disappearance too calmly.

      “That’s quite the expression on your face. What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking everyone is taking this far too well, which leads me to believe this is the shittiest prank anyone has ever pulled on me in my life.”

      Kace shook his head. “I don’t think it is a prank. I think Michelle and Mitch ran into bad luck, went somewhere they shouldn’t have, and are now up shit creek without a paddle. It could be their idea of a joke, but if they are pranking us, they’ll show up on Christmas Eve to drive us both crazy. They’ll succeed this time, too. You know how they are.”

      I did. Their idea of a vacation was to skip off for a week, leaving Saul to watch his sisters while they did humanitarian work in some out of the way country.

      The last I’d heard, they’d been planning a venture to Nigeria. At a loss of what to say, I shrugged. I couldn’t complain about their humanitarian efforts, but I would’ve appreciated some warning that they were planning an expedition.

      Had I known they were heading out on such a venture, I would’ve been better prepared for disaster. Then again, even with warning, I doubted I could ever be truly ready for my sister to vanish out of my life. Sighing, I began the process of packing the cards up and returning them to their box.

      “I can’t tell if you’re unsurprised by my opinion, annoyed I have an opinion, or annoyed with Michelle and Mitch for putting you in this position.”

      “You have equal reason to be annoyed. As for your speculations, a little of each applies. If it weren’t for the kids, I’d be just a little annoyed and a lot worried.”

      “But the kids have you pretty miffed.”

      “Yep. It isn’t just about them and their globetrotting anymore, and they should know this by now.” I grimaced at the anger in my voice, glancing in the direction of my guest bedroom, which had been converted into an indoor campground for three kids. “I wasn’t ready for this.”

      “And it was unfair of them to presume you would be, and equally unfair for them to have locked the kids’ trust funds like they had.”

      “I should make it until the first payment processes.” I hoped.

      The nastygram I’d received two days ago promised an eviction if I didn’t pay in full within ten days, but as soon as my next check hit on Friday, I’d be better off. I hoped. I just couldn’t afford to miss a single shift and needed to earn as many bonuses as I could over the holidays.

      “How bad is it, really? And none of your normal prideful bullshit, Ginger. What’s your actual situation?”

      Damn, Kace was on a roll. I drummed my fingers on the table, glanced again in the direction of my bathroom and guest bedroom, and heaved a sigh. Getting to my feet, I went into the living room, dug through my desk for the folder of bills and other important things I needed to deal with, along with the receipts for everything I’d purchased for the kids to show I wasn’t being completely irresponsible with my money when I came knocking at my sister’s door later to be paid back—assuming she came back at all.

      That left me feeling more than a little guilty.

      At a loss of what to say, I tossed the folder in front of him so he could figure my situation out for himself, sat back down, and made friends with my cookies.

      Snickerdoodles couldn’t fix anything important, but it made things a little better for the short period of time it took me to enjoy them. Milk couldn’t wash away the bitter pills of life, but nothing short of my sister showing back up would make things right.

      Kace sorted through the bills, eviction notice, and receipts, and his brows furrowed. “At the risk of facing your wrath, why didn’t you speak up about this earlier?”

      “I don’t like whining.”

      “Ginger, going from getting by to responsible for three children on limited funds is not what I’d consider whining, especially if you need the money. First, it’s unfair to you; you weren’t even asked if you’d take custody when it was popped on you.”

      “It was a choice of accepting custody or the state gaining custody. I live close enough that they can still go to school, and their school bills have been paid for the year, including the extra fees.”

      “You’re spending a hundred a week in dry cleaning for their clothes.”

      “I know. And don’t tell me what I can’t afford. I know.”

      “How many jobs are you working?”

      “Part-time, full-time, or both?”

      “That you’re asking me to specify is concerning.”

      “I still have my full-time job. But I have two new part-time jobs in retail for the holidays to make up for the extra expenses.”

      “You’re working retail. For the holidays.”

      According to his tone, I was attending torture sessions and having my toenails ripped out every day. As a general rule, I agreed with him. If anything, having my toes ripped out daily would be a general improvement to my situation.

      I had a brand-new respect for retail workers over the holidays, and I’d do my best to shop online whenever possible—and not bother any retail worker with unnecessary questions or petty problems. I lifted my chin and engaged Kace in a glaring contest. “Well, yes. I have to. Where else am I going to get a job on such short notice this time of year?”

      Kace stared at me as though I’d grown a second head. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Life isn’t all sparkles, sunshine, and unicorns farting rainbows, damn it.”

      “No, it’s not, but this is not fair to you.”

      I shook my head. “Life isn’t fair, Kace. That’s the one truth in life you can rely on. I’ll do what I’ve always done, and make do. I’ll be able to pay off the rent issue on Friday, and I’ll figure out everything else from there.”

      The look Kace shot me informed me that I was full of shit, and the arching of his perfect brow sent a clear message I wouldn’t like what he was about to say. Then, he opened his mouth and called, “Saul?”

      My nephew scampered out of the guest bedroom, a pencil shoved behind one ear and a marker dangling out of his mouth. “What’d I do?”

      “You didn’t do anything,” Kace promised with a crooked grin. “But we’re going to do something bad.”

      Nothing revved a teen’s engine like permitted naughtiness, and Saul’s eyes widened. “What are we doing?”

      Kace pointed at me. “We’re kidnapping this train wreck, taking her over to my place, and camping out there for a while. Pack stuff for your sisters, don’t forget any of your homework, and yes, all three of you are going to school tomorrow. While you do that, I’ll wrangle the woman.”

      I waited until Saul bolted for the guest bedroom before I hissed, “Like hell you will.”

      Kace rubbed his hands together. “Try me, Ginger. You can run, but you can’t hide, and one way or another, I’m taking you home with me tonight.”

      I rolled my eyes. The first thing I needed to do when my sister came home was give her a stern talking-to, as she needed to stop making friends with smug, egotistical, but hot men. “You are so full of it, Kace.”

      “Just wait until the kids are ready, then you’ll see just how full of it I am.”
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            You’re coming home with me.

          

        

      

    

    
      Saul, Amelia, and Wendy joined forces with Kace, and the quartet cornered me in my bedroom. Along the way, Saul had discovered I kept a set of bungee cords in the closet, and he armed himself with them. “Aunt Ginger, this is for your own good. Come quietly,” the teen ordered.

      How was going to Kace’s house for my good? If anything, it was for theirs, and the little jerks would gloat over their victory if I gave them their way. I thought I’d done well; I’d escaped the quartet for an entire hour before they’d gotten smart and coordinated their capture attempt. Kace blocked the doorway, also armed with various items from my closet, including some rope I’d used to lash my trunk closed after hauling furniture for my sister, who couldn’t bear the thought of her SUV’s paint possibly being scratched.

      I needed to have a long talk with my sister about the facts of life.

      “You are not tying me up and dragging me to Kace’s house,” I announced in my firmest tone.

      Unfortunately for me, I stood against an egotistical rich man, a teen, and a pair of tweens. I didn’t stand a chance, and judging from their smiles, they knew it.

      “You’re coming home with me,” Kace announced. “If you come quietly, you’ll get six hours of sleep before you have to get up and drive these precious children to school. If you’re nice to me, I’ll drive the children to school so you can go straight to work. You’ll have to call the school to let them know they’ll be coming to my house for the foreseeable future, but there’s a bus stop right down the street.”

      “We’ve taken it before, and it’s on the list already, so you just need to authorize it,” Saul announced.

      I was surrounded by brats, four unapologetic brats. One of the brats was an adult and should’ve known better.

      “This is ridiculous,” I muttered.

      My statement served to encourage the tweens, and the girls pounced, latching on to my arms and using their body weight to drag me to the floor. After seven days of all work and no play, I proved easy prey for them, and I went down with a startled squawk.

      Saul joined the fray, but thanks to the hooks on the bungee cords, he aborted his effort to restrain me, and he looked to Kace for guidance. “How am I supposed to use these things?”

      “You’re not supposed to use those things on a woman. First, the bands are elastic, so you could cut off circulation to her hands and hurt her.” Kace grinned, stepped into my bedroom, and held up his pilfered rope. “This is what you use if you want to tie someone up. That said, we’re just going to escort her to my car and shove her in, as I think she’s been properly subdued. Right, Ginger?”

      No wonder my sister had disappeared. After making sure she’d arranged for a sucker, me, to care for her brats, she’d run away to avoid the terrors of her life. “I just have one question, Mr. Kace Dannicks.”

      “Ask away, but know that you’re coming home with me. If you’re good, I’ll swing by McDonald’s on the way. You look like you could use a milkshake and some fries.”

      Damn. Kace meant to play dirty. “Twenty nuggets, just for me, with sweet and sour sauce. If the brats want nuggets, you have to get them their own. That means you have to feed them, and if they want forty nuggets each to go with their fries and drinks, you will order it for them without complaint.”

      “This is called negotiations, kids. It’s much easier to get what you want when you have what the woman wants.”

      I was so cheap, but I wanted dinner so damned bad, and instead of dinner, I’d gotten an hour-long chase around my apartment. “I still get the milkshake and fries.”

      “If the milkshake machine isn’t on, I’ll get you a Coke, which I’ll turn into a vanilla Coke float when I get you home.”

      “I am changing my order to a vanilla Coke float, a large order of fries, and a twenty-piece nuggets. Don’t forget my sweet and sour sauce.”

      “Come along quietly, then. Amelia already grabbed clothes for you for tomorrow.”

      Uh oh. If I trusted her clothing selection, I’d show up at work dressed like I was ready to take on an entire town of randy men. Then again, I only had one slutty dress hidden in my closet, but Amelia would find it. Amelia liked dressing adult women up, and the less clothing involved, the better.

      “I grabbed three dresses, matching heels, two pairs of slacks, dress blouses, and the necessary things,” my niece announced. “Boys don’t need to know about the necessary things.”

      According to the tween’s look, Kace was the top offender.

      I almost laughed at being chaperoned by my sister’s daughter.

      “I won’t poke my business into her necessary things without invitation.”

      The innuendo flew right over my nieces’ head, and even my nephew seemed confused by his solemn promise.

      Somehow, I kept from laughing. The logical, sensible, and single woman in me didn’t want Kace’s business anywhere near me, but the wild child I continuously insisted on repressing wanted to test what an invitation would win me. “Thank you, Mr. Dannicks. That’s appreciated.”

      “Anytime. Consent is important, especially when it comes to a woman’s necessary things.”

      I doubted the message would get through to the teenage boy, who operated purely on hormones, spunk, and spite with a dash of proper manners, but I appreciated the effort Kace put in.

      “That’s right,” Amelia chirped, and she tugged on my hand. “Kace has a pool.”

      “It’s December, Amelia. It’s December in Delaware. In case you missed it, it snowed two days ago.”

      “It’s an indoor pool.”

      Well, then. “Why didn’t you just say that an hour ago? I would’ve surrendered without a fight if you’d told me he had an indoor pool.”

      Only an idiot refused an invitation to a house with an indoor pool during the hell month of December. As I doubted the tween troublemakers had raided my closet completely, I shook free of my captors and dug through my closet, grabbing the shoebox I used to store my bathing suits and bikinis. I held the entire thing out to Amelia. “And this is my box of things necessary for swimming. Guard it with your life.”

      After working myself to the bone, I would enjoy a trip to Kace’s pool or die trying. With my luck, it could go either way.

      Amelia beamed and held my box to her chest. “This was more fun. I put your bag near the door, and we cleaned the bathroom when we were finished in the tub.”

      I refused to question the act. I would not show a single grain of doubt, and while I would grab a few things from the bathroom before we left, including my favorite shampoo, I would accept the kids would likely never clean to my standards. “Thank you, girls. I appreciate that. I just need to grab my shampoo—”

      “It’s in your bag, and I put it in a baggie so it wouldn’t leak!” Wendy chirped.

      Wow. I sensed a conspiracy, and when I turned my attention to Kace, he smirked.

      Double wow with a snickerdoodle. I’d been truly played. I blamed hunger and working too much. “How long have you four been scheming this?”

      Kace checked his phone. “I came over at eight, and I was regaled with tales about my own swimming pool.”

      Kids. “I see. And how did this turn into a sleepover party?”

      “Well, I initially told them I would talk with you about it, but then you showed me that nice stack of paperwork, and I decided to skip the talking phase and go straight to the decision phase. Following the decision phase is the late-night McDonald’s run phase. And yes, I will pay out with however much you gluttons want to eat.”

      The kids cheered while I sighed. “All right. You win. Take the kids in your vehicle—”

      “Nope.”

      I blinked. “Nope? What do you mean by that?”

      “I also talked to them about your working schedule. You’re too tired to drive. As such, you’re not driving anywhere. The brat can’t drive this time of night, so I’m going to take us in my car, and I’ll bring the brat over here after school tomorrow. I’ll drive your car, and he’ll drive mine. I’ll take you to and from work.”

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “I do that from time to time. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”

      I would? “But I need my car. You’ll be at work when I need to head to the mall, and there’s no easy bus route from the office to the mall.”

      “I’m sure I can force my boss into allowing me to take the proper time off to retrieve all individuals in my care at the appropriate intervals. As I happen to be my own boss, I’m sure I won’t have any difficulties arranging my schedule. I’m slightly concerned, as are the kids, about your current work schedule. We’ll talk about that tomorrow, as I’m well aware your work ethic will not allow you to miss a shift even if you’re dying of plague or about to faint from exhaustion.”

      Someone had been paying attention, and I was curious who in the lot had the good observation skills. “Fine. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

      My tomorrow would end at eleven, and I doubted the man would be eager to string late nights together, as my sister often complained Kace liked being in bed no later than ten, which meant she couldn’t indulge in her night-owl tendencies. Generally, I liked Kace’s way of thinking. If I could choose my bedtime, I’d be in my pajamas with a plate of snickerdoodles and a glass of milk, wrapped in my favorite blanket, and reading a book by six every day. At no later than nine, assuming I’d finished my book, I would go to bed and enjoy a minimum of eight hours of uninterrupted sleep.

      I missed sleep. I missed milk and cookies at my leisure, and I definitely missed my favorite pajamas.

      I wore plain, boring ones to keep my sister’s children from ruthlessly mocking me.

      Kace rested his hands on my shoulders and directed me towards the door. “Grab everything and load the trunk, kids. I will make certain the woman is imprisoned in the front seat. Prisoners get the front seat, so no arguing in the back, either.”

      In what had to count as a Christmas miracle, the kids did as told without comment or complaint.

      There was nothing left for me to do but cooperate, so I followed their excellent example.
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      My twenty nuggets, scarfed down so no one would steal them from me, clubbed me over the head and dropped me straight into a food-induced coma. I had vague memories of dragging myself out of Kace’s car and into his house, but everything afterwards disappeared into an exhausted blur.

      Damned nuggets. Damned hot man who could keep his hands to himself. Damned soft, cozy blanket I’d have to steal.

      Two of the three items in my list were okay, but after the few weeks I’d had, I didn’t want the hot man to keep his hands to himself. If my thoughts kept wandering back to my sister’s business partner, I wouldn’t have to snap, crackle, or pop to be fired. I’d be let go for daydreaming at work.

      I had enough problems at work. I definitely didn’t need a man making even more of a mess of things—or making me look like even more of an idiot than usual.

      I refused to regret the nuggets, I definitely regretted wanting the damned hot man more than the nuggets, and I really wanted to keep his blanket.

      Stress accounted for most of my thoughts, and my bone-tired state took the blame for the rest of it.

      Emerging from my daze without a soft, warm blanket or nuggets annoyed the hell out of me. I had no recollection of making it to work in the first place. Had I gotten my way, I would’ve stayed lost and only semi-coherent throughout the entirety of my shift and woken up in possession of more nuggets—and snickerdoodles.

      I needed an obscene number of snickerdoodles to get me through the holidays.

      There was only one thing worse than working retail over the holidays, and it was working in inventory management over the holidays. Helping companies figure out what they should stock for the holiday rush—during the holiday rush—stressed everyone at my job on a good day.

      Any day between October until January counted as a bad day.

      One day, I would figure out how big firms could pay out millions for logistical work while I got paid the equivalent of pennies. Without me, the merchandise and materials had no chance of making it from factories in China to the United States without incident and in a timely fashion.

      My boss, who likely hadn’t touched a contract negotiation, inventory, or anything relevant in at least twenty years, ran home with the big bucks. Half the time, I couldn’t find another soul to help coordinate anything, as extra employees were “too expensive.”

      On my own, I almost made a living wage, and I crossed the threshold with weekly overtime.

      I refused to think about how many extra hours I worked.

      I wanted to hate my sister for screwing around with my life, but I couldn’t. When she wasn’t being impulsive, she did a good job raising her kids alongside her work. All things considered, I just wanted my sane life back—and sleep. Sleep would do me a lot of good.

      Well, more sleep. The few hours I’d grabbed thanks to some nuggets and Kace’s blanket would get me through the rest of the day. Probably. Hopefully.

      Maybe, assuming I appealed to the correct deity. Which deity would work? Technically, I counted as a Santa’s helper. Would Santa give me some sleep for Christmas?

      Rubbing my temples, I tried to make sense of the inventory in front of me. Someone had thought it was a good idea to route a shipment meant for Des Moines through San Francisco, which would ensure chaos while attempting to get the containers to their appropriate destination within the company’s budget. Upon closer inspection, I discovered the cause of my life’s problems: the owner’s beloved son.

      One day, when I no longer cared about having a job, I would make heads roll and tell the incompetent idiots down the hall to invest in a map and stop sending shit to the wrong side of the damned continent. The CEO could afford to send his son to a good school—the type of school I only dreamed about attending. His son had gone to said school and had emerged as Fancy Pants Whatever He Was that was in Latin and meant jack shit to me as a general rule.

      I wanted to tell Mr. Chaplon’s precious baby boy to get some relevant job skills—and shove his precious Latin up his ass right along with his fancy, expensive degree.

      Iowa was not located anywhere near San Francisco. Had everyone in the firm forgotten Chicago existed? I would’ve accepted Detroit without complaint. I would’ve even been happy enough if the container had sailed into Baltimore, New York, or even Charleston.

      Anywhere but bloody San Francisco.

      Wait. They could’ve shipped to Alaska instead, or even San Diego. Houston was also a frightening possibility, as was Miami.

      In my field, anything could—and did—happen, and I would be the one to pay
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