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Chapter 1 
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“I sincerely hope you’re never forced to buy all new tires for your car this time of year,” Lorelei Bixby said, opening her laptop instead of focusing on the Christmas romcom on her television. “So much for my stash of ‘extra money’ for Christmas.”

Grace Hinton, at the other end of the couch, said, “I feel your pain, but I’m glad you won’t be rolling around on bald tires, especially this time of year when it could snow any second. Anyway, this is one of your favorite movies and you aren’t even watching it. What are you doing on your computer?”

“I need to find something part-time to refill my stash of cash so I’ll have some for gifts. If I get a seasonal job at the mall I’ll not only have an extra paycheck, I’ll also get an employee discount.”

“Good thinking. But at least watch this part so you’ll see the meet-cute.”

Lorelei knew Grace was right, and she stared at the television in silence through the magical moment when the female lead spilled her peppermint hot cocoa all over the male lead. It was always satisfying to see an argument burst forth and know there would be a long-awaited kiss in the last ten seconds of the movie. But, back to business now ...

There seemed to be quite a few stores looking for seasonal help, which was a great sign. There were still almost two weeks until Thanksgiving, and she imagined any job she found would require her to begin on Black Friday, then keep her busy many nights and weekends until Christmas. All that working would mean reduced personal time for her, but since it meant increased finances, it was a trade-off worth making. And it would only be for four weeks. She might need to miss a party here and there because she’d be working, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 

Most of the jobs she saw were for cashiers, and she tried to picture herself standing at a cash register after having worked her admin job all day, and the thought didn’t seem very appealing. If that was all she could find, she’d have to do it, but meanwhile, she’d keep looking.

There was a small Bartley’s ad that looked more promising because it didn’t mention the word “cashier”. It was for “holiday help”, which was possibly intriguing, or possibly just code for cashier. Still, a job at the huge department store at the mall, with its accompanying employee discount, could be just what she needed. The hours, five to eight every weeknight, and noon to five every weekend day, were more than she’d intended to get, but more hours meant more money meant less post-Christmas debt. Possibly no debt at all. She typed an email to the specified Alex Grady with her resume and her interest, proofread it, then sent it on its way. Then she closed her laptop and got back into the movie. Maybe she’d send her resume out to a few more stores, but not until after the movie ended and Grace had left for her own apartment downstairs.

She was just in time for a commercial, and she muted the TV. “How about a snack or something to drink, Grace?”

Grace stood with Lorelei. “Do you have hot cocoa? Watching everyone on TV drink it is making me want some.”

“I am stocked with it,” Lorelei said. “I even have some sugar cookies in the freezer that will thaw in minutes, because we know they’ll be making those soon for the cookie baking competition.”

“Great. I’d love some cocoa and cookies.”

Lorelei turned on the table lamp, knowing the Christmas tree lights weren’t going to be bright enough for her and Grace if they didn’t want to spill crumbs everywhere. “I’m really glad I already put up my tree, since if I get a job I’m not going to have any time for that fun stuff.”

“If the complex gave prizes for the first tree to go up, I do believe you’d win again, Lorelei.”

“It’s a responsibility I don’t take lightly, my friend.”
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TREY GABRIEL LOOKED at Jack Woodward while Edward, the Home Owners’ Association president, shared the news in the HOA meeting room. Jack didn’t look any happier than Trey felt about the decision to add a swimming pool to a common area of the Fairview condo complex. He and Jack had voted it down, and the voting results, just shared by Edward, made it clear they had been the only two against.

A bright spot was the pool wouldn’t be near either his or Jack’s units, which would have rubbed salt in the wound, and the fact each unit was being hit with a three thousand dollar charge to cover what the HOA allocated fund couldn’t cover was really pissing him off. Trey could delay the payment, but there would then be a lien on his condo, and there was no way he was going to allow that. Having a mortgage was bad enough.

After the meeting, during which he and Jack had been surrounded by happy faces, the two of them were the first out the door. “This sucks, Jack.”

“Big time,” Jack said. “Three thousand this time of year? What were they all thinking? Not that any other time of year would be better, but this is the worst. I’m not charging it, though. It’s coming out of my savings.”

As they walked through the darkness toward Jack’s condo, which was closer, Trey knew he didn’t want to pull it from his savings, but putting it on his card was a worse idea. The old rock and a hard place again. “I need to get another job.”

“You aren’t leaving Corington, are you?”

“No. I mean something part-time, until I make enough to replenish what the damn pool is going to cost me.” He wondered if there were any remote jobs that would do the trick, then told himself to come back down to Earth. But he’d find something. He had to.

After he and Jack said good night, Trey continued to the next building, possible jobs on his mind. He wasn’t going to get locked into something for very long. He only wanted temp work. He remembered working at the Christmas tree lot for some extra cash when he was in high school, and wondered if he could stand being outside in the cold for hours every night and on weekends. 

Hell, no. 

He was 32, twice as old as he’d been when he worked the job before, and twice as smart, he hoped. Whatever he did was going to be indoors, and easy work, if he could manage it. After working his eight hours at Corington, he needed something that wasn’t going to be more challenging than what he’d faced already. He’d probably need to work weekends, too, if he hoped to earn the three thousand.

Opening his laptop, he did some searching. Nope. No way was he going to be a cashier and have to deal with the public, the increasingly critical and unpleasant public as the stock in every store in the mall dwindled until the stores ran out of everything everyone wanted. 

He saw a Bartley’s ad, and thought working at the seven-floor department store his mother considered to be the best store on the face of the planet was a good possibility. The job title, Holiday Help, was more vague than he wanted, but he could at least apply. The hours meant he’d have no time for a social life, but as he had no one to be social with, and hadn’t since his last breakup, he could look on his potential upcoming month or two as productive time.  

Locating his resume, which had been a challenge since he couldn’t remember which file he’d stuck it in, he made sure nothing had changed since he’d last been in it, then he emailed it to Alex Grady. Maybe Alex would have some good news for him. Or maybe Trey would keep trying. Maybe the hardware store would be looking for seasonal help. Except it would probably be for their Christmas tree lot, so he’d have to give that plenty of thought.

Damn swimming pool.
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[image: ]


RON FARMER READ THE online ad for the seasonal employees, wondering why Alex had used the term “holiday help”, but he supposed it didn’t matter. Picking up the handset, he called Alex’s office and asked his nephew to come up to see him. 

Ron could hear Alex whistling from down the hallway and he shook his head. He’d promised his sister to at least give Alex a try, but so far Ron had had to oversee everything Alex had done, none of them jobs the manager of a store the size of Bartley’s should have to be worrying about, but if he could contain Alex’s inexperience or ineptness, whichever it was, at least until the kid caught on, they’d both be better off.

“Here I am, Uncle Ron.” Alex Grady charged into the office and dropped onto a chair, smiling.

“Alex, you need to leave off the ‘Uncle’ while you’re here. It’s just Ron.”

“Right. Ron. What can I do for you, Ron?”

“Good job posting the ad for seasonal help. You’ll be getting calls and emails, and you’ll need to decide on a day to do the interviews. I suggest next Saturday. Make a schedule on your laptop, allowing enough time to speak with each one to get a feel of how you think they’d do in the positions. We’re only hiring six people. Make sure the people you choose will fit the positions.”

“I know, Uncle Ron. I mean Ron. I’ve got it all figured out. What if more than six people apply for the jobs?” 

Ron exhaled, then forced a smile. “Then you read their resumes. If they seem qualified, you interview them all, then make your choices from there. Do you want me to ask Linda Sue to help you with this?”

“No, thank you. I’ve got it.” Alex stood. “Are we done? I’m meeting some of the guys for beers.”

“I’ll see you on Monday, Alex,” Ron said. “Monday, check through the village furniture and make sure everything’s in good shape. Will you do that? And get the maintenance and display people on anything that isn’t up to the Bartley’s standards.”

“You got it, Uncle Ron. See you.”

Ron shook his head as Alex hurried out of the office, whistling again. 
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On Monday, Lorelei wanted to check her personal email while she was at the Ganlett Corporation, but she forced herself to wait and finish one job until she reached home to look into another, using the logic it gave Bartley’s even more time to respond.

When she dropped her purse onto her kitchen table, she grabbed her phone and tapped the screen, holding her breath, as if seeing the email she wanted was vital to her health and well-being. Well, it was vital to her loved ones getting decent Christmas gifts this year.

And there it was, a message from Alex Grady, with the news she had an interview at 11:30 on Saturday. Opening her laptop after putting on a pot of water to boil for pasta, she began working on her Christmas wish list for her family’s gifts.

After dinner she went into her room to choose an outfit for the big day. It was a challenge not knowing what the position was for, but she figured a blouse and skirt would work. And because it was for a holiday job, she’d wear her red skirt and white blouse. And maybe her Christmas earrings. Why not be festive? She hadn’t been into Bartley’s for a while, but they must be decorated for Christmas already. Every other store she’d been into was.

It was the most exciting Monday she’d had in ages, and she was going to top it off with more hot cocoa and another Christmas romcom.

––––––––
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TREY READ THE BRIEF email, liking the 11:00 interview time on Saturday. More important than the hours, which had been noted in the ad, would be the hourly rate, and whether the job would continue beyond Christmas, but Alex Grady would probably answer all his questions at the interview before he even asked them.

Pulling leftovers from his refrigerator and giving the plate a whirl in the microwave, he wondered how strict Bartley’s was about their employees being on time. He didn’t get out of Corington until 4:30, and arriving by 5:00 at the mall might prove to be dodgy some nights, depending on work situations and traffic. He’d have to figure something out, or Bartley’s would fire him. Then he’d have to figure something else out.

Opening the envelope that had been dropped into his mailbox by the HOA board, he read the notice regarding payment for the pool and wanted to toss it into the trash, but he knew he’d need the reminder to put the amount on a card, then withdraw the money from his savings to pay it off. He may as well get some reward points out of the damn business.

––––––––
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LORELEI HAD CONSIDERED asking Grace if she wanted to come to Bartley’s and hang around in the mall during the interview, then they could shop and have lunch afterwards, but she decided it wouldn’t be fair to make Grace wait around in case the interview ran over. Not to mention Lorelei really didn’t have money to be shopping with. But she would definitely call Grace with her impressions of how it had all gone, and maybe they could watch another romcom later. It would cheer her up in case the interview didn’t go well.

There were a few flurries in the air as she drove to the mall, but the snow wasn’t sticking to the roads, so she didn’t need to worry about coming out of Bartley’s and finding a disaster-in-waiting. 

However, when she reached the mall, and particularly Bartley’s, the anchor store at the end, she saw parking was going to be a challenge. She hadn’t budgeted in an extra half hour just to find a silly parking space, and her nerves decided to kick in. There was parking on two sides of the store, and after she had exhausted one side where every single space was taken, she went around the corner and hoped for better luck.

In the farthest row from the door, she finally spotted one. There was a silver car near it, pulling out, and she whipped into the space, shut off her car, and grabbed her purse, afraid to even look at her watch.

What the hell? Trey slammed on the brakes, missing a collision with the Mini Cooper that had just stolen his space while he was about to reverse into it. What was the matter with people? He put the Acura into Park, surveyed the area, then climbed out to have a word. He reached the Mini as a woman climbed out. “What do you call that?”

Lorelei turned at the sound of the voice and saw a guy who didn’t look very happy. He was completely missing the Christmas spirit of good will and friendliness, and even if it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet, that was no excuse. “Is there a problem?”

He told himself not to be distracted by the beautiful blonde, even if it was a hard sell. He had an interview to get to, and this was wasting his time. “Other than the fact you just stole my space, there’s not a thing wrong.”

“You just pulled out of it, so it became mine.” What a grouch.

“I did not pull out of it. I was backing into it. I suggest you move your car and we can be on our way.”

“I can’t or I’ll be late.” She had a bad feeling she was already late. Making a dash for it, she headed away from the grouch, knowing he wouldn’t come after her because his car was sitting in the middle of the row, and there would be multiple complaints. 

Trey looked after her, shaking his head. Freakin’ fantastic. Climbing back into the Acura, he took the next row, then the next, finally finding a space that barely fit his car, and he hoped he didn’t come out to find a ding in any of his doors. Dammit. This parking experience had better not be an indicator of how the interview was going to go.

Lorelei shook off the parking space incident and hurried into the store, passing by gorgeous counters full of sparkling luxuries like perfume and jewelry, while telling herself to find the elevator and not get distracted by things she couldn’t afford.

Poking the call button, then checking her watch, she grimaced, hoping the fact she was already ten minutes late wouldn’t mean the difference between being hired and being told she’d missed her golden opportunity. Reaching the seventh floor, she stepped out and saw a woman at a desk. Lorelei approached her, smiling, ready with an excuse if the woman chose to make an issue out of her lateness. Glancing at the name plaque on the desk, she said, “Hello, Linda Sue. I have an appointment with Alex Grady.”

“Have a seat, please, and Alex will call you when it’s your turn,” Linda Sue said.

Lorelei joined the other two people already seated, both intent on their phones. They were ten or fifteen years younger than she was, either high school or college aged, and she felt the first stirrings of unease. She glanced at Linda Sue again, but the woman had her eyes on her monitor. She, at least, was older than Lorelei by a good thirty years, which was somewhat reassuring. The woman looked grandmotherly, but Lorelei would have felt better had the woman been smiling, or if she had given Lorelei a smile when she introduced herself.

Maybe Linda Sue didn’t feel well.

Maybe she was hungry and had to wait a while for lunch.

Maybe she was thinking about how much she was going to have to spend for Christmas gifts.

While Lorelei continued to come up with reasons Linda Sue didn’t look very happy, she heard the ping of the elevator, and looked to her left, suddenly feeling just as unhappy as Linda Sue looked. The guy in the Acura worked here? Her chances of getting any kind of job just flew out the seventh story window. 

Before Trey let himself think about how damn lucky he was the blonde parking space thief was still in his orbit, he stepped to the desk of Linda Sue. “Good morning. I’m Trey Gabriel to see Alex Grady at 11:30.”

“Have a seat, please, and Alex will call you when it’s your turn.” 

“Thank you, Linda Sue.” Trey eyed the chairs; three occupied and the one beside the blonde waiting for him, apparently. He chose not to make eye contact with anyone, and sat silently looking them over. Kids? What were kids doing here? He wished the ad had been specific about what the hell kind of job this was. One of the kids was in jeans and a hoodie, and the other had made some effort by wearing khakis. 

He’d considered putting on a tie, then decided the hell with it. He wasn’t going for an engineering position, he was going for seasonal help, and a tie wasn’t going to make any difference in whether he got it. Just when he wondered if he should pull out his own phone to waste time, the closed office door labeled Alex Grady opened and a girl came out, looking about the same age as the two kids waiting.

“Thank you, Adele. I’ll be calling this week to let you know,” Alex said. “Next up is Caleb.”

Lorelei saw the boy next to her jump up and slide his phone into his jacket pocket. “I’m Caleb.”

“Come on in, Caleb.”

She watched the door close behind Caleb and Alex, surprised to see Alex was younger than she was, too. Turning her head, she watched Adele, another teen, heading for the elevator, smiling, and she wondered what time Adele’s, and now Caleb’s, interviews had been scheduled. Checking her watch again, she saw it was 11:35, and resigned herself to the fact this was going to be a long day.
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Lorelei should have brought a book. This was ridiculous. She’d been here an hour and was still waiting for Justin, the boy in jeans, to finish with Alex. Or vice versa. 

“Seems like you didn’t need to steal my parking space after all,” Trey said when Linda Sue had left her desk, possibly for lunch. He wished he’d eaten more at breakfast.

Oh, joy ... “If it were your parking space, your car would have been in it,” Lorelei said, not bothering to look at the man.

“It shows respect when another driver is reversing into a space to be patient and give them a few seconds. But then, not everyone is gifted with patience or courtesy.”

“Nor is everyone gifted with parking skills.” Lorelei wondered where Linda Sue had disappeared to, and if Acura Man had been waiting for the woman to leave so he could share his complaints and criticisms.

“Maybe I’ll be able to watch you get yourself out of the space later to check out your driving skills. What time is your interview?”

“None of your business.”

“Since you don’t seem the type to plan ahead, I’m guessing yours is before mine. Unless you give this up as a lost cause and leave,” he said.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? So you could go first and it will improve your chances of getting this holiday helper job. Whatever it is.” When she heard the office door open, she watched Alex and the teenager.

“Thank you, Justin. I will call you to let you know,” Alex said. “Now, Lorelei. Would you step into my office?”

Lorelei? Trey wondered if she looked like a Lorelei, since he’d never met anyone with that name. He’d need to think about that.

“Of course.” She stood and passed by Alex, wishing she had had time to smirk at Acura Man, but the fact she would be interviewed first was all the satisfaction she needed. She took the seat Alex indicated and glanced around the room. It was a fairly large office, tidy enough, and she was happy about finally finding out what the position was. “You’ve been pretty busy with interviews today, Alex.” 

Alex exhaled. “I certainly have. We’ve got some very important positions to fill, and we need to hire six people. I can tell just by looking at you you’d be perfect for one of them.” He nodded, then told her what the hourly rate was.

The pay wasn’t excellent, but it was pretty good. “That sounds nice. And the hours are the ones posted in the ad?”

“Yes. It’s very important if you’re ever unable to make it in, you call me the second you know because I’ll have to find someone else to do the job.”

“I understand.”

“In fact, I’m going to offer you the job right now, Lorelei. Think about it for a moment and decide. You’d
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