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Chapter 1

TOP TEN WEIRDEST THINGS PEOPLE DO EVERY DAY AT GOODFOODS MARKET

10. Try to pay for their stuff with stolen credit cards and then get pissed off when we have to cut the cards up.

9. Leave frozen foods—especially ice cream—in the nonfreezer sections, so they melt all over everything.

8. Try to do that extreme couponing stuff just because they’ve seen a couple episodes of that TV show.

7. Try to get refunds on food they didn’t like. After they ate it.

6. Let their kids run around the store like it’s a playground, then get all panicky when their little precious darlings get lost.

5. Come in on Saturdays and eat enough samples to make a meal.

4. Think that it’s perfectly acceptable to make out in the aisles or the bathrooms.

3. Insist on only buying produce “from the back” even when we’ve got the freshest stuff out already and the stuff from the back is visibly rotting.

2. Try to return partially eaten cakes, claiming they’re too dry.

1. Eat food while they’re in the store, then stuff the empty boxes and bags behind other food on the shelf.

 

I had to get up before the sun today, so I can’t really be held responsible for the fact that I hit the snooze button three times. Fatal mistake. Everything was dependent on me getting up on time. It’s never a good sign when you wake up screwed.

I went to sleep with damp hair and now half my head looks like it’s been ironed, while the other half looks like I stuck my finger in a light socket. A ponytail is the only solution. My favorite jeans are nowhere to be found, and my festive Christmas socks turn out to have holes in the toes.

This is not what I had in mind for this morning. Especially since everyone at GoodFoods has been telling me for weeks that today is going to kick my butt. Christmas Eve is one of the busiest shopping days of the year, and grocery stores are no exception.

I’m running late, of course, so I shouldn’t stop for anything, but there are some things that just cannot be skipped. For me, that’s today’s list.

My list habit started in fifth grade. My best friend, Eva, and I wrote each other notes every night. As we got older, they turned into daily to-do lists. The thing was, we wrote them for each other. Sometimes there were simple tasks on the lists, like, “Get through biology class today without falling asleep.” Sometimes, they were closer to dares, like, “Finally talk to Connor Richards.”

Since my family moved, though, Eva and I don’t go to the same school. And she doesn’t write me lists anymore. She doesn’t really keep in touch at all, actually. Not even a Like on Facebook. Of course, my status updates lately haven’t exactly been the stuff of legend: Off to work! and Ugh, I hate Mondays.

Try not to faint with excitement.

Once Eva dropped out of my life, I started writing my own lists. Daring myself to not be the clichéd New Kid who doesn’t fit in. So far, it’s not working. Like, at all.

I know—it’s so nerdy, right? I keep hearing that being a geek is cool now, but I’m not sure the rest of the world has gotten the memo, because I still feel like a pretty big dork compared to a lot of people at my new school. And being insecure makes me want to write more lists, which makes me feel nerdier, which makes me write more lists. . . . You can see my problem.

My mom says list making is “a good habit I’ll be grateful for in my future career.” Then again she’s the kind of person who labeled her label maker with a label that says “Label Maker,” so I’m not sure she’s the world’s most trustworthy authority on good habits. My older brother, David, says someday the wrong person is going to see one of my lists and I’m going to get burned, but most of my lists are too boring for anyone to bother reading, much less use against me. Besides, I’ve solved that problem by not really making any friends yet, so no one even knows about my lists, much less tries to read them.

Which brings me to today’s list.

TO-DO, 12/24

1. Talk to at least three of my coworkers long enough to learn something new about them.

2. Try not to let my mouth take over my brain during those conversations.

3. Actually remember to turn off my ringer when I get to work.

4. Write no more than three lists during the day.

5. Pick up the Christmas ham Mom ordered from the butcher department.

6. Give Tyson a ride home.

 

So maybe not every day can be action-packed.

As I tuck my little notebook into my back pocket, I glance at the clock and see I’m going to be seriously late if I don’t get in the car in the next two minutes. Crap. And there’s still the possibility of running into my mother, which will only make me later. Please, God, let her still be asleep! I grab my shoes and do my best to run silently down the stairs.

“Chloe.”

I let out a choked scream, my hand flying up to cover my mouth, cracking myself in the cheekbone with my shoes as a result. So much for stealth. I have no idea how she snuck up on me like that. Some kind of secret Mom-ninja skill.

“I thought I’d get started early and drive you to work,” she says brightly, unaware she almost made me wet myself.

My heart is slowing from the scare, but now a dash of annoyance flits through my system, zinging my pulse back up a few notches. “Why? It’s Christmas Eve.”

“Exactly.” My mother takes a couple steps forward and I can see her more clearly.

I notice she’s already dressed in a Christmas sweater and dangly earrings that look like tiny Christmas ornaments. Makeup, too, I think, though it’s hard to be certain with the twinkling of the multicolored LED lights out on the front porch, which means she got up early enough to not only be completely made up, but turn on the twinkle lights.

Yikes.

This is officially Christmas overdrive. Maybe it’s the new house that’s made her go Christmas bonkers, or maybe it’s my brother coming home from college for the first time. Either way, my mother is going to need a twelve-step program to detox from her insane holiday prep routine this year.

But back to the matter at hand.

“It’s no big deal, Mom.”

“You shouldn’t have to drive all by yourself on Christmas Eve!” she says.

“But if you drive me, how am I supposed to get home after my shift?” I prop one hand on the wall and bring a foot up to shove my shoe on.

“I’ll come back and get you.” She gives me a hopeful smile.

“In the middle of the afternoon? With David coming home?”

My mom purses her lips, trying to think of a way to baby me and my brother simultaneously. She is the undisputed master of babying.

I jump in before she can suggest a do-it-yourself wormhole or something. “I really don’t mind, Mom. Besides, it’ll save gas, right? And you don’t want to be gone when David gets here, do you?” Maybe if I keep using my brother’s name over and over she’ll redirect her energy to him.

“But the weather . . .” Her lower lip disappears between her teeth, her signature worry gesture.

“I’ll be okay. You should be here when David gets home.”

And if I don’t have my car, there is no way that Tyson Scott will ask for a ride home. And if Tyson doesn’t ask me for a ride home . . . well, then I can’t give him one, can I? And it’s on the list, after all. That makes it practically ordained.

She’s eyeing me critically, with a certain glint that tells me she’s still trying to figure out how to emerge the winner. I stay resolute, certain this time there is no magical Mom solution. Finally, she drawls, “I suppose. But at least let me get you breakfast.”

“No time. I’ll be late.”

The warm and fuzzy Christmas Mom is gone in an instant. “Chloe.”

Yeah, I should have seen that coming. If there is one thing my mother won’t tolerate, it’s me playing roulette with my diabetes. I was diagnosed with type 1 when I was three, and she’s pretty much been a complete spaz about what, when, where, and how much I eat ever since.

I’m what is referred to as a “brittle” diabetic, which always makes me feel like I might be made of glass, but actually means that my blood sugars don’t stay well controlled. No matter how carefully I watch what I eat and how precisely we time the insulin, I can still sometimes make big yo-yoing changes without warning. My mom regards this as a personal attack, and she has vowed revenge on the evil pancreas that enslaves her daughter. I should get her a Viking helmet.

“All right, all right.” Opening the refrigerator, I snag one of the disgusting Glucerna drinks we keep around in case of emergency and grab a banana from the counter. Looking back at my mother, I see how worried she looks, and guilt pinches at me. “Sorry, Mom. If I’d gotten up earlier . . .”

“You need more protein than that,” she says, opening the refrigerator and pulling out two slices of deli turkey.

“Really?” I ask with a sigh. One of these days, I’m going to turn into a person-shaped sculpture of deli-sliced turkey. It’s nearly instant, low-fat protein. The pediatric dietician told my parents about it when I was first diagnosed, and since then, my mom has shoved it at me whenever she thinks I haven’t eaten enough. I shudder to think how many turkeys have given their lives in the name of my defective pancreas.

“There’s no time for a real breakfast. You said so yourself.”

“Okay.” I take the cold cuts and tuck them both into my mouth at once, chewing madly. I barely taste them before they’re gone.

“Thank you.” She smiles. “And take this, too.” She lifts a paper bag off the counter. She packed me a lunch.

Part of me wants to knock it away—remind her that I’m going to work in a giant building literally full of food—but it’s Christmas Eve and I already know how this story ends. Spoiler alert: the mom always wins.

So, I grit my teeth and say, “Thank you.”

She looks relieved. “You’re welcome. Take care of yourself.”

“I will, Mom.”

With her paranoia extinguished, I zip my jacket and scoop up my ad hoc breakfast once more.

“Merry Christmas Eve, honey!” my mom calls after me.

Outside, the sky is even darker than it should be, given the hour. There are heavy clouds overhead. The air feels damp, but even though it’s cold, it’s too warm for snow. Definitely not the kind of White Christmas people dream about.

The passenger door on my ugly teal Chevy Malibu is frozen shut, so I have to use the key to break through the ice, and then brace my foot against the car to yank the door open. If only the lock on the driver’s side worked—it’s downwind and wouldn’t be shellacked in ice. My brother swears up and down there is a trick to opening it, but after driving the car for five months, I still can’t get it. I always have to crawl across the front seat to get behind the wheel.

The leg of my jeans catches on the parking brake and I spend another precious minute unhooking myself. My glasses slide so far down my nose I can’t see straight, and I’m in such an awkward position I have to hold the steering wheel with one hand and try to balance on the opposite knee while my left hand searches for the tangled threads. Finally, I just yank, and the ripping sound that follows tells me the hem is torn. As a bonus, I lose my balance and bump my head on the headrest.

“Stupid snooze button,” I mutter as I back out of the driveway.

Six a.m. is an inhumane time to start working. I don’t usually work the opening shift, but with the crowds we’re expecting and the shortened day, practically every employee is scheduled this morning. My eyes burn and itch from being open hours too early. I’m still trying to scrub the sleep out of them—one at a time of course, because I’m driving—when the GoodFoods Market sign comes into view.

At the far end of the parking lot, a city bus is pulling away. My heart starts beating a little faster, because I know who takes the bus to work.

And there he is.

Tyson.

Even with his heavy black coat on, and the hood pulled up over his head, I can tell it’s him.

I steer my car into the lot and cut across the empty painted parking stalls to pull into one of the spots around the side of the building reserved for employees. Tyson is still only halfway across the lot when I get out of my car. I should have driven a little slower because now I have to make a decision: To wait, or not to wait?

REASONS TYSON SCOTT IS WORTH WAITING FOR IN A FREEZING PARKING LOT

1. When he smiles, you can’t help smiling back.

2. His dark brown eyes. Completely gorgeous even when partially hidden behind glasses, which incidentally make him look handsome and intelligent.

3. He drops everything to help old ladies get their bags loaded into their cars.

4. The way he can’t help grooving along to the music that plays on the speaker system. (Except at Christmas, because nobody can groove to “Here Comes Santa Claus.”)

5. He has never once called me a nerd, even when I spent an entire shift telling him about the special I watched on the Science Channel on forensics, because I don’t know how to shut up, even when I really, really should.

6. We have spent more than one shift talking about Harry Potter, and he once admitted to me that he spent his entire eleventh birthday waiting for an owl to arrive.

 

Now if only I could tell whether he actually wanted me to wait for him in a freezing parking lot.

I try to convince my feet to move and take me inside, but it doesn’t work. I just stand there like a statue of indecision with the cold seeping up through the soles of my shoes.

Just then, I hear the first chi-ching chi-ching chi-ching of the Salvation Army bell ringer from the front of the building. My ears recoil at the sound. I’ve been hearing it for nearly two months now, and it’s become like a headache in audible format. What kind of overenthusiastic volunteer is here ringing the bell before the store is open?

I glance across the parking lot at Tyson, who makes an exaggerated point at the front of the building and mimes ringing a bell before shaking his head. I laugh, sending a plume of frozen breath up in the heavy air. He’s close. Close enough that it’s not weird if I wait for him anymore. Especially since we’re practically having a conversation, right?

He slows as he reaches me, his sneakers slapping the ground with a strange, clangy echo in the cold.

“Hey, Chloe! Merry Christmas!” He’s breathing hard.

“Merry Christmas Eve.” Why did I do that? I think my mother’s obsession with the holiday has finally affected me.

Tyson just laughs, though. “Come on. We don’t want to be late. Agnes might tell on us.”

I pretend to shake in fear. “You’re right, we better hurry.”

Tyson yanks on the employee entrance door and stands to the side. “After you.”

So, so courteous. I should add that to the list.





Chapter 2

MEMO—MEMO—MEMO—MEMO—MEMO—MEMO—MEMO

 

TO: ALL EMPLOYEES SCHEDULED TO WORK DECEMBER 24

 

As you know, Christmas Eve is one of the biggest shopping days of the year. We anticipate this year will be particularly busy due to in-store promotions.

 

Employees are expected to adhere to and exceed the usual code of conduct.

 

1. Be at work on time. Tardiness will not be tolerated!

2. Arrive well groomed with clean clothing. REMINDER: Your red GOODFOODS holiday T-shirts are required during the month of December.

3. Greet all customers with a smile. Wish them a HAPPY HOLIDAYS when your transactions are complete.

4. There is no such thing as “downtime.” If you are not busy at your assigned task, FIND SOMETHING TO DO! There are always carts to be collected, shelves to be fronted, and general cleaning to be done. If you need help finding a task, ASK!

5. District Manager Gene Solomon will be at the store to collect the money from our Holiday Donation Box. Please assist him in any way he requires.

6. Local media will be here for the presentation of the check to Full Hearts Full Plates. Greet them enthusiastically and smile for the camera. This is a big day for the store!

7. There will be Christmas cookies and eggnog available in the employee Break Room. Please limit yourself to one cookie and one small cup of eggnog.

 

Happy Holidays!

Your Management Team

 

Just inside the door, I pause as the temperature change makes condensation collect on my glasses. Tyson leans toward me and says, “Man, I hate it when they fog,” with a grin. I have to look over the tops of my own steamed-up lenses to see that his have gone opaque, too.

“Right?” I agree. I don’t usually mind wearing glasses—not to mention my innate fear of touching my eyes that prevents me from making the switch to contacts—but coming in from the cold and having a moment of temporary blindness always makes me wonder if it’s really worth resigning myself to a lifetime of this.

Tyson does a silly pantomime of grappling through the dark, which I can barely see through my own fog, but I laugh anyway. After a moment the haze clears and I can take in the view.

The Break Room is crowded with more GoodFoods employees than I’ve ever seen in the store before. A lot of people are clutching cups of coffee like life preservers. A few spare a moment to nod, or mumble hellos as Tyson and I move through the room toward the bank of small lockers.

A couple of times, he puts one hand on my back to steer me through the crowd. Even through my thick winter coat, I swear I can feel heat from his hand. Or maybe that heat is coming from inside me. Either way, I like the feeling of it, even when it starts to spread toward my cheeks in a secret-telling blush.

Our lockers aren’t right next to each other, but they’re close enough that it’s hard for us both to use them at the same time. Of course, Tyson gestures for me to go first, but I shake my head.

“No, you first. Please.” I flatten one hand in an “after you” gesture.

He looks ready to double up on chivalry, but I smile and nod encouragingly and he gives in. This is exactly what I was hoping for, because when he turns his back, I yank my can of Glucerna out of my coat pocket and toss it in the big gray garbage can nearby.

THINGS I WOULD RATHER DRINK THAN GLUCERNA

1. Coffee with no cream or Splenda.

2. Well water.

3. Pickle juice.

4. Clamato juice.

5. The water left over after boiling noodles.

 

When Tyson is done, he steps aside and makes a slight bow toward me. I cram my coat into the little cube, wondering for the millionth time why they couldn’t give us larger lockers. These aren’t even as big as the kind you can rent for a quarter at the mall. I manage to get the door shut with my coat and my brown-bag lunch inside, and secure it with my combination lock.

“Ready to see what the day has in store for us?” Tyson asks, nodding toward the assignment board mounted on the far wall.

“You betcha.” I cringe inwardly as I start moving toward the other side of the room. Couldn’t go with a simple yes, huh? I ask myself.

The giant whiteboard with all the job assignments takes up most of the wall, but it’s so covered with info, you have to be close to see it well. I squeeze between two of the lunch tables to get a good view, and scan for my name. There it is, next to register number six. Tyson’s listed under the baggers for the day. The baggers rotate among the registers and some of the other front work, like cart collecting and carrying out packages. There’s no reason to think he’ll be my bagger, but I cross my fingers down at my side anyway.

Then I check who’s assigned to the registers on lanes five and seven.

Agnes is on seven. Ugh.

Agnes, as far as anyone can tell, has been working at GoodFoods since before the building was constructed. One of the other guys who works here, Gabe, says they must have built it around her. She seems to be about ninety years old, but somehow she has enough energy to do more than anyone else and make the rest of us feel guilty about not performing at the same level. It’s like the worst superpower ever.

Case in point, she is currently wiping down every surface in here with antibacterial wipes. More than likely, she worked until closing last night and disinfected the whole room before she left, too. You could probably do surgery in here.

So who’s on lane five? Zaina. My thumbnail finds its way between my teeth before I can stifle the habit. Zaina’s about my age, I think, though she hasn’t talked to me enough to confirm it. It’s not just me; she doesn’t talk to anyone very much.

THE TINY BIT OF INFORMATION I’VE BEEN ABLE TO GATHER ABOUT ZAINA

1. She’s in high school.

2. She wasn’t born in the US, but I don’t know where she’s from and I haven’t figured out how to ask, even though I’m dying to know.

3. She is the most beautiful human being I’ve ever seen in real life. This is not an exaggeration. She’s so beautiful that I’ve seen people forget what they’re supposed to do when they get up to her register.

4. She’s very quiet.

5. Kris, my favorite of the shift managers, calls her Z, so it’s possible this is her nickname.

 

At least she’s better than Agnes.

It’s funny how circumstances can dictate your level of excitement about the people around you. Like, at school, the only people you want to see are your closest friends. If you have a class with no friends in it, you might as well be sentenced to prison. But if you were at some kind of outside event, and there was even one person from your school there and everyone else was an adult, you’d be instant BFFs. For a little while.

Anyway, my point is that Zaina and I aren’t exactly tight, but compared to Agnes, she might as well be my long-lost sister.

“Looks like all the Younglings are on today,” Tyson says near my ear, sending goose bumps racing along my spine. I didn’t realize he was still so close.

“Yeah?” Younglings is what Kris calls all the high-school kids who work at the store. There aren’t many of us—six, to be exact—and it’s rare for us to all be on at the same time. I take another look at the assignment board:

 

Tyson Scott—bagger, front jobs

Zaina Malak—cashier, lane 5

Micah Yoder—swing stocker

Gabe Rossi—swing cashier

Sammi Baker—swing bagger

 

And of course there’s me on lane six.

In the upper left corner, I also note that Kris is our shift manager for the day. Thank God. If what everyone has been saying is true, today is going to be crazy. Kris is the only sane and laid-back person from management.

As if my thoughts made him appear, Kris’s voice booms across the Break Room.

“Younglings!” He looks entirely too alert for this awful hour of the morning. I have an instinct to shield my eyes from his cheerful glow.

“Morning, Kris,” Tyson says.

“Happy holidays,” I add.

“Right. Ho ho ho and all that.” Kris gives us a big, cheesy smile. “So, my young ones, what is happening?” He turns his head as he talks to include Micah, Sammi, and Gabe, who arrived in his wake.

“It’s too damn early for your cheerfulness, Kris.” Sammi levels him with a glare over the lid of her coffee cup.

“Your predictable snarkiness is adorable, Sammi.” Kris makes as if to pinch her cheek, and Sammi pulls away with a nasty look.

Kris laughs. “I know it’s early, but come on, it’s Christmas Eve! You can’t be crabby on Christmas Eve.”

“Sammi can be crabby anywhere, anytime,” Gabe says. “It’s her gift.”

She gives Gabe a look, but it’s more “ha-ha, you think you’re so funny” than “die, mortal scum.” Gabe’s usually the only one who earns the former.

“Should I go out and clear the walks?” Micah fiddles with the zipper on his jacket.

Gabe groans. “Seriously? You’re asking for extra work?”

“It is a job,” Sammi reminds him.

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you have to volunteer for shoveling.”

“I don’t mind!” Micah smiles.

And I totally believe him, because he’s Micah. Straw-blond hair, blue eyes, always smiling. He looks like one of those statues of children with big heads hugging puppies or kneeling for prayers. He should have an actual halo floating over his head.

“I love this kid.” Kris thumps Micah on the shoulder, then claps his hands twice, hard. The sound clangs in my ears. “All right, people.” His voice is loud enough to silence the mutterings of the rest of the people in the room. “We have a hell of a busy day ahead of us. Let’s just try to get through this as quickly and easily as we can, mmmkay?”

I hear a small huff near the punch-in clock and catch a brief look of annoyance from Agnes. Her disapproval for Kris beams from her pores.

“You gonna give us our tills, or what?” Gabe asks Kris, nodding toward the Count Out room, where all the money trays are locked up overnight.

“Ha. You wish. Go grab a shovel and get to work on the walks with Micah. You too, Tyson.”

Sammi cackles as she hoists her coffee cup to her lips once more. “Burn.”

“Aw, man.” Gabe scowls. “I hate shoveling.”

“I don’t mind,” Micah pipes up again.

“Of course you don’t.” Gabe sighs.

“Micah, if I asked you to go up on the roof to check for ice damming, would you do it?” Kris asks.

Micah’s eyes go wide. “Do you want me to?”

“No, I was just wondering.”

“Well, sure, if you needed me to.”

Sammi shakes her head. “Unbelievable. I’m leaving before I get involuntarily turned into an Eagle Scout.”

Kris nods to me. “Come on, Red. Let’s get you and Z your drawers.”

Zaina is still exactly where I last saw her, waiting. I look at the lockers where Tyson is shrugging back into his coat to go out on shoveling duty. He doesn’t notice me looking, though, so there are no sudden declarations of love on his part.

I know. Weird, right?

Just then the overhead speakers click loudly and the ubiquitous Christmas music starts. The first selection of the day? “Here Comes Santa Claus.”

Guess it’s officially time for work.





Chapter 3

MY FIVE LEAST-FAVORITE CHRISTMAS CAROLS THAT I USED TO THINK WERE OKAY BEFORE WORKING IN A STORE THAT PLAYED THEM NONSTOP FOR TWO STRAIGHT MONTHS

1. “Feliz Navidad”

2. “The Christmas Shoes”

3. “My Grown-Up Christmas List”

4. “Old Saint Nick”

5. “Last Christmas”

 

The trouble with “Feliz Navidad” is that everyone hates it, but you can’t stop yourself from singing it. Every single time it comes through the sound system, I cringe, and then half a verse later, I’m humming along.

So that’s what I’m doing while I key in the code for my customer’s giant bag of limes. It’s hard to imagine what a small blond woman could do with that many limes. I’ve worked at GoodFoods for almost nine months, and I still haven’t lost my fascination with the things people buy. I make lists of the weirdest combos I encounter every time I work.

This woman is definitely going on the list. She looks about thirty years old, no wedding ring on her finger, no kids in her cart. It’s Christmas Eve, and she’s bothered to come to the store for a bag of limes—nearly twenty, I’d guess—a box of Bisquick, a small jar of cinnamon, and hand soap.

“. . . prospero año y felicidad . . . ,” I sing softly as I steeple my fingers over the receipt printer. I hand it off to the blonde and wish her a happy holiday. She doesn’t respond, which only adds to
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