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T’was the week (or 2) before Thanksgiving and all through the store

Not a creature was happy, no, not anymore

Like a cold winter storm of ice, snow and hail

Vice President Estelita was not welcomed, yet she was there just as well[image: image]
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THE ENTIRE DEPARTMENT store was silent as the glass doors at the back of the expansive store both flew open, a chilling gust of wind entering before she did. Wearing all white, the tall, thin, serious-faced woman walked in and gave the place a disappointed glance.

“Is that her?” I whispered to Reyna.

“I don’t know,” Reyna whispered back, eyes glued to the unfamiliar woman.

It was like she knew that we were all waiting for her to say something, anything, as she slowly removed her white, fur headband. She stood in silence, keeping us all in suspense as she stood with her dark red lips pursed and the headband clasped between her hands.

“Charlie,” she called, one beckoning hand in the air near her ear. 

The silver rhinestones on her nails glistened underneath the store’s lights.

“Yes, Miss Brandt,” a quivering Charlie replied, quickly removing a pen and notepad from the back pocket of his tan corduroy pants.

Charlie was a handsome guy, of average height and build, a neat beard and a soft voice.

“That picture of a turkey, that picture of that thing with the food spilling out of it and everything orange are to be removed immediately,” she barked.

“You mean all of the leaves and things?” he asked, pushing his gold-rimmed glasses up on his nose.

“Everything orange. The coats, sweaters, lipstick. It’s a terrible color,” she said with a dramatic shudder.

“Lipstick?” I asked, frowning.

Like daggers, the woman’s eyes shot over to the makeup counter. I swallowed hard as she started to walk toward us.

“Oh, my God,” Reyna whispered.

“Did you say something?” the woman asked me.

Looking into her round, dark brown eyes, I was rendered speechless for a few seconds.

“Well, ummm, some people like orange things, like lipstick,” I mumbled.

I mean, it was fall and I’d done some bomb makeup looks using oranges and reds with golds and browns over the past few weeks.

“And those people are idiots!” she spat. “Like you,” she said, turning to Rita, the older woman that had been working the perfume counter for as long as I could recall.

“You and that hideous orange vest are fired!”

I swear the entire store gasped as Rita began to rapidly blink her eyes.

“I—my granddaughter bought me this shirt,” Rita stammered.

“Does my facial expression somehow give you the impression that I care? I fired you; now shoo!”

I looked at Reyna as she looked back at me.

“Did I just get Rita fired?” I whispered.

“I—I don’t know. No, you didn’t. She was gon’ see that ugly ass vest on her own,” Reyna reasoned as the woman continued through the store, pointing out things, and people, that just had to go at that instant.

We all continued to watch with bated breath as she stepped onto the escalator. Our eyes followed as she took the slow climb, Charlie right behind her, anxiously writing down the orders that she was still barking out. Once she’d made it to the second floor she stepped off of the escalator and looked down at us as if she were a queen and we were her peasants.

“Why are you all just standing around?!” she screamed. “Get to work or get out!”

And just like that, all of the employees of Huffman’s scattered like a bowl of beads that had been dropped on the floor. The store hadn’t even opened for the day, so there were no customers to assist, but we all made ourselves appear busy. Straightening out clothes on racks, or candy bars near the cash register, typing randomly on cash register keys and bumping into one another while trying to get out of her sight. 

Satisfied with the work of her minions, I guess, she headed into her office and slammed the door.

“She is something else!” Reyna commented, taking her cell phone from her back pocket.

“She’s too much,” I corrected her.

“Estelita Brandt,” Reyna said while looking at her phone.

I stepped closer so that, looking over her shoulder, I could see the screen as well. She’d logged onto the Huffman’s website where there was a short article about their new Vice President.

“Retail revitalizer, Estelita Brandt, has brought countless stores back from the brink of bankruptcy,” we read aloud in unison.

“Huffman’s is on the brink of bankruptcy?” I shrieked, causing a few of the other employees to look in our direction.

If Huffman’s was going belly up, I was going to be belly aching as my belly growled from hunger! As much as I now hated it, I needed this job. I hadn’t been looking for another job. I didn’t have anything lined up and my side gig wasn’t going to cover my rent. What was I going to do?

“Girl, you gon’ start a riot in here,” Reyna warned, looking at me like I was crazy. “Just because she saves stores from bankruptcy doesn’t mean this store is almost bankrupt. Mr. Huffman might just wanna shake things up. It has been pretty dead around here,” she said as one of the security guards lifted the security gate, signaling that we were open for the day. 

“What if they are on the brink of bankruptcy?” I asked, between deep breaths.

“Then, it’s a good thing Estelita is here?” Reyna asked with an uncomfortable smile.

“I hope so. Goodness, I hope so,” I replied, pacing back and forth in the small space inside of the makeup counters that were formed in the shape of a square.

I was now picturing myself being unemployed, collecting an unemployment check that wasn’t enough to cover my bills, looking for another job and not being able to find one, becoming homeless and moving back in with my parents! I felt like I couldn’t breathe as I envisioned my mom waking me up at 5 every morning and telling me to go to bed at 7 every night. I couldn’t do it!

“Calm down,” Reyna loudly whispered. “You ain’t gon’ have to move back in wit’ yo’ parents,” she assured me, like she could read my mind.

“Good,” I softly stated.

“What’s goin’ on in here?” Nick asked, his voice startling me.

“What do you mean?” I asked, turning to face him and instantly getting lost in his eyes.

They were dark brown pools of mesmerizing sexiness.

“Where is everybody?” he asked.

“Hiding,” Reyna replied.

“From who? Mr. Huffman?” he quizzed with a chuckle.

The current Mr. Huffman was almost 75 years old and was the nicest man you’d ever meet. Maybe that’s why his family’s store was on the brink of bankruptcy; he’d been too nice for too long and had lost too much money.

“Estelita Brandt,” Reyna told him.

“Who?”

“The new woman he hired to get this place into shape, it seems,” I said, still lost in his brown eyes.

“Ya’ll acting like he hired the devil,” Nick joked, his smile lighting up the general vicinity.

“Might as well,” I mumbled, thinking about poor Rita. “She walked in firing people for no reason,” I explained.

“Well, let me get out of here before ya’ll be next,” he continued to joke.

“Oh Lord, don’t get her started again,” Reyna groaned as Nick headed out of the store and I started to pace again.

Three hours later, me and my coworkers had relaxed a bit, but not too much. Reyna and I hadn’t had a customer all morning, so I immediately noticed the parade of men making their way through the store carrying something big, and red with gold trim.

“What is that?” 

It was in multiple pieces, so I couldn’t make out what it was.

“I don’t know,” Reyna replied, craning her neck to see what they were moving into the store.

We continued to watch as one set of men brought in more of the red and gold thing and another set of men unceremoniously moved things out of the way, clearing a large area at the center of the store.

“What are they doing?” I asked, eager to figure it out.

What was this woman up to?

“We’ll see soon,” Reyna replied before telling me to sit down in her makeup chair.

Whenever we had a lull like the one we were currently having, we’d practice on each other. Huffman’s was no longer the go to place for makeup since they’d traded well-known brands for their own label, which was cheap, oily crap that didn’t look good on anyone.

“Let me test out this Thanksgiving look I thought up last night,” Reyna said, laying out her tools and her own makeup, that she had to sneak in.

“Nothin’ orange,” I quickly told her.

“I got you.” Reyna laughed but I was serious. “Now, close ya’ eyes,” she ordered.

I sat there, my stomach turning, as Reyna started to remove the eye makeup that I’d applied before coming in to work.

“Ouh, this is gon’ be so dope!” she exclaimed after a few minutes.

About fifteen minutes later, Reyna stepped back and looked at me. I picked up the mirror that I used to let my customers check out my work, and slowly nodded my head.

“Me likey,” she said with a smile.

The subtle gold that she’d swept across my eyelids and the black winged liner looked really good against my light skin tone and dark hair. 

“And it’s time for lunch!” Reyna announced with a smile.

“Good.”

I wasn’t all that hungry but I needed to get out of this store. Since Estelita had walked in this morning, it seemed like all of the fun and happiness had been sucked right out of Huffman’s. We’d usually chill and joke around between helping customers, but today it was a no fun zone. 

But lunch, that was the best part of the day, just like it had been when we were in high school, and I still had my high school crew to get me through the day.

Right on schedule, the four of us met up in the food court and got into our assigned lines. One person grabbed the pizza, someone else got slushies and smoothies, someone got burgers and sides and someone grabbed dessert. 

Ten minutes later we were at our usual set of tables, divvying up the food. 

“Ya’ll get on my nerves with that,” Reyna said, rolling her eyes as me and Nick halved our fries and onion rings.

“Sometimes you want fries,” I stated.

“Sometimes you want onion rings,” Nick added.

“And sometimes you want both,” we said in unison.

“Grow up and pick one,” Noelle demanded, rolling her eyes.

She wasn’t a part of our original high school crew, but she was cool and fit right in, even though she could be a bit uptight at times. 

“Try this new sauce,” Nick told me, holding up an onion ring he’d dipped into some dark, red sauce.

I had a slice of pizza in one hand and a few fries in the other, so I leaned across the table and took the onion ring into my mouth.

“You gon’ be on my 600-pound life one of these days,” Reyna commented, laughing.

“It’ll be worth it,” I commented, mouth full of onion ring.

What could I say? I loved food.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full!” Noelle scolded, like she always did.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, her black bob moving as she did.

I swallowed my food, took a drink of my strawberry smoothie and told Nick my thoughts on the sauce.

“Sweet, savory, and a lil’ spicy. Me likey,” I said with a smile.

“I knew you would,” he confidently replied.

Me and Nick








































































































[image: image]

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg
A





d2d_images/image012.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Eéﬁ’ﬁ*;%;%





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image008.jpg





