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  About This Book


Four women discover that the best gifts come after forty -- and they're definitely not under the tree. 
Four busy women discover the magic of holiday love in this collection of steamy midlife romcoms.  
Dating Santa — A cynical retail manager meets her match in a department store Santa who's nothing like she expected -- and everything she didn't know she needed. Turns out this Navy vet's got more than milk and cookies on his mind.
Christmas Cookies — Two ER doctors pulling Christmas Eve shifts discover the perfect cure for getting through the holiday is caffeine, chemistry, and a batch of cookies that leads to the sweetest kind of trouble.
Holiday Set Up — When their matchmaking teenagers engineer a "coincidental" cabin Christmas vacation, two divorced parents find themselves snowed in with unfinished business, unresolved attraction, and nowhere to hide.
Comfort & Joy — A grumpy contractor and a stubborn ER doctor clash over his teenage daughter, but their differences might be too big to overcome.
If you like instalove workplace romances, second chances, and forced proximity and sweet happily ever afters, you’ll love this collection… because the best love stories begin when you think yours is already over.






  
  Sign Up for Rose Bak's Newsletter


Want more more midlife romance stories? Join Rose Bak’s mailing list at https://books.authorrosebak.com/Getaway
Subscribers will receive a free book and be the first to hear about all the latest releases, freebies, and special sales.
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  About This Book


She doesn't like Christmas, but she sure likes Santa... 
Forty-year-old Samantha Nicholson has never had much interest in falling in love. Her troubled childhood taught her that the only person she can rely on is herself. She's done well for herself, working her way up through the ranks to manage the second largest department store in the Pacific Northwest. She has a good job, friends, and a little dream house with her very own garden.Everything would be perfect if she could just get through the busy Christmas shopping season and find the perfect Santa to work at the store. It turns out the perfect Santa is also the perfect man for her.
Recently retired after twenty-five years in the Navy, Dominick Romano is taking some time off as he plans his next move. When his sister asks him to help her employment agency by applying for a Santa job, Dom figures it will be an easy way to pass the time.
Little does he know he's about to meet the woman he's been looking for his whole life. She claims that she hates Christmas, but he's going to make it his mission to make Sammie fall in love with Christmas. If he has any luck, she'll also fall in love with Santa himself.
"Dating Santa" is part of the "Loving the Holidays" series, contemporary romantic comedies featuring couples in their forties and fifties. Expect strong men, independent women who know their own minds, meddling friends and families intent on matchmaking, and lots of steam.






  
  Dedication


For everyone who used to hate the holidays.








  
  Sammie


“Ihate the freaking holidays!” 
My best friend Janna raised her eyebrows as I plopped into the seat across from her at the Buttered Bean, our favorite coffee shop, for our weekly coffee date.
“Hello to you too,” she responded drily.
“Oh gosh, I’m sorry,” I said with a laugh.  “Hi Janna, how are you today?”
She shot me a smirk.  “Fine.  What’s got you all riled up Sammie? Out with it.”
I slumped down in my chair and took a sip of my coffee. It was strong and black and hot, just as I liked it.  
“I have spent the whole day interviewing Santas, and they all suck,” I explained.  “I swear the employment agency sent me the dregs.  Every guy I saw this morning was all wrong for Santa.  Too aggressive.  Too immature.  Too much of a stoner.  And in one case, too drunk to sit up straight.”
Janna laughed.  “Who knew it was so hard to find a guy who can sit in a chair all day?”
I shook my head.  “No kidding.  I’ve got one more person coming after lunch,” I lifted my hand and crossed my fingers, “Here’s hoping he isn’t terrible, otherwise I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Thanksgiving is in two weeks.  I need time to process the paperwork and request a background check, so we have a Santa on board by Black Friday. It’s not Black Friday without the Feldman’s Santa.”
Feldman’s was a large and well-known upscale department store in the Pacific Northwest.  Founded over a hundred years ago, the flagship store was in Seattle.  The Portland store was the second largest in the chain; we had an entire city block downtown.  It was a holiday tradition for generations of families to bring their kids in to Feldman’s to visit Santa during the holiday season.
As the store manager for Feldman’s department store, it was my job to manage staffing, including the seasonal staff we brought on for Christmas every year.  I had several assistant managers who could help, but I preferred to manage the hiring myself.  
I had worked at Feldman’s since I was sixteen, starting as a stock room clerk on weekends.  I eventually worked my way up through the ranks and had held almost every position in the store over my career – cashier, team lead, department manager and assistant store manager until I was finally given the coveted downtown Portland store manager position about five years ago.  Despite the challenges of working in retail – and hiring a Santa – I really loved my job.
The Feldmans rewarded loyalty and I had proven mine to them again and again. They treated me well, including great benefits and a generous bonus structure. Christmas was the biggest season of the year at every retailer, and there was no way I was going to have it be anything less than perfect.
“What’s your holiday theme this year?” Janna asked.
“Let it snow,” I said with a grimace.
“What’s wrong with that?” Janna asked.
“Nothing, but it’s ironic in a city where the entire city closes down every time we see a snowflake.”
Janna laughed.  “Yeah, let’s hope we have another snow-free winter this year, snowstorms are bad for the economy, not to mention a giant pain the butt.”
A few hours later I was at my desk analyzing the weekly sales reports when my admin knocked on the door.  “Hey Sammie, your three o’clock interview is here.”
There was something odd in her voice, so I looked up at her curiously.  “He’s not drunk, is he?”
She shook her head.  “No, not drunk,  just hot. Totally built and a sexy bit of silver at the temples, he looks like a guy on the cover of one of those Silver Fox romance books.” She waggled her eyebrows at me.  “I wouldn’t mind sitting on his lap, that’s for sure.”
I frowned at her.  “Fran!  What would your husband say if he was here?”   My admin had been married to her high school sweetheart for forty years.
She laughed as she walked away.  “Oh, don’t worry, we’re allowed to look – as long as we don’t touch.”
I was just closing my spreadsheet when Fran returned with her silver fox applicant. I looked up as he glided into the room. There was no other way to say it.  For a relatively big man, he was light on his feet, his tread completely silent.
I sized him up as he approached my desk.  He was an inch or two over six feet, I estimated.  There was not an ounce of fat on his body, everything was lean and hard from his muscular thighs to his narrow waist to the width of this shoulders. Strong biceps were clearly visible beneath his button up shirt.  Good lord this man was clearly fit.
The man had dark hair, cut very short, and I could see the glimpse of silver at the temples that Fran had been mooning over.  His stubbled jaw was strong and square. I met his chocolate brown eyes and shivered a bit.  Wow,  Fran had not been kidding.  This guy was hot as hell.
I stood up and reached for his hand.  “Mr. Romano?  Hello, I’m Samantha Nicholson, the store manager. Nice to meet you.”
One large hand engulfed my smaller one and I caught my breath as a tiny shock moved between our palms. There must be static in the atmosphere, I thought idly as I shook his hand. He held it a beat longer than necessary, not that I minded.
“Good afternoon Ms. Nicholson,  nice to meet you as well.  Please call me Dom.”
I nodded and pointed to the guest chair, feeling the absence of his touch as he gracefully lowered himself into the chair. 
Pulling his resume out of the folder that Fran had left on my desk, I scanned it briefly.  “I see that you just retired from the Navy, is that correct?”
Dom nodded.  “Yes ma’am.  I served for twenty-five years, mostly in procurement.”
“Twenty-five years is impressive,” I told him honestly.  “It’s nice to see someone who can maintain a schedule and reliably hold down a job.”
He smiled, the flash of his straight white teeth damn near knocking me over.  “Does that make me stand out from your other applicants?” he asked curiously.
“You have no idea,” I responded.  “The fact that you are sober and dressed like a person on a job interview also bodes well. Tell me why you’re interested in this position at Feldman’s.”
“Well, I’m just transitioning back into civilian life,” he told me, his voice deep and thoughtful.  “I figured I might as well make myself useful for a couple of months while I figure out my next step.  My sister works at the employment agency, so she encouraged me to consider a seasonal gig.”
The rest of the interview went smoothly as I asked a few questions about working with children, customer service and his availability to work during the store hours. It’s not as if the Santa job was complicated, but I did need someone reliable who wouldn’t scare the children or annoy the parents.
The longer we were in the room together the more I felt it – a kind of simmering attraction between us.  It was as if the air was heated and there was less oxygen to breath. I found myself avoiding eye contact because every time our eyes met my mind completely blanked out. I had never felt anything like it before.
“I wasn’t around kids a lot being in the military so long, but my niece and nephew like me, so I think I must not be too scary to kids.”  
I realized that he was waiting for my next question. I had been distracted watching his lips move.  I mentally shook myself.  What was wrong with me? I was usually laser focused on my job.
I tilted my head and looked at him critically, trying to picture him in a Santa suit.  “We’ll need to fit you with a prosthetic belly,” I told him.  “The kids will catch on quick that you have something big stuffed in our pants.”  I felt my cheeks heat as I realized how that sounded. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to let my eyes drop below his face.  “Um, I mean they will notice if we just use a pillow or something.”
His eyes flared with amusement briefly, and I wondered if he was having the same schoolboy reaction as I was to my awkward statement.  To his credit, he kept his expression neutral.
“I’m fine with a prosthetic belly,” he responded.  “What you need from me, I’m your guy.”
My mind immediately wandered to the gutter as it flashed through a few ideas of needs he could help me with.  Stop it, I chastised my dirty mind.  Focus on work!
I stood up and gave him my best professional smile.  “Well Dom, pending the completion of successful background check, I would love to have you join us as the next Feldman’s Santa.”
He smiled again and I lost my train of thought for a moment.  “Um.  I’ll walk you out to Fran, she can help you find your way to HR to do the appropriate paperwork. Once the paperwork has all been processed,  Fran will be in touch to let you know your schedule.”
Dom shook my hand and I felt that same little frisson of electricity shooting up my arm.  
“Thanks Ms. Nicholson.  I think I’m going to enjoy working with you.”






  
  Dom


As I followed Samantha Nicholson out of her office, I couldn’t help but check out her sweet little ass. I wasn’t normally a horn dog, but something about Samantha had me more hot and bothered than I had been in a long time. Maybe ever. 
I couldn’t figure out what was so appealing about her.  She screamed high maintenance in her expensive dress, sky high heels and tasteful jewelry.  She looked like the kind of woman that insisted on going to the fanciest place in town and ordering a white wine spritzer and a twenty-seven dollar salad that she just picked at.  
I had married a high maintenance woman once – it had not gone well.
She looked like she was a couple of years younger than me, maybe late thirties.  I had turned forty-six this past September, right before I retired from the Navy. 
With her high heels Samantha came up to about the height of my nose, so I imagined in her stocking feet she would tuck easily under my chin.  Not that I would be tucking her under my chin of course.  She was technically my boss after all.  She wasn’t fat by any means, but she wasn’t a twig either. Her curves were fantastic.  
She wore her light brown hair in a bob that just skimmed the top of her shoulders, moving lightly as she walked.  Her skin was smooth, her lips full, but it was her eyes that drew me in.  They were a deep dark blue, and sadness hovered in them, as if her life had been full of many burdens.
I had seen that look many times in my time in the Navy.  It was the look of someone who had seen terrible things, and never quite recovered.
Something about Samantha fascinated me. It wasn’t just her appearance, although god knows I was attracted to her.  The air was practically vibrating between us the entire time we talked. 
There was something more.  I felt drawn to her, like she was something I hadn’t known I’d lost until I found her.  I had to find a way to spend some time with her.

      ***I spent the next week alternating between obsessing about Samantha and obsessing about my future.  After so many years having my next move ordained by the Navy, suddenly the world was my literal oyster.  I had returned to the Pacific Northwest after my discharge, intending to spend a few months hanging out at my little cabin in Rockaway Beach, but my family had nixed that.
“You can’t go from living with a bunch of people to being all alone like that,” my mother had informed me sternly.  “You need to transition. You’ll stay with me.”
“Ma, I’m a grown man,” I had protested.  “I can’t move in with my mother.”
“It’s not asking you to move in Dominic Alexander,” she had replied.  She always threw in my middle name when she was being stern.  “I’m just asking you to stay with me for the holidays.  There’s a lot of things I need done around the house that I can’t do myself.  Unless you don’t want to help your poor old, widowed mother?”
I had rolled my eyes since she couldn’t see me through the phone.  My mother was the master of guilt, even twenty-five years after I had left the nest.  And so here I was, living in my childhood bedroom at age forty-six.  Fortunately, at some point before my dad died they had remodeled it into a guest room, so at least I had a queen bed and a grown-up dresser in here.
Applying for the job at Feldman’s had been my sister’s idea.  She claimed I was helping her fill one of her most crucial openings, but I knew that she also had an ulterior motive.  Hearing Samantha’s assessment of the other applicants during my interview, I couldn’t help but wonder if my sister had sent over the losers so I would have a better chance.
“It’s not good for you to sit around thinking with nothing to do Dommie,” she had cajoled me.  “You’re used to having structure, and I need someone reliable to send to Feldman’s. You’ll really be helping me out.”
And that’s how I found myself once again sitting across from the luscious Samantha Nicholson the Monday before Thanksgiving.  This time we were at a conference room with a handful of other seasonal employees, all of us here for employee orientation.  Mostly elves, from what I could tell.  One guy was the back-up Santa, but only if it was an emergency, otherwise he was assigned to loss prevention.
HR had met with us earlier to go over policies and tell us how to submit our timecards, and now Samantha was talking about her performance expectations.  She was the picture of professionalism in a bland white shirt, a snug black pencil skirt that ended right at her knee, and another pair of those sky-high heels.  She had brightened up the outfit with a geometrically patterned scarf in shades of red and black. 
It shouldn’t be sexy, but it totally was.  I couldn’t take my eyes off her.   
“Any other questions?” she asked, drawing my attention away from a daydream I was having about laying her out on the conference table, stripping her down to nothing but those shoes, and eating her out for lunch.  
“Dom, you’ve been quiet, anything on your mind?”
To my horror I felt a flush creep up my cheeks.  I hadn’t blushed since I was a kid.  She tilted her head and studied me and for a moment. I had a flash of fear that she had somehow picked up on me fantasizing about her.  What was wrong with me?
I cleared my throat.  “No thanks Ms. Nicholson, you’ve been very thorough.” 
She nodded.  “OK then, you all have your schedules.  Have a great Thanksgiving this week. It’s all hands on deck Black Friday and I’ll look forward to seeing you all then.”
I dawdled as the other seasonal staff filed out.  “Are you doing anything fun for Thanksgiving Ms. Nicholson?” I asked politely.
She shook her head and for a minute there was a shadow that passed her eyes.  “No, I’m not much of a holiday person I’m afraid.”
“You don’t like Thanksgiving?” I asked incredulously. 
She shook her head and avoided my gaze as she gathered up her papers.  “I’m not against it or anything,” she answered.  “It’s just another day to me.”
I frowned, sensing there was more to the story.  “So, you’re more of a Christmas person then?”
She laughed, the tone a bit brittle.  “Oh god no, I hate Christmas!”
“Are you Jewish or something?” I asked, surprised at her vehemence.
“Oh no, I’m not Jewish.  I’m not anything…any religion I mean. I just…let’s just say I have never been a fan of Christmas.”  
Sensing my gaze still on her, she looked up and met my eyes.  I could feel a sensation pass between us, a connection, and the air in the conference room seemed to still. Suddenly it felt about twenty degrees hotter in here. My dick twitched in interest as I felt my pulse pick up.
Her eyes darkened and I wondered what she was thinking. I hoped to god it was the same thing I was thinking. A long moment passed before I broke the spell.
“Well, as your official Santa, I have to tell you those are fighting words.”
She frowned and I noticed she got a little crinkle between her eyebrows.  “What?”
“Now that I know you are a holiday skeptic, I’m going to need to help you find your holiday spirit. It’s my sacred duty as Santa.”
She laughed.  “This isn’t Miracle on 34th Street Dom, but I do appreciate your concern.”  She walked towards the doorway.  “See you Friday.”
“Goodbye Ms. Nicholson.”
She stopped in the doorway.  “Please, call me Sammie,” she said.  “All the staff does.”
“Does anyone call you Samantha?” I asked. It seemed to suit her better.
She shook her head.  “No”.
“Happy Thanksgiving Samantha,” I said quietly as I moved past her.  “See you Friday.”






  
  Sammie


“I’m going to need to help you find your holiday spirit. It’s my duty as Santa.” 
Dom’s words echoed through my body and stayed with me throughout the next few days.  Like every year, Janna and Fran had both invited me to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with them and like every year, I had politely declined.  I always preferred to be alone on the holidays.
I had made myself a giant pot of chili and a pan of brownies the night before, and I spent the whole day Thursday in my pajamas snacking and watching my secret vice – besides brownies of course – classic Christmas movies.  
I loved the old sappy movies.  The Shop Around the Corner.  It’s a Wonderful Life.  Christmas in Connecticut.  And my favorite: Miracle on 34th Street, the original one from the nineteen forties, not that terrible remake from the nineties.  I was a holiday movie puritan.  I liked my movies old and sweet.
When I was a kid I used to watch these movies over and over again, dreaming that Santa would bring me a house or a handsome guy like Jimmy Stewart would fall in love with me through our letters.  I spent my childhood secretly wishing that I lived in a world where families were loving, holidays were happy, and miracles happened at Christmas.  
Instead, I lived in a world where my mom was an abusive drug addict, men tried to hurt you, and the strangers who took you in “for your own protection” were mostly just as bad. 
The state took me away from my mom right after my tenth birthday and I spent the next eight years bouncing around between foster homes.  I learned quickly that the best way to survive was to be quiet and mostly invisible, to not ask for anything, and to pull your own weight. I finally landed in a good foster home when I was seventeen,  but I never forgot the lessons of my earlier years.
By the time I aged out of state care I was already working part-time at Feldman’s and finishing my senior year of high school.  I rented a room in a huge old house in Northeast Portland that I shared with four other girls who I knew from worked, including Janna.  We were all going to college and working at the store and mostly got along well. 
When I graduated from Portland State University four years later, I was immediately offered a promotion at Feldman’s and was able to move out and rent my own place. 
Eight years and another promotion later I was approved for a mortgage and after months of searching I bought my own little house in a quiet working-class neighborhood. Buying my own house just before my thirtieth birthday was one of the highlights of my life.  Getting promoted to store manager at Feldman’s at age thirty-five was another.
As I watched Maureen O’Hara’s character start to believe in Santa, my thoughts turned to Dom again.  I had seen him twice now and for some strange reason I could not get him out of my mind.  I was honest enough to admit that I was attracted to him, but it was something more than that.
I kept replaying our conversations over and over again, analyzing every word.  It was like I had regressed to my teenage self, obsessing over my current crush.  I was too old to have a crush, I had just turned forty, not fourteen.
What was it about this guy?

      ***We opened the store at seven a.m. on Black Friday, and I arrived at the store a few minutes past six.   I parked in the underground garage – one of the perks of being the manager – and rolled into my office clutching the largest coffee that Starbucks sold.  I was not a morning person, and most days I got to the store between nine and ten a.m.  Being here before seven was brutal.
I booted up my computer and went through my mental “to do” list as the rest of my team started rolling in.  It was going to be a long hard day and we all had the air of soldiers going off the battle.  Thinking of soldiers made me think about Dom again.  
He wouldn’t be in for a while yet.  The early morning shoppers didn’t tend to bring their kids.  The families usually started showing up after ten, so we had Santa’s workshop scheduled for eleven in the morning until eight at night, with a one-hour break from three to four o’clock for a lunch break.
“They’re about to open the doors, gird your loins!”  Fran stuck her head in my office with a look of mock horror.  “Try not to get trampled by the parents looking for the discounted X-box.”
Unlike a lot of store managers, I spent a fair amount of time out on the floor.  Well, floors really.  Feldman’s had five stories of shopping in the huge building, in addition to the administrative offices on the seventh floor. Although it meant I had to do more paperwork after hours, being in the thick of shopping during the busy hours helped me understand what was really happening in the store, and also allowed me to support my staff.
The next four hours flew by.  The store was packed, and my team was doing their best to keep customers moving through quickly and to re-stock the shelves as supplies ran low.  
I felt my phone buzz in my pocket just as I pulled a child off a shelf she was climbing while her oblivious mom pawed through some cashmere sweaters on a table.  “Better keep an eye on her,” I said to the mom with a friendly smile,  “I wouldn’t want her to fall and hurt herself.”   
Or pull down my display I added to myself.
I checked my phone to find a text from the manager of the toy department, John.  

John: Santa in place and ready to hear wishes, boss.


Sammie: How bad’s the line?


John: Already back to housewares.


Sammie: Just make sure he gets his breaks please, even if you have to tackle a kid.


John: You got it.



I checked in at Santa’s Workshop a couple hours later.  Dom sat in full Santa regalia with a toddler on his lap.  He leaned forward as she whispered shyly in his ear.  The kid’s mom beamed as our photographer captured the moment on film.  
Dom looked up and noticed me watching him as the elves transitioned him between customers.  Our eyes met and he offered me a jaunty salute.  I smiled. I was happy to see that he seemed to have a good rapport with the kids and the parents.  
It was just after three o’clock when I sat down for the first time since we opened at seven this morning.  After a quick and much-needed bathroom break I went in search of lunch. I hadn’t eaten since I left the house this morning and I was ready to gnaw my own arm off.  
Feldman’s had a café on the first floor that served coffee and easy serve food like sandwiches and packaged salads.  It served both store customers and workers from the nearby office buildings. One of our two employee lounges was connected to the café, making it easy for employees to grab some food and enjoy it in an area that was completely separate from the public.
The room was nearly empty.  I chose a table in the far corner, then sat down with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and closing my eyes.
“You should really wear more comfortable shoes on Black Friday.”
I looked up with a start at the sound of the deep voice beside me.  Dom.  He walked like a ninja.  I turned in my chair and gave him a quick once over.  He had a giant sandwich and a bottle of water in one hand, and his shiny black belt and prosthetic stomach in the other.  Without the added padding of the artificial stomach, his shirt hung loosely on his frame.  He should have looked ridiculous, but somehow he was rocking the Santa look.
He set the stomach and belt on a nearby table, then took off his beard and hat.  “Mind if I join you?” he asked as he combed his fingers through his short dark hair.   
“Go ahead,” I said, gesturing at the chair across from me. As much as I had been looking forward to a few minutes alone, I felt a tiny thrill of excitement as he joined me.
“Just getting lunch?” he asked.
I nodded as I began to tuck into the potato salad I had bought to go along with my own sandwich.  I took a sip of my coffee followed by a long drink from my water bottle and sighed happily.  I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was.
“How’s your first day going Dom?” I asked.
He chewed thoughtfully.  “Pretty good.  I’ll admit it’s hard to sit still for that long.  I’m used to being more active.  But it’s easy enough work.  And the kids are cute as hell.”
“I thought you had a desk job in the Navy,” I asked.
“I did, but there was still a lot of activity.  We had to keep minimal fitness standards, and even on a day with a lot of meetings I would be running back and forth from one room to another.”
He took another bite of his sandwich and I watched the cords of his neck as he swallowed.  
You’re checking out his neck Sammie? Really?!?   I chastised myself.
“What time did you get in today Samantha?” he asked.  
I loved the way my full name sounded in his deep voice.  I had never really liked the name Samantha. I usually preferred Sammie but with Dom saying it, I liked it just fine.
“I got here just after six a.m.”
Dom whistled.  “Long day for you.”
I nodded. “I’ll be here until closing at eight o’clock.”
“Good lord, you don’t work those hours all the time, do you?”
I shook my head as I chewed another giant bite of my sandwich.  “God no.  I usually only work about ten hours a day.”
He shot me a disapproving frown but didn’t comment.  We ate in companionable silence until we had both finished our sandwiches.  
“I’m going to get another sandwich,” Dom said.  “Listening to wishes really works up a Santa’s appetite.  Can I get you something while I’m at the counter?”
I shook my head.  “Oh no thanks, I’m just going to rest a few minutes.”
I pulled another chair up to the table and put my feet up, slumping down in my seat a bit.  I was totally alone, and it felt good to elevate my poor feet.  I heard Dom’s voice and jumped, realizing I was lost in thought and had not heard him come back.
“Here,” he said, sliding a muffin towards me.  “You need your strength if you’re going to work another five hours.”
I looked at him in confusion. “A cranberry orange muffin?”
His smile turned uncertain. “The lady at the counter said it’s your favorite.”
I gave him a surprised smile as I unwrapped it.  “Yes it is.  Thank you Dom that’s very sweet.”   I took a bite and groaned out loud.  “Mmm, this is so good.”
I looked up to see Dom staring at me, his eyes intense.  “What?” I asked in confusion.
“Nothing, just glad you are enjoying that.”  
He polished off his second sandwich in a few bites and stood up to grab his stuff off the other table.  I watched as he reattached his stomach, and put on his belt, hat, and beard.  He seemed in a hurry to leave all the sudden.
“I’ve got to take a walk before I sit down for another four hours.  See you later Samantha.”






  
  Dom


Ipowerwalked up the street about a half a mile then turned back to the store, ignoring the curious looks of the throngs of shoppers crowding the sidewalk. Watching Samantha eat that damn muffin had been a special kind of torture. She had bit into it with a look of bliss on her pretty face and made that happy moaning noise, and I had immediately gone half hard like some teenager. 
I was torn between an intense desire to spend as much time as I could with her, and an opposing desire to stay away from her.  A woman like Samantha had the power to change my life.  I knew this as instinctively as I knew my own name.  I only wondered if it would be for the better or the worse.  
The next four hours went by pretty quickly.  I had always liked kids, even though I had not been around them a lot when I was in the military. 
When I was twenty-four I met a girl in a bar near my base. She was beautiful and sophisticated, and I fell hard. With the glow of young love, I had assumed that we would have some kids and she would follow me to my next assignment.  
Two years later I was divorced.  My wife had turned out to be spoiled and manipulative.  She told me in no uncertain terms that she would never ruin her body by having kids.  Instead, she ran up all my credit cards and cheated on me with at least two guys that I knew about.  When I ran out of credit and received a new assignment she dumped me like a load of garbage.
In some ways Samantha reminded me of my ex, with her fancy clothes and her ridiculous shoes.  They were similar in appearance. The difference was I could sense the innate goodness behind Samantha’s cool façade.  Every time I saw her over the long weekend she was smiling at a customer or encouraging a staff member.  She worked harder than anyone else in the store, yet she only had a kind word for anyone she saw.
She was a good boss, almost universally loved by the team.  She held them to a high standard but didn’t ask them to do anything that she wasn’t willing to do herself.  More than a few times I wondered when she got all her own work done as I saw her helping one of her staff bag up purchases or restock shelves.
I couldn’t keep my eyes off Samantha – or my mind.  I had not talked to her since we shared lunch on Black Friday, but we were in each other’s vicinity several times a day as she did her rounds throughout the store.  Every time we saw each other the hair on the back of my neck would prickle with awareness and we would share a long hot look, the kind where everything else fades away.  I felt like some lovestruck kid around her, but I could tell from the hot looks she sent my way that I wasn’t alone in this attraction.
At night I would lay in the guest room at my mom’s house fantasizing about her, taking myself in my hand to get some relief, and wondering if she was getting off thinking about me in whatever fancy condo she lived in. 
Feldman’s has scheduled every single staff person to work on Black Friday and the weekend right afterward, then most of us had Monday and Tuesday off, including me.  By the time Sunday night came along I was looking forward to a couple of days off.  My first three days had been exhausting.
My Sunday shift ran a little longer than scheduled.  The store was supposed to close at six p.m., but it took me until almost seven o’clock to get through all the kids still waiting in line.  I hated to disappoint the kids who had been waiting and hoping to see me. When I finally finished with the last family I headed up to the employee locker room to change into my street clothes and head home.
I rounded the corner and saw the elevator doors closing.  “Hold the elevator please,” I called. The Feldman’s building was old, and the elevators were notoriously slow.
The doors re-opened, and I saw Samantha alone inside the elevator, holding the button.  My night was looking up.  I gave her a friendly smile as I entered the small space.  
“You going to the garage?” she asked, pressing the “G” button.  I nodded leaned against the back railing, studying her as she stared sightlessly at the buttons in front of her.  Her face was lined with exhaustion, and her normally sleek hair was starting to frizz a bit. 
“How was your day Samantha?” I asked.
“Fine, thanks.” I could see her watching me out of the corner of her eye.
“You off tomorrow?” I asked.  
She  nodded. 
“Good,” I said. “No offense, but you look exhausted.”
She shot me a wry smile.  “I’m just glad this weekend is finally over,” she said, her voice tired.  “I’m beyond exhausted at this point.”
The doors opened into the garage and I looked around.  My years in the military had taught me to always be on the lookout for a potential threat.  I wasn’t sure what threat there might be in the well-lit parking garage, but habit was habit. There were only a handful of cars left in the garage this late since most of the staff had already left for the night.
“Well, I’m over here.” She pointed towards the far corner.  “Goodnight Dom, enjoy your time off.”  
My own car was a couple rows over from where she pointed.  
“I’m over here too,” I said as I fell into step beside her.  
I walked her to her car and told her good night.  I was dying to keep talking to her, but the poor thing looked dead on her feet, so instead I just said goodbye and headed over to my SUV.  It was brand new.  I hadn’t owned a car in over twenty-five years, so I had experienced a thrill picking out something new with all the bells and whistles that came with cars nowadays.
I slid in but kept my eye trained on Samantha.  She sat in the front seat of her little sedan for a few minutes, then I saw her smack the steering wheel in frustration and lower her head into her hands.  I walked over and tapped on her window, causing her to jump.  She rolled down her window and looked up at me.   
“Problem?” I asked.
“It’s not starting,” she said in frustration.  “I don’t understand, I didn’t leave the lights on or anything.”
“Can you try it again?” I asked.
She turned the key.  The dashboard lights flicked on, but the car didn’t start.  “Probably a bad starter,” I told her.
She sighed.  “Damn it. I don’t need this right now.”
“It’s not super expensive,” I reassured her.  “A few hundred bucks if there’s nothing else going on.”
“It’s not the money, it’s the hassle,” she explained.
“Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.  You’re not going to get a mechanic on a Sunday night.”
She was shaking her head before I even finished my sentence.  “Oh







