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 HAPPY HOLIDAYS FROM SHAYLA






Hello! For whatever dire reason, not all of us
love the winter holidays. But most of us will take advantage of the
season’s bounty in one way or another. Egg nog, anyone? A slice of
scrumptious buche de Noel? A party or three?

Maybe an opportunity to prep toys for kids
whose stocking would otherwise be empty. Or a neighborhood caroling
evening. My RWA chapter collects books for kids (and romances for
the grownups). Maybe you do your signature dish for the local fire
house. Or bake cookies for an APO address.

Obviously, I’m a foodie. I’m not an
eat-to-live person. If you’d like to connect with me, maybe find a
recipe or two, go to Afterwords to find my addresses. There’s also
a list of my other books, including It Could be Fun and my
newbie writer’s how-to book, A is for Author.

Whatever your take on these holidays, I wish
you good health and all the best of everything, now and in the
coming years.







 CHAPTER ONE: DECEMBER 1











They’d done the thirty-foot Christmas tree up
in the school’s stodgy colors: silver and claret. In a far corner
of the ballroom, a pianist tinkled out Have Yourself a Merry
Little Christmas. The bright chatter and alcohol-fuelled
laughter didn’t drown out a single wretched syllable. Nearer, three
baritones harmonized the title line. Off key, like everything else
this season.

Lorne Foyle gritted his teeth and calculated
how many hours until the song ended, until the evening ended. Until
the damned season ended. None of it quickly enough.

“So,” his old school buddy Mark
said, “this is one for the books. And they glossed over it quite
nicely. The janitor’s son getting the Quarter Century
Award.”

Markham Coldwell IV couldn’t quite hide his
envy. Had he not known him for that quarter century and then some,
Lorne might’ve missed it. Mark had always been a snob, often not
even a likeable one. But all those years ago, he’d been a
life-saving one, and able to step past the prevailing prejudices of
the time to become a friend. Lorne owed him.

“Maybe I’ll mention my origins in
my gratitude speech,” Lorne deadpanned.

Mark mimed horror. “The Chancellor’d have a
seizure.”

“Excellent. The old bastard’s
overdue.” His restless gaze locked on a portly figure attended by
three marginally less portly figures, and one spectacularly thin
woman in dove gray and pearls, all steaming their way.

“Reception committee. Chancellor
Bradshaw, the Angel of Death, my god I thought the old hag had long
ago shuffled off, and three god-knows-whats.”

Mark, of course, knew them all. “Bradshaw, the
one-and-only Angela Hofmeister, and the ABCs: Aaron Masaryk,
Bentley Fishman, and Clarke Whistler. Selection committee and
general suck-ups. You owe them, my friend. Bradshaw would’ve
rejected you.”

For a moment, watching them approach, Lorne
was once again the janitor’s not-quite-white son, admitted to class
as the school’s poster boy for tolerance. Not in St. Bernardus’s
gray and claret uniform, but seated in the last row of the class
with tattered books and bright, shiny humiliation. Never called
upon, never encouraged – they had early on recognized that he was
ready, even eager, to answer, and always got it right – and never
graded; never tutored, but always passed. Always with a C and a
terse note ‘Student does acceptable work.’ Which his father never
understood.

Acceptable, my ass, he thought, I was fucking
brilliant. Except at sports, which were denied him: too much
proletariat contact with those barbered young white gods. Except
after hours, when the gloves came off. Literally.

Headed by the Chancellor, they’d done their
best to crush him, and failed. It had been invaluable training for
his future. He smiled with little humor, imagining them all naked
and on their knees, especially the Chancellor. Bradshaw and his
angelic-appearing, sadistic sidekick had been the implacable steel
in the velvet glove of acceptance.

The new, fully-endowed, Foyle Center for
Nutrition Studies was his payback. Despite the daily doses of
humiliation, he’d acquired a first-class education, and in more
than just academics. Now, his impossible-to-ignore success had led
to the endowment. The Foyle Complex would eventually dwarf most
other buildings on campus. He’d hoped the old bastard would stroke
out signing the agreement, but no such luck.

Now the pouchy eyes met his and false
friendship blossomed in Bradshaw’s. Lorne didn’t even try to bring
up that, he just went for barely-cordial neutrality. The scar on
his right buttock zinged for a minute: memento from a more vigorous
Bradshaw at his punishing best.

“Lorne,” the hideous old man said,
“our man of the hour. All St. Bernardus’s are looking forward to
this recognition of your many achievements.” He winked. “Got your
speech ready, my boy? You always came prepared, as I
recall.”

You only recall the pleasure of caning my
naked brown ass. “Of course, Henry,” he said, knowing the man would
hate being addressed so familiarly, “ready as always. Mrs.
Hofmeister,” he turned to the petite terror, “good
evening.”

“Good evening, Lorne.” No love in
those dark eyes, only flickers of memory, like dying sparks from a
arsonist’s burning building.

Bradshaw introduced the ABCs: effusive
handshakes and tepid thanks with darting glances at the Chancellor.
But Bradshaw had, in a way, pulled off a coup by accepting Lorne’s
gift and was apparently in an expansive mood. Five minutes of
meaningless babble and they were gone, off to schmooze another
wallet.

“Not a moment too soon. I’d’ve
attacked that fucker if he’d winked at me one more
time.”

The pianist had gone to Jingle
Bells and the boy’s choruses from a score of years had
gathered to serenade. Mark tapped his arm.

“Steady on, old son. It starts in
ten minutes and in two hours we’ll be at the bar having a drink.
And your plaque will go in the entrance hall of the school.
With photo.”

Lorne wondered about that last. Would Bradshaw
actually approve the photo of a man patently not one hundred
percent white being placed in a position of honor?

His father would’ve understood that question.
For a man with a son of his color, in his time it never could’ve
happened. But, Lorne thought with a little rush of pride, he’d done
it: showed them all.

***

It was over. Nobody had stroked out or been
punched during the dinner. No jeers, no turned backs. He’d accepted
his honor, given his humble, innocuous speech – who knew what
boards any of these people sat on? – and ended to more enthusiastic
applause than he’d anticipated. Maybe his memories of St.
Bernardus’s were a bit skewed? No. The scar on his ass, to say
nothing of the scars on his psyche, said otherwise.

As the ballroom had emptied out, several alums
had come up, business on their minds. He’d come away from the brief
conversations heartened by possibilities, particularly those who
had an interest in his takeover of Freshlee. The old boy network
just might have become more colorblind.

Outside the windows, snowflakes whirled down
the canyons, heading to oblivion under thousands of tires. Inside,
women wore backless, sleeveless, strapless. He sipped his Scotch,
idly calculated the value of a necklace that had just wafted
by.

“You know what your problem
is?”

Lorne switched his gaze from a noteworthy ass
undulating across the room to Mark’s not-quite-as-noteworthy mug.
Resisting the urge to drop his scotch in his old pal’s lap and go
see where that silk-clad fanny was headed, he raised one
eyebrow.

“We’ve known each other for thirty
two years, Mark. I know what your problems are, too. All of
them, buddy.”

Mark’s blue eyes narrowed. It was painfully
easy to put him on the defensive. What was he up to that made him
so twitchy? Could be anything. Men of his class – white, old money,
old power, old privilege, old prejudice – came with a bundle of
entitlements, and often didn’t give a shit how they managed to keep
them. Feigning disinterest, Mark signaled the waiter, but his edgy
question gave him away.

“What’d you mean by that, exactly?
Buddy.”

“It means I don’t want this quiet,
happy hour, my golden hour of triumph, spoiled by psychobabble.” He
gave him a this-conversation’s-over look and drained his glass. His
phone vibrated. He yanked it out, swiped. “Foyle.”

Mark said something. Lorne put one hand
up.

“It’s Mr. Heitz ringing, sir,” an
automated voice said.

For a moment, lulled by the excellent wine at
dinner and the ego massage of the entire event, Lorne was too
off-guard to react. Then the code phrase hit him and he felt his
heart leap. A Friday night: what could be happening that required a
scrambled phone call? Only one that he could think of. His breath
grew icy and his prime rib galloped up his throat.

“Not now,” he snapped, completing
the procedure, and hung up. He punched in a code which would
scramble the next conversation, and called his chief of security
back.

“May be a little problem in
Switzerland,” Barney said. He ignored Lorne’s explosive curse and
went on. “We just got a message she hadn’t showed for breakfast. As
she’d had an upset stomach the night before, they figured she was
sleeping in. Bed check proved she’d never slept in it at all.
They’ve checked and double-checked. Lorne, I’m pretty sure she’s
gone walkabout.”

The burning in his throat went clear to his
sinuses. “They have any idea wh—”

“No. And nor have we. But I’m
checking the other girls who aren’t accounted for, there’s three
from her form. One of them is problematic.”

“With the fees they charge, nobody
should be problematic. How is she a problem?”

“Her father’s one of Europe’s
largest arms dealers.”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

He glanced at Mark, who wore a kindly,
attentive look. Had he had anything to do with this? No. Too lazy
for starters. And, he’d never shown an iota of interest in
Cassandra.

“Find her. Keep me
informed.”

“Of course. It won’t be long,
Lorne.” Barney cleared his throat. “Maybe now would be the right
time to bring her home?”

“It would not,” he said, annoyed at
Barney’s presumption.

His chief of security’s voice grew formal.
“I’ll keep you informed, sir.”

He stared blankly, oblivious to the merriment
around him. He well knew what Cass could get up to: girls her age
were one hundred percent trouble, and his only child was a genius,
both scholastically and at avoiding security. She had never
accepted that, as the daughter of one of the world’s wealthier men,
she was a prime scam or kidnap target.

Lorne told himself that was why he’d sent her
so far away. Out of his orbit. Out of his sight. Where she couldn't
provoke memories. Above all, where she'd be safe.

“Cassandra?” Mark’s voice was
mildly interested.

“Nothing.” He waved the situation
away.

Mark took the hint. “Freshlee. How’s it going?
Sounds like you’re on track to get sufficient proxies.”

Focus on the moment. You’re seven hours from
Switzerland, you can do nothing. If the school doesn’t locate her,
Barney will. He loves Cass as if she was his own child. Barney
would find her. Lorne raised his glass to his lips, found it empty.
He answered Mark’s question.

“We need another twenty percent,
roughly. Most is held by the Skinner family, and they’re in
lockstep with their idiot leader. We’re sending them all an
analysis of Freshlee’s expenses and hope a few will see the light.
Compton Skinner is little more than a pickpocket.”

“We play racquetball from time to
time. You want me to talk to him?”

“And say what? Foyle’s a great
businessman and can save your sorry ass from going down the drain?
He knows that. Besides, from all accounts he’s off to Sardinia for
the holidays.” He made a noise left over from his teen
years.

“Lorne. Ole buddy. You want to know
what your problem is?”

He grimaced. Better to get it over with. Mark
never gave up.

“Yeah?”

“Today’s December fourth, her
birthday. That’s your problem.” Mark straightened, caught
the eye of a waiter and motioned for the check. “And, hers. I
really think you ought to bring her home. If the press—”

“Enough.” Lorne stood, anger
simmering within reach. Thrice-divorced Mark with his string of
maltreated girlfriends and two children who hated his guts: not a
man fit to give advice. “I’m tired. Good night.”

He strode away, working through the crowd with
his eyes fixed nowhere in his trademark stop-me-at-your-peril look.
His overcoat waited. He shrugged into it, stepped into the private
elevator and breathed a sigh as the door closed out the noisy
world.

December four. The day his only child had been
born. He hadn’t forgotten. The date was seared in his memory. It
had been the beginning of the end.

***

The soundproofing on the Escalade made the
holiday glitter outside its bullet-proof shell look unreal. Like a
silent movie sliding by, the streetlights and decorated store
windows appeared and vanished: painted flats, two dimensional.
Never a man to indulge his imagination on something that wouldn’t
show a profit, Lorne stared absently at the animated faces moving
past while a red light kept the car still. Unaccountably, he left
off calculating new facets of the Freshlee takeover and examined
the scene outside.

They all looked unreal: everyone was with
someone else, nobody was alone. Even the cops were in pairs. Two
men worked the felafel kiosk on the corner. A couple, arms around
each others’ waists, waited expectantly. Two elderly women waiting
for the light bent against their holiday-themed walkers. Two
smartly-dressed career women carrying wrapped presents laughed
gaily. Even the scarf-swaddled bell ringer had a uniformed helper
on the other side of his red pot.

The season to be jolly, my ass. The season to
fleece the consumer.

The light turned green and the car oozed
across the intersection. Lorne went back to the laptop. It had
switched to screen saver and he was sucker-punched by Cassandra’s
face, one eye obscured by a riot of fiery curls. He closed his eyes
and sank back. So much like Susan, so damned much like Susan. He
never looked at that lovely, animated face without instantly
thinking of her mother. Cassandra had been three weeks old when
Susan had died.

Christmas morning. His life had crashed and
burned when he’d held Susan’s lifeless body in his arms, horrified
at how fast any semblance of herself had gone, the beloved flesh
becoming an irrelevant husk. He’d gasped for air, praying for
something to change, as he’d buried his face in the mass of
red-gold curls. In the far distance, in another universe, his
newborn daughter had wailed, giving voice to his own unspoken
grief.

Grief assailed him now. Seventeen years and it
could still blindside him.

He did what he’d always done, shoved it into
the farthest reaches of his disciplined mind. It would be there,
toothless and silent, until the next unexpected moment it sprang
out to rip at him. That rarely-glimpsed but heart-stopping fall of
golden-red curls. A low, throaty chuckle. Even the tap of high
heels in the right cadence could bring it all back.

Work. The anodyne for all that ailed and
assailed him. Work.

“Freshlee,” he murmured, brushing a
finger across the screen. Tonight the details of the takeover would
keep memories from overtaking him. Four weeks. Four more weeks and
it would be over, the holidays, the Freshlee business, and the
insupportable memories. He’d face a new year with the ancient demon
once again locked securely away, and a newly-acquired company to
build up.

Unless Cassandra got out of control and
wrecked everything.

“Two minutes, sir,” the driver
said.

The Escalade turned into the quiet, treed
street. His brownstone was a hundred yards away. A rectangle of
light swept onto the street as the armored garage doors swept open,
and the patrolman on duty quick-stepped across the drive. Sharp
headlights from the follow-car pierced the Escalade’s gloom. The
garage light dimmed. The Escalade rumbled up the street and turned
into the blackness.

He was home. For a moment, the gloom suited
him. The endless evening had been curiously anticlimactic, and he
felt edgy and flat. The garage door rumbled shut. The lights rose,
like house lights in a theater. He hated the shocking snap of a
thousand watts of spots, had ordered the lights to rise
subtly.

One of his security men opened the door. He
had a misshapen sprig of what might have been glitter-strewn holly
in his buttonhole.

“Lose the holly,” Lorne
growled.

The young man carefully fumbled it off, tucked
it in a pocket. Lorne glared at him. He smiled. “My daughter made
it for me. Her fingerprint’s in the glue. It’s felt.
Sir.”

Porter, that was the kid’s name. Mike Porter.
New to the crew, maybe two weeks. Enough time for him to have
figured it out.

“No holiday shit when you’re on
duty, Porter. You’ll be unemployed if you forget it.”

Porter’s face stiffened. “Sir. Yes,
sir.”

Something thumped against the garage doors and
Porter shoved Lorne behind him with one efficient motion. Another
thump, a splintering crash: glass. A handgun had miraculously
appeared in Porter’s right hand. At the rear bumper, another
bodyguard whispered into a mic. Porter urged Lorne toward the door
to the house.

“Quick, sir, through the door. It’s
clear inside.”

“It’s the Freshlee protesters,
sir,” the other bodyguard said. “We’re taking care of
it.”

Some asshole had fed Freshlee employees and
stockholders a rumor that Foyle Foods would strip them bare and
fold the company. Too many, unable to think for themselves, had
bought into the rumor. Hysteria had driven some into the streets to
protest. There were few secrets in this age of information, and
Lorne’s brownstone had been posted on a site devoted to keeping
Freshlee out of his hands.

Fools. The corporation was financially
unstable and badly managed, constantly prodded by a poorly-chosen
board of directors who cared only for short-term profit, not
quality and long-term growth. The whole shaky edifice would fold in
a year or two unless he stepped in. He turned toward the garage
door, wanting to confront the people out there, reassure them. Even
before Porter spoke he knew it was a fool’s impulse.

“Sir?” The bodyguard crowded him.
“Inside, please. There’s a dozen people out there screaming for
your blood. We’re getting them dispersed.”

Another bottle smashed and a muffled howl of
triumph leaked under the door. Lorne’s shoulders sagged. He was
awash in an ocean of ingratitude. His daughter fled the cushy
school he’d put her in for her own safety; his long-time Chief of
Security – a never-married man giving child-rearing advice? –
couldn’t keep his nose where it belonged; a near-defunct company
resisted his best efforts to save it.

“They don’t deserve to be saved,”
he muttered and turned toward the inner door.
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