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            One

          

          KELLI

        

      

    

    
      Kelli Ellis drove her car into Building C’s parking lot and saw over the piles of freshly plowed snow that her favorite spot was available.

      “Yes!” she shouted to her empty car, “I got here first!” She immediately looked around, sure that Parker Brockbank from Trade Shows was already in the lot, ready to steal it from her. But there wasn’t anyone else.

      Then, just as she was almost to it, Parker drove in from the opening at the other end of the lot and pulled into her parking spot. The spot that so perfectly had the boughs of a big Ponderosa Pine sticking straight out above it, completely shading the entire parking space in the summer and keeping the snow off her car in the winter.

      She shook a fist at Parker’s car, pretty sure he was chuckling at having snuck in and grabbed the space when she was so close. Then she went to her second choice spot—C15, which wasn’t anything special at all. She looked up just in time to see Parker as he strode down the sidewalk toward the building, looking infuriatingly perfect in his slacks, overcoat, and perfectly imperfect hair.

      After grabbing her bag and exiting the car, she checked, and yep—she was evenly spaced between the lines and exactly straight. Unlike Parker’s car, which was a good six inches closer to the line at the front than it was at the back.

      She had woken up still in a sour mood from the bomb her dad had dropped on her when he and his new wife had stopped by her house last night. But she was determined not to let that, or Parker stealing her spot, ruin her day. She had put on her favorite pair of heels, a pink blousy top, a navy skirt, and the necklace that never failed to get her compliments.

      She pushed away the negative thoughts, purposely put a spring in her step, and reminded herself how much she loved her job as she used her keycard to open the front door of the ZentCube offices. After taking the stairs to the second floor, which housed the entire marketing department, she sat at her desk and pretended she had been the first in the office.

      It wasn’t easy to arrive first—or the second—at the office, but it was worth it. Her constant goal was to be the perfect employee, so getting in early was important. It was when she came up with her best ideas. And when she made the effort to get them, she didn’t have to rely on something coming to mind on the fly during marketing meetings—she had ideas, plans, and proposals waiting in the wings.

      She smiled at the adorable little Christmas tree on her desk, straightened her papers and pens, made sure her keyboard was perfectly straight, and then got to work.

      At eight-forty, when the first of her coworkers stepped foot on the second floor, she was putting the finishing touches on her ideas for their new advertising campaign. Five minutes later, she went into the break room and grabbed a cup of coffee. She had just taken the first step out of the break room when she heard Parker’s boss say to him, “Two o’clock on Wednesday works for Adrian, and I’m guessing it will for the others. Will you get the conference room scheduled?”

      Kelli ducked behind a cubicle and pulled out her phone. After opening her email app, she quickly typed an email to Greg, asking if she could schedule the conference room for two on Wednesday, then sent the email before Parker and his boss even finished talking. She chuckled all the way back to her desk, already imagining the look on Parker’s face when he realized it was payback for stealing her parking space.

      Valeria, her best friend and normally on-time coworker, didn’t arrive until ten after nine. She blew into their team’s quadrant like a snowstorm, ushering in a rush of air and a flurry of excitement with her.

      “Good morning, Sunshine,” Kelli said. “You’re rather happy today.”

      Valeria collapsed into her chair at the desk kitty-corner from Kelli’s with a sigh. “It was a really good morning. I thought I was going to be here early, but then Rhett⁠—”

      Kelli slapped her hands over her ears. “La la la! What’s the rule about being late?” She took her hands off her ears when it was clear Valeria wasn’t going to finish her sentence.

      Her friend let out a huff of air. “That I can’t tell you why if it involves something Rhett and I did until we’ve been married for at least six months. Preferably twelve.” She grabbed the poofy fluff ball that they usually tossed back and forth when they were brainstorming and threw it at Kelli. “I’ll tell you what the real solution is, though—Oh. You didn’t have so great of a morning, did you?”

      “Parker Brockbank in Trade Shows stole my spot, so that wasn’t great.” Kelli threw the poof ball back and turned to her computer. “But I came up with some great ad copy for the Business Success magazine campaign.” Her boss, Liz, was sure to be impressed. Kelli didn’t need promotions, the corner office, or a fancy title. What she did need was for her boss, Liz, to be impressed. To see her as a valuable member of the team.

      An email notification popped up on her screen and she quickly clicked on it when she saw it was a response from Greg, and she grinned. “I heard that Parker wanted the conference room tomorrow at two, so I emailed Greg right then and it looks like I got it. He even said, ‘You emailed just in time, too. Someone requested it less than a minute after you did.’”

      Valeria laughed and gave her a high five. “That’s my girl.” But she’d been studying Kelli the whole time she’d been talking. “Okay, today’s good. It was last night, then, that was bad.”

      “How do you always know?”

      Valeria smiled and threw the poof back to her. “If I say what your tell is, then you’ll stop doing it. Now, about last night. Spill.”

      “My dad came over.”

      “Oh, good. I know you’ve been feeling like you haven’t seen him enough lately.” Then Valeria’s face dropped. “Oh. He brought the evil stepmother with him.”

      “JoAnn isn’t evil. She’s just…” Kelli wanted to end the sentence with, “a thief who stole my dad,” but she was trying to be an adult about this. “She just wants to work on blending the newly combined family.”

      “A family that she doesn’t want you to be a part of.”

      Kelli nodded but didn’t let herself think of it fully. She wasn’t about to let the door open on that much pain—no one needed to know how much it hurt her. Not even Valeria.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, my dad texted to ask if he could bring me over a couple of éclairs from Petrocelli’s. I should’ve known right then and there that he was buttering me up. He didn’t tell me that he was bringing JoAnn with him—that was a surprise I got to enjoy when I opened the door, threw my arms around my dad’s neck, and saw her standing there.

      “So they come in, sit down in my living room, and my dad awkwardly hands me the pastry box. Then he and JoAnn look at each other, and I can see that my dad is nervous, but JoAnn gives him an encouraging smile. So he starts talking about how this is the first Christmas they are celebrating since getting married and about how difficult it is to bring two separate families into one and all that. So they decided that for Christmas, it might be best to do that in isolation and get away to have some bonding time.”

      “So...” Valeria said, “he wants you to go hang out with him and JoAnn and your three new stepsisters over Christmas at some secluded cabin in the mountains? Like with no escape?”

      “Honest to goodness, that’s right where my mind went, too. And I was wondering if I could get along with three teenagers who want nothing to do with me and want every second of my dad’s attention. But no. Instead of a cabin in the mountains, it’s a beach resort in Cabo San Lucas. And when he said they needed to bring two separate families together for bonding, they meant my dad and JoAnn’s daughters.”

      “They didn’t invite you?” Valeria’s voice was every bit as incredulous as she needed it to be. It was one of the reasons why she made the best friend ever.

      “Nope. My dad tried to sell it by saying how awesome it would be for me to celebrate Christmas with him early and to have some one-on-one time. And how much more special it would be to spend all day with him on the twenty-first instead of the entire week of Christmas because the twenty-first happens first. And how great it will be for me to be free to do whatever I want over Christmas break instead of being tied down by family things.”

      “Please tell me you told him what you really think of that.”

      “What was I supposed to do, Val? Tell him to cancel the trip?”

      “Or tell him to invite you. And to remember that you are every bit as much a part of the family as JoAnn’s daughters are.”

      Kelli shook her head. “It was just me and my dad against the world since I was in eighth grade. I got to hang out with my dad more than most people do. JoAnn’s girls are in junior high and high school. They’ve been without a dad for a few years, and they’re desperate for time with mine. Maybe I should just give him up. I mean, I’m twenty-six years old. I shouldn’t need to see my daddy all the time anymore.”

      She didn’t even consider mentioning to Val how it had felt like she’d lost the only family she had when her dad got remarried, but she could tell by the look on Valeria’s face that she knew it without Kelli saying.

      “I know!” Valeria said. “Come spend Christmas with me and Rhett. Spend the week, even. We can pretend we’re twelve and having a sleepover.”

      “In your teeny apartment.”

      “You can sleep on the couch. Or we’ll put an air mattress in that space between the tree and the kitchen.”

      “Most people call that space a ‘hallway.’”

      “It’ll be cozy.”

      “Valeria. I appreciate the offer. You know I do. But this is your first Christmas as a newly married couple. I don’t want to ruin that for you.”

      “It’ll be fun!”

      “Remember how I said I didn’t want to hear about your morning with Rhett?”

      “Yeah...On second thought, you really don’t want to be around us at Christmas.”

      At the sound of someone loudly clearing their throat, Kelli and Valeria spun in their chairs to see Liz.

      “Sorry to interrupt your sleepover plans, but Kelli, do you have the mock-ups for the print ads?”

      Of course, Liz had to stop by when she was socializing instead of during any of the time she had been working diligently already today. She turned back to her desk and grabbed the folder that had been leaning against her binders, revealing an upside-down white paper cup that had a picture of a spider drawn on it with the words Don’t lift until you’re ready to squash it!

      Kelli screamed and shoved herself away from her desk, her chair rolling backward until it hit something, and then she jumped out of her chair to get more space between the cup and her. “I’ve been sitting next to that thing for more than two hours?!”

      Her heart raced, her breaths were ragged, and it was likely that everyone on the second floor had heard her scream, but right now, she didn’t care. All she cared about was that a spider had been crawling around who knew how much of her desk before someone trapped it with that cup, and it had been probably pacing with those spindly legs around that little circle of space on her desk the whole time she’d been working.

      And now, all she could think about was how that little stealthy, moving, vial of poison with its shiny or hairy—either was gross—abdomen and its eight beady eyes were right there in that cup, just waiting for its chance to escape and come after her. “Someone kill it!” Her hand was on her chest like she could manually stop her heart from beating so fast and hard.

      “Don’t worry,” Valeria said, “I’ve got you.” She grabbed a notepad and held it level with Kelli’s desk right at the edge, then slid the cup onto the notepad. Then she flipped it over and, in a move that made Kelli’s heart shudder, Valeria lifted the notepad off and looked inside the cup. She put the hand holding the notepad on her hip and tipped the cup toward Kelli. “There’s nothing in it.”

      Kelli’s first thought was that it had escaped and could possibly be on her, but in a flash, she knew there had never been a spider. This was a prank. She looked over the top of her cubicle to the crowd of people that had gathered to see what her scream was about, and she saw Parker Brockbank giving a sly smile big enough to bring out that adorable dimple in his right cheek, a mischievous gleam in his eye. But, at least he had the decency to look contrite before ducking away.

      “If you’re ever having a sluggish morning where coffee isn’t doing the trick,” Kelli said to all the coworkers gathered around her cubicle, “and you need a good old-fashioned scream to get the heart pumping, you know where to find me.”

      They all chuckled as they headed back to their desks, and then Kelli turned to Liz. “I am so sorry. I might have a slight fear of spiders. Um, here are the mock-ups. Let me know what changes you’d like or if you want to meet to discuss.” She tried to make her voice sound extra professional to combat the dose of unprofessionalism she had just shown.

      “Thank you. I will.”

      She thought she caught a slight smile on Liz’s face as she was walking away. Great. That’s all she wanted—to be the office entertainment.

      After pushing her chair back to the vicinity of her desk, she took a moment to shoot a glare in the direction of Parker Brockbank’s desk, even though she couldn’t see it from hers. Then she sat down and faced her computer, re-straightening everything. “Can you take your lunch hour at one tomorrow and join me for a project?”

      “Of course!” Valeria said. “What do you have in mind?”

      Kelli started typing an email message. “I’m letting Greg know that I need the conference room at one instead of two, so whoever wanted it at two can have it.”

      “And what are we doing in there at one?”

      “We are spending the hour blowing up balloons and filling the conference room as full of them as we can. Unless...” She turned in her chair to face Valeria. “Do you think Parker has a phobia? Like, of snakes? Maybe we can fill it with plastic snakes instead.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m in.”

      That’s what she loved about Valeria. She gave her support, even when it meant helping with a prank, and she had fun with every bit of it.

      But Kelli wasn’t doing this for fun—she was doing it to get even.
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          PARKER

        

      

    

    
      Parker had been running behind all day. His days usually consisted of talking to person after person—on his team, in his department, in other parts of the company, and on phone calls outside of the company. So the only time he could get any good planning and research in was if he came in at seven, before everyone else got in.

      But this morning before he left for work, his buddy Josh, who was the marketing director at a business training company, had called. He said that they were looking for a brand marketing manager, and they wanted him. Parker hadn’t even been looking for another job—especially after Stephanie had pulled the rug out from under him and made him second guess how capable he was at making valuable contributions.

      Brand marketing manager had been a job he’d had his eyes on since he’d graduated college, though. The offer had hit him like a snowstorm blowing in. ZentCube was a great company to work for, and he’d be crazy to leave. But the current brand marketing manager at ZentCube would be crazy to leave, too, so the same job here wasn’t likely to open anytime soon.

      Maybe now was a good time for multiple fresh starts.

      As soon as he’d hung up the phone, all Parker had been able to do was think about the job while wandering around his apartment in a possibilities-fueled daze that had been both exciting and exhausting. He had pulled into work more than an hour later than he liked and of course, Kelli Ellis from Digital and Print Marketing had already taken his parking spot.

      He smiled thinking about yesterday, though. Who would’ve thought that a simple paper cup and a Sharpie could’ve caused such a reaction? Enough of a reaction that he’d felt a little bad about it for a moment.

      He knew their pranks were a bit childish, but they’d become almost a tradition at work. They added so much life to the day—like a shot of espresso. They were a bright spot, especially when he’d been going through hard things.

      As he was preparing the final mockups for their trade show displays for his two o’clock meeting in the conference room, he thought of Kelli again. When Greg had responded saying that he’d just missed being able to reserve the conference room because someone had requested it a minute earlier, he knew that someone was Kelli. She had been the only other person in the office that early.

      And then it suddenly became available moments after she had discovered the spider cup. She was up to something, and he got more and more wary as two o’clock neared. He finished packing up his stuff and headed into the conference room five minutes before he was supposed to meet his boss, the product manager, and a couple of people on his team.

      Everything was fine, though. His meeting went great, and they finalized decisions on which mockup to use and what last-minute changes needed to be made.  He left the room feeling energized and ready to get started on the changes. He had been second-guessing the direction he’d gone with this coming year’s event display and worried that it was the wrong choice entirely, but after that brainstorming session, he knew it was going to be the best they’d ever had.

      He was practically whistling his way back to his desk alongside his coworkers, and then he stopped dead in his tracks when his desk came into view. Darren and Hannah stopped too, and then they burst into laughter. They were the first to race forward and check it out. Parker stayed back a bit, unsure if he wanted to see it closer. Then, curiosity got the better of him, and he walked up to it.

      His entire cubicle was covered in cat pictures. No—on closer inspection, he saw it was just one cat; the pictures were just taken at all different angles. There were poster-sized cat pictures on the walls of his cubicle, one-inch high pictures completely covering all four sides of the outside frame of his monitor, a framed picture of the cat on his desk, and an Ode to My Cat poem on the wall.

      On one wall, the one most open to everyone’s view, of course, there was a full-length picture of Parker that was a good two feet tall, cut out, with a speech bubble that said, “I love you, Princess Olive.” And of course, there was a speech bubble on a picture of the cat that said, “And I am willing to share my space with you, Parker. Most of the time.” The cat was wearing a Santa hat.

      There were even pictures of the cat—Olive, apparently—covering every inch of his desk, underneath all his papers and office supplies. And little tiny pictures of Olive on the C, the A, and the T letters on his keyboard. In one corner sat a stuffed cat whose back legs were seated but whose front legs were standing tall, looking regal and judgmental, with a Christmas wreath around its neck like a necklace.

      He couldn’t help it—he burst out laughing. This was good. And so not what he had expected. He turned to Darren. “Did you tell Kelli that I have a cat allergy?”

      “It may have come up in conversation.”

      He shook his head and then pulled his phone out of his pocket when it started buzzing. Seeing it was his mom, he said, “You’ll have to excuse me,” to Darren and Hannah and then answered it as they both walked back to their cubicles.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, Sweetie. Is this a bad time? I hate bothering you at work⁠—”

      “It’s totally fine, Mom. If it was a problem, I wouldn’t have answered. You know you can call anytime.”

      “You’re a good son, you know? Okay, so today is the last day that your dad and I can cancel our cruise reservations without penalty and⁠—”

      “Don’t cancel, Mom. This is your thirtieth anniversary. You guys deserve to go live it up to celebrate.”

      “I know. It’s just that it’s over Christmas.”

      “You love having your anniversary on Christmas Eve, and you should get to go on your anniversary trip during your anniversary.”

      Truthfully, Parker was going to miss them. Christmas Eve at home always consisted of celebrating his parents’ anniversary with a feast, followed by making gingerbread dream homes, then bundling up and going caroling as a family. It was going to feel wrong to not do that.

      Until this year, Christmas was one holiday that he looked forward to as an adult every bit as much as he had when he was a kid. But ever since Stephanie broke off their engagement, he’d lost all desire to celebrate Christmas at all. The magic it held was just gone. Still, though, he was going to miss it this year. But it wasn’t like he was going to have his parents skip the trip they had been planning practically his whole life.

      “I don’t know if it’s right to leave.”

      Parker twirled his pen, which now had a little eraser pushed on the top—like they used in elementary school—in the shape of a cat. Of course, it did. “Ethan is fine to spend Christmas with the Garlands at their cabin?”

      Parker’s boss Adam walked over to his desk, some of the sketches from their meeting in his hand. Parker held up a finger, motioning for him to wait a moment.

      “He’s thrilled about it. It’s on a lake, so he’ll be in heaven the whole time and we’ll be lucky if he even stops to think about us once.”

      “Then it’s right for you two to go.”

      ”It’s you I’m worried about, honey.”

      “If your fourteen-year-old son is fine with it, I think it’s safe to assume that your twenty-seven-year-old son is okay with it, too.”

      “I never would’ve planned it if I hadn’t truly believed you’d be spending Christmas honeymooning it up on your own cruise.”

      He tried not to feel the stab of pain at her mention of how different his life should be right now. “I really will be fine if you go. I will find a way to celebrate Christmas on my own.”

      It was a lie—he hadn’t planned on celebrating at all. But he didn’t lie to his mom, and the guilt hit him instantly. He vowed to listen to a Christmas song, or get a foot-and-a-half tall Christmas tree like Kelli had on her desk and put it up in his apartment. Some little thing that could be considered “celebrating Christmas” so it wasn’t a lie.

      “You will?”

      “I will.”

      “Okay, then, we’ll keep our trip. But if you change your mind, even last minute, you let me know and we’ll cancel and take the penalty.”

      “I will. But don’t worry—I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “I love you, son.”

      “I love you, too, Mom.”

      Parker hung up the phone and turned to Adam, motioning at the papers in his hand. “More thoughts?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Adam looked down at the papers for a moment, like he’d forgotten he was holding them. “I was thinking about this section here, where it says, ‘higher,’ the display should physically go higher.” Then he turned his attention from the papers back to Parker. “You don’t have anywhere to go for Christmas?”

      Parker shook his head. “Not really, but who knows? I might spend the holiday with friends.” Not a lie, because he didn’t say he was—just that he might. If all his friends weren’t either married or going home to their parents for Christmas, or both, which he was pretty sure they all were. “How much higher are you thinking? Subtle, or aim-for-the-ceiling?”

      Adam dropped the hand holding the plans to his side. “Come to my house for Christmas. Erin and the kids would love it. You can have a Christmas Eve feast with us, and watch Luke and Holly be Mary and Joseph, with Holly holding her baby doll, and a bunch of their stuffed animals playing the part of the stable animals. It’ll be unpredictable in the way only a two-year-old and a four-year-old can make it.

      “We’ve got a guest room. We’ll open presents on Christmas morning, you can see how great it is to experience the magic of Christmas through the eyes of little kids, and we’ll eat warm cinnamon rolls for breakfast. It’ll be great. What do you say?”

      It would be great. It was exactly what Parker wanted. His breakup with Stephanie had been difficult all along but especially right now, since they were supposed to get married the week of Christmas. The last thing he needed was to hang out with a guy who had everything Parker wanted, at a time when he was acutely aware of how much he didn’t have it. Especially when it was just a pity ask. His boss didn’t really want him there.

      “I’ll think about it and let you know. Show me what you were thinking about that display.”

      Adam studied him for a moment, and by the look on the guy’s face, he knew Parker’s promise to think about it was just a way to stall him until he told him no. He lifted the papers he had been holding so they both could see and discuss them.

      Parker just needed to accept that the magic of Christmas was just a childhood thing that he should’ve grown out of. The magic was gone, along with any
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