
	Will Devon see the sunny side of Christmas in flip flops, or will he be feasting on dinner for one?

	 

	 

	It’s twelve days ‘til Christmas, and Devon Callahan is a dental hygienist with a very big problem...make that two. He’s been unemployed for months and now a thief’s stolen his cell phone. Tracking the guy through MobileMe, he’s got a cyber lead on his purloined phone, but he’s also hot on the trail of a mysterious new job. What’s a guy almost maxed out on his credit cards to do?

	He goes to his interview and discovers he could soon be gainfully employed. The catch is he’d have to fly to sunny Waikiki within twenty-four hours to start work at Schofield Barracks, caring for the dental health of thousands of US soldiers stationed in the islands.

	Devon is thrilled to be part of such an important post, but what’s his boyfriend, Manco, going to say? His movie producer lover is expecting his entire family to visit from Peru. Will Devon see the sunny side of Christmas in flip flops, or will he be feasting on dinner for one?
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	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	This story was inspired by a trip to Honolulu in December 2011, eleven years after 9/11. During the height of the War on Terror, Hawaii was the hub for US military activity. I glimpsed an island in turmoil with servicemen and women, and their families, pouring in and out of the island.

	Observing these fresh-faced new recruits gearing up for training on the Big Island before being deployed, I felt their mingled fear, and determination. I felt as though I’d gone back to World War II and the aftermath of the attack on Pearl Harbor. I’ve chosen not to update this re-released edition of Christmas in Flip Flops, but to preserve the moments war revisited a beautiful island. I was there to visit one of my dearest friends who had landed what started as a mystery job. I am so proud of her for helping to care for the health and well-being of the men and women serving our country.

	I dedicate this story to Shani, and I thank her for letting me peek into her life and work in the islands at a time of crisis. I also, with love and respect, dedicate this story to the men and women stationed all over the Hawaiian Islands—and at all the US military bases across the world who are sacrificing so much to protect our freedom.

	Thank you for what you are doing for our country.

	And... Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays to you all, and to each and every one of my wonderful readers.

	 

	A.J.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Monday, December 12, 2011

	 

	Nothing was going right. The car wash was taking forever with the damned Prius, and now Manco was acting weird on the phone. If only Devon hadn’t listened to his lover and just gone straight ahead to his interview.

	“I have to go,” Manco said, his tone icy. “Good luck with your interview. Don’t fuck it up, okay?”

	Devon was stunned. He knew Manco was worried. Christmas was coming, and nobody felt the pinch more than Devon. To add to his terror of the pending job interview, new feelings of doubt gnawed at his insides. God... what if his dwindling financial assets finally tore a fissure between them so wide and deep that it would soon break them in two?

	I have to get this job.

	Devon checked his cell phone for the time as Manco ended the call. Nine forty-five. He had fifteen minutes to get to his appointment. He put the phone on the seat beside him in the waiting room. He twisted in the seat, looking over his shoulder to see how far along his car was. Now covered in white foam, the Prius rolled along slowly as the hand washing crew waited to rinse it off and push it through the waxing system. Shit. Another five minutes, easily.

	Should he call the office and ask for a few more minutes?

	A terrible, grinding sound shook the walls of the building. His car stood, stuck in the waxing bay. Oh, no. What was going on? He walked farther along the viewing window and watched the cars banked along the line like metallic sausages. The car washers threw rags and what looked like a broom over the top of his vehicle.

	Okay. Take a deep breath. It will be beautiful, and you need the car to look good for this interview. He sat again. He opened his iPad, thinking about playing one of his computer games. He needed to relax. Nope. Couldn’t do it. He needed to land this gig. He’d lost his two best, most lucrative dental hygiene jobs in the last few months. It had been grueling. Thanks to the tough economy, people in Los Angeles were staying away from their dentists... in droves. His favorite boss had eliminated all three of his hygienists and—God help everybody—was actually cleaning his patients’ teeth himself.

	Devon now had one gig, working one and a half days a week for a mean dentist in Tarzana. Devon hated the office, hated the oddball, rich clients who were real babies in the chair. And he hated that he was forced to accept half his usual hourly rate.

	He alternated between fretting about the mysterious job interview ahead of him and keeping his gaze on his car.

	The workers outside took over when the machines failed. He watched, amazed at how quickly they pushed the Prius through the hot wax section, spraying the stuff on by hand. The guys were all covered in sudsy water and raced to get the jammed cars off the line. The closest car washer to the driver’s side door jumped in, one foot on the ground. He steered the Prius to the drying bay. Grabbing his stuff together, Devon ran outside. He approached the guy crouched beside his left rear wheel, about to spray Armor All on the tire.

	“Amigo, I have to go.” Devon slipped him a five-dollar tip, showed him his payment slip and the car washer stood, his eyes gleaming with pleasure. He’d just gotten five bucks for doing nothing.

	He handed the keys to Devon, giving him a toothy grin that revealed significant gold pegs. “Have a nice day,” he said, in a heavy Mexican accent.

	“Thanks. You, too.” Devon jumped into the car, took off, drove about three blocks toward Coldwater Canyon and saw the traffic stalled from Ventura Boulevard all the way up the hill toward Mulholland. Oh, he’d never make it. He groped on the passenger seat for his cell phone.

	It wasn’t there. Shit. Where was it?

	He pulled over, hunting on the floor, beside the seat in case it slipped between the cracks... and remembered. It was back at the car wash. He’d left it on the seat beside him. He cursed his distractedness and drove back, but the phone was long gone. Nobody had turned it in.

	Of course.

	It was an iPhone. Somebody had just lucked out and scored a free phone.

	He pondered his problem and borrowed the car wash’s desk phone. For a place that specialized in cleaning things, the phone was disgusting. It was grimy and covered in a thin film of dirt. He hoped he didn’t catch something nasty and called Charlene Roberts, the woman he was supposed to meet. He explained his problem.

	“Not to worry. I can slide you in at eleven. Will that work?”

	“Yes,” he said, ecstatic that she was so kind and understanding.

	Then he remembered the cell phone and fell into a vortex of despair and anxiety about it. His whole life was on it. Manco would flip out. He called him, but to his relief, Manco didn’t seem fazed.

	“You can track it on your iPad. I synced it to MobileMe. Remember?”

	Devon had no idea how to track it, but Manco gave him the password for the app, and he ran back to his car. He was pleased to see the iPad was still there, even though he’d forgotten to lock the door. He opened the iPad, accessed Mobile Me and was stunned to find a street map of exactly where he was and a small green dot moving along Ventura Boulevard.

	Holy heck! Whoever stole his phone had pulled out of the car wash and was now heading west! He turned the car around, getting honked for his efforts and waited for the lights to change. He glanced over at his iPad. The phone was moving and was now two blocks ahead. He gunned the light the second it turned green and tried to play catch up. For several blocks, he gained and lost ground. Then, miraculously, he was one block away. He scanned the cars ahead of him.

	Arrggh! A man in a white Jeep was holding a cell phone to his ear. Devon watched from behind his perch at a red light as the man held the phone away, texted something, then put it to his ear again.

	That has to be my phone.

	He glanced at the iPad. Green dot wasn’t moving. Devon watched the lights change. The Jeep moved forward. So did the green dot. He ducked in and out of lanes, trying to catch up with the Jeep.

	Curses! An elderly woman crossed right in front of him. He slammed on his brakes, losing the damned Jeep. He slapped the wheel, then pulled to the curb once the old dear reached the sidewalk.

	Studying the green dot, he saw it was still rocketing along Ventura. He switched screens, went online and sent himself a text message from his Mobile Me account.

	Hi, I see you have my cell phone, and you’re on Ventura Boulevard. Thanks so much for finding it. Could you please turn around and return it to the car wash. Thanks again!

	The green dot stopped when he switched screens. He hoped the driver would turn around and come back to the car wash, but a few breathless moments later, the green dot moved forward again. Unbelievable! The bastard just kept going.

	He watched the green dot move north, up Variel Avenue. He dashed off another text.

	I see you are on Variel Avenue. Please turn around and bring my phone back to the car wash.

	He switched screens again. The green dot stopped. Then started again. The dot started moving fast. It made a left on Oxnard and sped west along the Encino corridor. The green dot made another fast right, then a left.

	He typed: I see you are on Victory heading west. I am three blocks behind you. How about we meet on the corner of White Oak and you can give me my phone? Thanks.

	The green dot stopped. It moved forward. Stopped. And stayed. Devon raced toward the stationary dot. He swung a hard left and expected to see the white Jeep. Nothing. He checked his iPad. The dot was still stationary. He stared at the map on the screen. He increased the screen page and looked to his left. According to the map, his cell phone was on the southwest corner, right beside him.

	Shit. A huge bunch of twelve-feet high hedges. The bastard must have stopped and thrown his phone in there. Devon got out of his car, walked over to the bushes, knelt on the ground and scanned the trunks of the seemingly impenetrable stand for his phone. He thought he glimpsed something shiny and leaned forward to grab it. His face went right into a bunch of thorns. The pain of them tearing into his skin made him scream.

	No phone. He was afraid to dig farther, and then blood dripped on his hand.

	He ran back to his car, appalled to see that he had whisker-like streaks of blood from his nose to his ears. His now matted brown hair was clumped with leaves. He looked like a feral cat.

	Fuck! I have my job interview!

	He turned and stared at the bushes again. Probably nobody would risk life and limb and try to steal the damned phone. He saw something moving along the ground at the base of the stand. A huge black rat. No way was he going to attempt trying to go after the phone. It would probably be safe until he could come back later. Sighing, he dabbed at his stinging face with the back of his hand, turned the car around and drove to his interview.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Devon arrived with seven minutes to spare at the offices of Frontier Services on the corner of Little Santa Monica Boulevard and Canon Drive. He was surprised to find parking right out front. He filled the meter and walked inside the lobby with his iPad and medical bag. He hesitated outside the door. He peered through the glass panel to the left of the ornate wooden entrance door. The place looked expensive but didn’t appear to be a dentist’s office.

	He checked the Craigslist
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