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  Dedicated to my mother’s obsessive love of Christmas decorations and her insistence on decorating earlier and earlier each year. You inspired me to give up my official Scrooge designation and now my house rivals yours in gaudy excess when it comes to decorating for the holiday season. 
You still have me beat with your Christmas village, though. It’s truly a sight to behold.


No butt plug trees, though. 

Shame.
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  Chapter 1
What A Ho Ho Ho

[image: ]
Phoebe


Of all the ways I ever imagined spending the Christmas of my thirty-first year, I can say with certainty that tracking down the Santa Claus who impregnated me was not one of them. 
Yet here we are.
“Oooh, this place is nice, Phoebe.” Gavin walks into the living room and sets down a box marked Lincoln. “Maybe the owners will decide to stay overseas so you can buy the place. The furniture is pretty sick.” My idiot brother flops face down on my furnished rental overstuffed blue velvet couch and groans obscenely into the cushion. “Oh, man. You don’t want to know the dirty things I’m thinking of doing to this couch.” 
It’s not every day I rent a place sight unseen, so you can imagine the relief I felt when we got here and the house looked precisely like it had in the photos. That I found a furnished home on such short notice, right before the holidays, could be considered a miracle in itself. Finding a nice house in a safe neighbourhood? Yeah, there had to have been some divine intervention involved for that to happen. Maybe I’ve had a visit from the Ghost of Christmas Present. Heh. Get it? Because finding this place had been a gift. A gift that I don’t want defiled by my disgusting brother and whatever he plans on doing to my new couch, regardless of how temporarily it’s in my possession.
“Ew, don’t be gross, Gavin. And get your stinky ass off the couch. You’re filthy.” 
“Hey! Is that any way to treat the guy who spent one of his infrequent days off both school and work carrying all your boxes into the house?” He drags himself off the couch. “Speaking of carrying boxes, didn’t you promise me pizza and beer as payment for helping you move?” 
“Ha! Nice try, kid. I’ll order pizza, but you’re sticking with soda until you’re of legal age. Plus, you still need to drive home, so I wouldn’t let you drink even if you were old enough.”
Gavin is only eighteen, my much younger sibling from my mom’s second marriage. Two days after my mother gave birth to Charlie, and with a few months to go before my second birthday, my biological father decided being a dad wasn’t really his thing, and he left. It took Mom a long time to find another man worth taking a chance on after that. She started dating Warren ten years later, and they married a couple of years after that when Gavin was born.
Like most teenage guys, Gavin is all raging hormones and unrestrained snark. But despite his many annoying traits, he has an enormous heart, and that’s why he’s one of my favourite people. No one was angrier than Gavin when I found myself waiting at the altar for a man I knew in my heart wasn’t right for me. He spent that night a year ago storming around the hotel, hoping to run into my former fiancé so he could unleash his teenage fury. It’s probably a good thing he never found him, though. I doubt it would have been a fair fight. Webster kept himself in excellent shape and would have been more than a match for seventeen-year-old Gavin.
Seventeen-year-old Gavin was a short, scrawny little shit. Eighteen-year-old Gavin is almost six and a half feet tall and packed with muscle. He’s never said so, but I’m pretty sure he started working out after the wedding disaster, so he’d be ready if he ever saw my ex again. After a year of protein shakes and lifting weights, not to mention a huge growth spurt, Gavin is formidable. It still wouldn’t be a fair fight, but the advantage would go to Gavin, not Webster. He took it pretty hard when I told him Webster did me a favour that day.
I almost felt guilty for not being as upset as Gavin about the situation. It had been a shock when I got the text telling me he wasn’t coming, but not marrying Webster Day turned out to be the best thing that could have happened. It seemed like a dick move at first, but in the end, he made the best decision for both of us. I’d been considering making the same decision that morning as I sat through the hours of hair and makeup appointments required to turn me into a blushing bride. I should have done it, too. If we’d both skipped out on the wedding, I bet we’d have been able to get past it a lot faster. To this day, I’ve yet to speak to Webster face to face. The failed wedding incident has forced me to connect with my lifelong best friend through phone calls and the odd video chat only. Which sucks. I could have used his support when I found myself pregnant and alone. 
“No way. Charlie said she would do the driving on the way home.” Gavin jumps up off the couch and yells down the back hallway, “Isn’t that right, Charlie?” 
Oh, shit. Despite being one of my favourite people, I will still murder Gavin if he wakes up Lincoln. That thing they say about never waking a sleeping baby? Yeah, that’s not just an old wives’ tale. 
“Shhh. Will you shut up?” I slap my hand over his mouth. “Lincoln is sleeping.”
He looks so sheepish I could almost believe he felt bad about waking my baby if I didn’t already know better. There’s no way Gavin would leave here without saying goodbye to his nephew, even if that nephew is a baby who still hasn’t figured out things don’t disappear when he can’t see them. Gavin is sure he has a special bond with my baby, though, and it’s something he’s incredibly proud of. I believe they have a bond, too. Lincoln always seems calmer when his Uncle Gavin is holding him. And Gavin never misses a chance to hold him, even when that means making his own chances.
“Too late,” Charlie says, coming out of the back hallway with a tiny baby snuggled in her arms. “The little guy was awake when I tried to sneak into the room to drop off a box. I think he sensed me because as soon as I walked in, an unholy rumbling started coming out of his little rear end. You’ll need to do laundry, by the way. I rinsed everything and left it to pre-soak.” She looks down at Lincoln with a grin and singsongs, “Isn’t that right, Linky? Mommy has to do laundry. Yes, she does. She’s lucky Auntie Charlie changed you and the sheets instead of running away and letting her deal with it.” 
My heart swells while I watch my little sister snuggle my baby, and, not for the first time, I second-guess my decision to move back to Westborough. What am I going to do without my family around to help me for the next three months? Why did I follow through with this terrible idea? Oh, right. If I want Lincoln to have the chance to meet his father, this is where I need to be. And my sense of right and wrong won’t let me entertain the thought of not trying to find his father. There’s a man out there who doesn’t know he has a son, and that doesn’t sit right with me. There’s still a possibility he will decide not to, but I want him to have the option of being involved in Lincoln’s life. So, even if he ends up being a dickhead like my own biological father, who wanted nothing to do with me or my sister, I’m going to find Lincoln’s father and give him a chance to do better.
“Hey, hey. None of that now. I can see your brain working from here.” Gavin is back on the couch, getting his sweaty teenage boy smell all over it. I’ll have to use a fabric refresher on it when he leaves. He can’t stink it up too badly in such a short time, though, can he? “Everything is going to be fine. Tell her your news, Charlie. I can’t handle seeing Fifi cry.”
I rub my fingertips over my cheeks, and sure enough, they come away wet. “Sorry if my feelings offend you, you little twerp. I’m going to miss you guys, that’s all. I’m allowed to be sad about that.”
He jumps up off the couch and wraps me in a sweaty hug. “I’m going to miss you too, Fifi,” he says. “But you won’t have to miss Charlie.” 
I blink a few times and pull myself out of his embrace. “What’s he talking about?” I ask Charlie, then repeat my question to Gavin. “What are you talking about?”
Gavin takes Lincoln from Charlie, snuggling him to his chest, and takes him into the kitchen. I hear the cupboard doors open and close and the water running in the sink. Sounds like Uncle Gavin is making his nephew a bottle. 
“I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d try to talk me out of it, but I’m staying with you. You have the third bedroom I can sleep in. I even got myself a part-time job at a coffee shop. I’m staying to help you with Lincoln so you can focus on finding his dad. It will be easier to track him down if you don’t have to bring Lincoln with you everywhere you go. Plus, I can’t be away from you guys for that long.” Charlie’s eyes are shiny with unshed tears. “You know I can’t get enough of those midnight feedings,” she jokes. 
I chuckle. “Are you sure? You don’t have to put your life on hold for me, Charlie. I love you for wanting to do this, but you don’t have to stay.”
“I know that,” she says, wrapping her arms around me. “I want to stay.”
“You’re the best sister I could ever ask for,” I choke through a sob. “I couldn’t have made it this far without you.”
And it’s true. The seemingly endless months of my pregnancy would have been so much harder if it hadn’t been for the help of my brother and sister, and, of course, my mom and stepdad. I’ll never admit it to them, but after living back home with my parents for the last year, and having my family around all the time, I was a little scared to be on my own with Lincoln. I loved living here with Webster, but being on my own with a baby is different. The excitement of Westborough seems almost scary when I think about protecting my son from unseen dangers. I tried to play it cool, but I’m thinking I didn’t do such a good job of it if Charlie covertly arranged to move here with me. 
I’ve never been so happy to be such a shitty liar.
“Are you guys done with all the girly feelings out there? Me and the big guy want to come chill on that sweet-ass couch, but we don’t want your emotional breakdowns cramping our style. It’s hard to relax with all this crying going on.”
Charlie and I both burst into laughter. After one more squeeze, I let her go.
“Yeah, we’re done,” I call out. “I’ll order that pizza now so you can get on the road.”
“Oh, yeah. About that,” he says, walking back to the living room with my son in the crook of his arm. “Mom told me to spend the night and drive back in the morning. She doesn’t want me driving alone at night in the winter. I don’t know what she thinks I do after work at home. It’s usually pretty late by the time I get out of the market.”
Charlie sits next to him on the couch, her eyes on Lincoln. “There’s a huge difference between driving five minutes in Fallbridge at ten at night and driving on the highway at two in the morning. Especially in the middle of winter.”
“Yeah, yeah. Okay, Mother,” he teases. “I’m already staying the night. Happy?” 
“You bet,” she says while ruffling his hair, taking advantage of the fact that he has his hands full feeding Lincoln. “We just wuv you so much, Gavvers,” she adds in a baby voice. “It would devastate us if anything happened to you.”
“Hey, no fair. Hands off the hair. Do you know how long it took to get it like that?” 
They sit side by side, alternating between cooing over Lincoln and bickering with each other while I busy myself with ordering the pizzas. After I do that, I focus on unpacking my few boxes. The best part about finding a furnished rental is how little I had to pack to come here. It would have sucked if I’d had to move my furniture out of storage for such a temporary stay. Three months isn’t long enough to justify renting a moving van. 
I only hope three months is long enough to find Lincoln’s dad. 
The doorbell rings, and Gavin hops up to grab the pizzas. “Oh, thank god. I’m starving,” he says, spreading the boxes out on the coffee table and flipping one open. “I’m a growing boy, you know.” He grabs two slices and stacks them sandwich-style. 
I bring plates and napkins out from the kitchen. “We know, Gavin. You tell us every time you get even the tiniest bit hungry.”
He wiggles his eyebrows and grins before shoving the makeshift sandwich in his mouth.
“So, Phoebe. Why don’t you tell me how you’re going to find this guy? You didn’t go into much detail when you announced you were moving here for three months to look for him. Do you even have any idea where he is?”
I heave a sigh. We’ve hit upon the biggest problem with my plan. It sucks. 
Getting drunk and hooking up with a stranger after skipping your own wedding would be a lot easier to get over if you didn’t get yourself pregnant in the process. Failing that, it would be nice if you remembered the name of the guy or any detail about him other than he’d been dressed as Santa Claus for a Christmas party being held at the same hotel as your wedding. The only things I have to go on are the luxurious red velvet coat I stole when I crept out, and a blurry photo I took of his face mashed into the pillow. Not great clues.
Why did I take his jacket, you ask? I guess I thought my walk of shame would feel less shameful if I covered my wedding dress with Santa’s jacket. It didn’t. But I made it back to my room without being seen, packed up, and headed home with no one finding out I spent what should have been my wedding night with a stranger. 
Until a month and a half later, when two pink lines gave me the shock of a lifetime, ensuring that everyone would know exactly how I spent that night.
That’s right. 
My fiancé left me at the altar, and the first thing I did was run out and get knocked up by Santa Claus.
Talk about a Ho Ho Ho.






  
  Chapter 2
Christmas Party Do-Over
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Archer


“You’re sure you want to do this again? I recall it didn’t work out so well for you last year.” My best friend, Eric Baxter, sits on the couch in my hotel suite, arms spread wide across the back, looking more relaxed than I’ve ever felt, as he waits for me to get ready for the company Christmas party. 
Truthfully, I don’t know if I want to do this again, but I have a feeling that replacing a shitty memory with a better one is the best way to put this past year to bed. A last farewell, if you will. 
I step out of the bathroom, sporting a fake stomach strapped to my front and a pair of red velvet pants held up by wide, black suspenders. I spin the luxurious white beard dangling from my fingers and walk over to grab my scotch from my desk.
“Yes. I need to do it. It will be fun for the staff and their families, and it’s my way of putting everything that happened with Annabelle to bed.” She didn’t ruin Christmas for me, despite her ill-timed wish during last year’s party for Santa to destroy the sex tape she’d made with her trainer so her rich boyfriend wouldn’t see it. The rich boyfriend in question? Yeah, that was me.
Eric bursts into laughter. “Her eyes, man. You should have seen her eyes when she realized you were in the Santa costume! I’ve never seen eyes get that wide. I honestly thought they were at risk of popping right out of her head and rolling across the floor. It was the funniest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”
Yeah, looking back, I can see the humour in the situation. Not that I found it funny back then. Considering I’d hoped she would ask Santa for a proposal, her wish to hide a sex tape she made with someone else set that ring in my pocket on fire. But it also did something else: set free the stirrings of relief.
No matter how it came about, I dodged a bullet. That’s what I need to remember. 
“I’m glad my pain entertained you. But really, she did me a favour. We were never right for each other.”
Truthfully, I’m not getting any younger. I’ve always wanted a family, and I thought Annabelle would be an acceptable choice for a partner. Turns out I couldn’t have been more wrong. Looking back, I realize now that she would have been a terrible mother and an even worse wife. We hadn’t even seen each other for almost three months because of our conflicting schedules before the fateful Christmas party. I honestly do not know why I thought I should ask her to marry me. I was settling, and I knew it.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky tonight and your runaway bride will be running away again. You could make it a yearly thing.” Eric lifts his glass to me and shakes his head. “Only you could pick up a woman while dressed as Santa.”
After Annabelle’s confession at last year’s party, I took myself to the hotel bar while security escorted her from the building. I planned to drink top-shelf whiskey until I passed out while Eric and my assistant, MaeLynn, removed every trace of Annabelle from my apartment. I would never entertain the thought of reconciliation with someone who could cheat on me so easily and then ask Santa Claus for help to cover it up. I’m not that desperate.
I may have been planning to drown my sorrows in whiskey, but when a curvy brunette in a wedding dress sat beside me and ordered three shots of tequila and a double margarita, plans changed. After that, figuring her out became my new plan. A more appealing prospect than ruminating over Annabelle’s confession to Santa. I sat there transfixed as she swallowed the shots like they were water, asked the bartender for three more, then turned, looked right at me and said, ‘What’s up, Santa?’ with a single lift of her chin. For some unknown reason, I replied, ‘Hey there, Bride.’ The sheer ridiculousness of the exchange caught me off guard and, with the help of the several whiskeys I’d already consumed, I completely lost it. I’m not sure how long I laughed, but when I finished, she was still there, smiling at me and sipping on her margarita. 
The rest of the night is a bit of a blur, but bits and pieces have come back to me over the past year. I know I laughed harder that night than I ever had before in my life, and I know I ended up back in my hotel room with the bride. I never even learned her name. I called her Bride all night, and she called me Santa. I’m not sure what I called her when we had sex, but the fuzzy memory of the words “Yes, Santa” being moaned in my ear still gets me hard when I think of it. By the time we made it back to the hotel room, we were so hot for each other that our clothes practically flew off. Even the six hundred or so buttons on her dress didn’t slow us down.
When I woke up the next morning, she was gone, and she’d taken the jacket of my Santa costume with her. The costume shop was not pleased that I’d lost it, and I was not pleased that she took it and didn’t leave her phone number. It wasn’t like I was in a position to start a new relationship right then, and I doubt she was, either, what with the wedding dress and all. Even so, it would have been nice to have a way to contact her later on. 
That night is still the best I’ve ever had.
“I highly doubt she’d be running away from another wedding only a year later,” I say to Eric. “She didn’t seem like the type to run in the first place, let alone to do it on multiple occasions.”
“What do you know, man? You would have proposed to that witch, Annabelle, if you hadn’t found out about her cam girl debut. Your judgment is clearly flawed.”
“Yeah, yeah. Not my finest hour.” And it really wasn’t. I was proposing more out of the sense that it's what I should do in my life at my age, and not because I loved her. Again, thank god she was so drunk she didn’t realize it was me in the Santa costume or I might never have learned her secret. 
Eric throws back the rest of his drink and stands up. “Well, I’m heading back to the party,” he says, placing his glass on the desk. “Shoot me or MaeLynn a text when you want me to announce your entrance.”
Thinking back on that night almost a year ago, all I can do is smile. Truthfully, Annabelle hasn’t crossed my mind in months. The only person from that night who crosses my mind these days is the beautiful bride who made me forget my problems. She crosses my mind more than I’d like to admit. 
I looked for her the next day, but without a name, I had too little to go on. This is a giant hotel, with a few large ballrooms and several smaller ones, and there were several weddings, not to mention other parties, that night. Plus, no matter how much I pleaded, the hotel staff wouldn’t give me the names of the couples who were having weddings. Something about protecting the privacy of their customers. I couldn’t even find anyone who would take a bribe, which was both impressive and frustrating. All I have left are some blurry, disjointed memories, and the lingering certainty that it was the best night of my life. 
Still, as far as relationships go, even my runaway bride proved they’re not all they’re cracked up to be. She ran away from her wedding after all, and then she ran away from me. If that doesn’t scream relationships never work, I don’t know what does. 

      [image: ]“Is this what happened at the end of the party last year?” I yell to Eric as I walk through the ballroom looking for any items my staff may have forgotten. “You wandered around looking for lost toys?”
As if the embarrassment of last year’s failed proposal weren’t bad enough, it happened during my first time hosting the company Christmas party since I’d taken over. We’d had Christmas parties before, of course, but when my father ran the company, they were uptight affairs full of his uptight golf buddies and other uptight society pricks. The asshole didn’t even bother to invite the staff to the party. If that doesn’t tell you what kind of man my father is, then nothing will. When I took over, one of the first things I did was to dismantel the party-planning committee that my father had staffed with his friends’ mistresses and hire an actual event-planning company. I also gave them strict instructions to make the party family-friendly. 
I volunteered to play Santa because I wanted to see the faces of my staff when they finally got to attend the party. That, and I wanted to see the kids’ faces when they got all the latest toys and gadgets—with their parents’ permission, of course. I didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes by giving their kids video game systems and electronics without telling them first. I wanted to make my staff and their children happy and to see the smiles on their faces while I did it. Annabelle nearly ruined that for me, too, by jumping to the front of the line and sitting on Santa’s lap before any of the kids had the chance.
I should have thrown her on the floor then and there, instead of waiting for her to spew her betrayal in the form of a request from Santa. What kind of idiot asks Santa Claus to help her lie about cheating? If that’s not naughty list material, nothing is. Once again, I’m reminded of how thankful I should be that I decided to surprise Annabelle with a Christmas proposal and that her powers of observation are so abysmal. If she’d recognized me, I’d never have known she’d cheated, and we’d most likely be married already.
Eric laughs at me from across the room. “Not exactly. If you’ll recall, MaeLynn and I moved every trace of Annabelle out of your apartment while you went out with your runaway bride. Some of the other guys took care of rounding up lost items.”
At least this year, I got to enjoy the rest of the party. Last year, after having Annabelle escorted from the premises, I forced myself to stay and hand out the gifts to the kids because I couldn’t bear to disappoint the kids, but I left soon after. Compared with that, I’m doing great this year. Hell, I even made it out of the costume. 
I’ve already been back to my hotel room to remove the Santa costume, and I’m wearing the burgundy three-piece suit I bought specifically for the party. Well, most of it anyway. After playing Santa and handing out toys to all the kids and cash bonuses to the adults, I needed to get out of that damn Santa suit so I could be myself and enjoy the party. I didn’t count on it being so warm in the ballroom even without the costume, though. My jacket came off almost immediately, and I haven’t put it back on since. It’s still hanging on the back of a chair backstage where I left it.
“You coming out for drinks after this? We’re hitting that new club that opened up downtown. I hear only the most beautiful women get in. What do you think? Isn’t it time you ended your dry spell?” 
Another effect of being humiliated by the woman I’d planned on proposing to? I’ve been celibate since that night. After my runaway bride ran off the next morning, I had no interest in looking for another hook-up. I let everyone think it was because of Annabelle, but the more time passed, the more I realized she had nothing to do with it. After my runaway bride, I gave up. 
But it might be time to get back on the horse.
Or a woman, as it were.
“You know what? I think I will join you,” I say, trying to muster up some excitement at the prospect of meeting someone but falling short. “Who else is going?”
“Just the guys. Mason knows the owner, so they’re in the VIP section. He’s already there with Damien and Lucas.” He scans the ballroom. “Looks like we’re done here.”
I look around. He’s right. There’s nothing left but the cleanup, and the hotel takes care of that as part of the fee I paid for the ballroom. Nothing is stopping me from going to that club, finding a willing woman, and taking her to bed for what will most likely be a mediocre time. 
But for some reason, I’m having trouble getting excited about that. My dick couldn’t be less interested. Maybe he’ll rally when we get to the club and find someone interesting. It’s worth a shot, at least.
“Yeah, looks like you’re right.”
“Well, okay then, Mr. President, let’s go get you laid.” 
I force a laugh and follow him to the door. “One thing at a time,” I say. “This is the first time I’ve been out in a year. Maybe let’s just let me get acclimated to the scene again, hey?” As the words leave my mouth, I can taste how awful it’s going to be. The last thing I want is to get acclimated to the scene again. I’m thirty-four, well past the age of going to clubs and hooking up with random strangers. 
Fuck, I hate being in this position. Annabelle may not have been the ideal match for me, but at least she was someone. 
Eric stops inside the doors and grabs my arm. “Archer,” he says seriously. “You don’t have to do this, you know? If you don’t want to hook up with someone, then don’t. No one is forcing you to move on if you’re not ready. If you need more time after the whole Annabelle thing, take more time.” He’s breathing heavier by the time he stops talking and takes his hand off my arm.
“That hurt you, didn’t it?” I joke. 
He snorts a laugh and shakes his head. “You have no idea.”
I give him a brotherly clap on the back. “I appreciate it, man. And you’re right. I’m not ready. But I will come out with you and the boys. Maybe a little fun is just what I need.” I take a step toward the door.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Eric asks, looking pointedly at my shirt. “I know it’s not exactly cold in Westborough in the winter, but you should probably still get your jacket.”
“Shit.” I walk toward the backstage area. “I’ll grab it and meet you in the lobby. Go find us a cab, or order an Uber or something.”
“You know, you have enough money to keep a driver and car on staff. You should think about that,” he calls out after me. 
“Yeah, yeah. Fuck off.” I laugh. “You know I hate that kind of shit.”
I can hear his laughter echoing down the hall. Eric understands why I feel the way I feel about my family’s money, but he still likes to give me grief about it from time to time. He wouldn’t be my best friend if he didn’t. 
I find my jacket right where I left it earlier this evening, and I’m sliding my arms into it when I hear a panicked-sounding voice from the main ballroom.
“Shit! No, no, no. Why is the party over so early? It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Fucking Gavin. Fucking Charlie. Fuck my life. The hotel doesn’t have any more parties booked. How will I ever find him now?”
I chuckle at the sudden burst of colourful vocabulary. When I step out of the backstage area to investigate, I spot a woman so dejected-looking I long to hug her. Her bright carrot-orange hair is in a large knot on top of her head, with stray curls sticking out at odd angles. She’s buried her face in her hands. The leggings and hooded sweatshirt combo she’s sporting tells me she likely wasn’t an attendee at the party. My staff aren’t rich, but they dressed up for the event tonight. And if her clothes weren’t enough to call attention to her, she’s sitting on the floor, elbows balanced on her knees, curled up in a tight ball. She must be lost. Inexplicably, the only thing I want is to help her.
“Hello? Are you looking for someone? Maybe I can help you?”
Her head jerks up at the sound of my voice, and she stares straight at me, her eyes wide. “Holy shit, it’s really you.”






  
  Chapter 3
Santa Sighting
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Phoebe


“Holy shit, it’s really you.” 
I can’t believe it worked. 
I found him. 
Now what?
“Are you a new hire? Did I miss you? I’m afraid I don’t have the bonus checks on me, but I can let HR know and they’ll have it deposited directly into your account. I was about to head out, but let’s try to get this straightened out first.”
What? Does he really not recognize me?
His concern about having missed giving me a bonus check seems genuine. I wonder if he could get in trouble for something like that. A Santa not handing out all the gifts would probably be reprimanded by their talent company, I bet. Or maybe even fired. I’m surprised at how calm he is. He found a crazed woman sitting on the floor in a ballroom about to burst into tears. I don’t even look like I belong here, yet his first instinct is that I’m an employee he doesn’t recognize who’s upset about not getting a bonus check. God, I hope he’s this nice when he finds out the reason I’m here.
I’m nervous, which makes me even more self-conscious about my far too casual attire. For all the other Christmas parties I dressed up, but Charlie and Gavin were so late getting home that I didn’t have time to get ready. I managed a quick shower and styled half my hair, but it was impossible to get everything done with Lincoln wanting constant cuddles. I had to throw my hair up in a huge messy bun on top of my head and spread some lip balm on my lips and call it a day. Hell, I’m even still wearing the leggings and hooded sweatshirt from when I gave Lincoln his bath. It’s still sporting a few damp spots, some of which I know for a fact are puke, not water. Frankly, I’m a mess.
You know who isn’t a mess? Mr. Santa himself. He’s standing there in a perfectly tailored three-piece suit and a pair of obviously very expensive dress shoes. He’s dressed to impress, and he’s so much hotter than I remember. The blurry candid picture I have on my cell phone doesn’t do him justice. The wavy brown hair is shorter than last year, and not nearly as messy, probably due to not having just spent the entire night having wild monkey sex, but it’s easy to see it’s him. The chocolate brown eyes I’ve seen in my dreams for the last year gaze on me with concern now.
“Miss? Are you alright?”
Shit. I’ve been staring at him while he’s waiting for an answer. Why did I think I could do this? I shove my hand in my pocket and finger the thick envelope I put there earlier, my backup plan giving me courage.
I’ve spent the last three weekends trawling through the various Christmas parties hosted in this hotel. Each night I’d get myself dolled up, make sure Charlie and Gavin had everything they needed to babysit for the evening, kiss Lincoln, then go crash holiday parties looking for a man whose name I didn’t even know. I never thought I’d be the one pulling Santa beards at Christmas parties, but when you’re looking for your baby’s Santa daddy, you do what needs doing. And no, I didn’t do it in front of any kids. I’m not a monster. Of course, the one night I didn’t have time to make myself presentable would be the night that I finally found him. I straighten up and square my shoulders, feigning a confidence I don’t feel. Get it together, Phoebe. You came here for one reason, and it wasn’t to win a beauty contest. 
I wouldn’t mind if I looked a little less lived-in, though. It turns out that my memories of my Santa’s good looks were inaccurate, but not in the way I’d assumed. I had convinced myself that I’d exaggerated his sex appeal thanks to beer goggles and a spotty memory, but this Adonis standing in front of me has proven that to be a lie. The man is cologne-advertisement sexy, the perfect mix of brooding and approachable, gloomy and joyous, mysterious and captivating. And the way he fills out a suit? If the image that flashed through my mind is correct, I’m positive he’s hiding a pair of those sexy V-lines that only exist on men in fitness magazines and firefighter calendars. So yeah, I didn’t exaggerate his looks at all. If anything, I downplayed them. If I’d remembered the truth of it, I would have thought the entire night had been a dream. You know, if not for the whole impregnated-by-Santa thing I had as proof.
Because, seriously, no one should be this good-looking. It’s too distracting, too mesmerizing, too … much.
When I look up, he’s standing right next to me in all his sexy Santa glory. 
I look down again, fiddling with the envelope in my pocket some. “I … I don’t know. Wait. What did you say?”
He offers his hand, pulling me up off the floor, sending a riot of tingles flying through me. When he lets go, it takes everything in me not to rub my fingers together to prolong the aftershocks. 
“Are you looking for someone from HR? Did I miss you when I was handing out the bonus checks? I’m sure I can have that in your account tomorrow at the latest.”
I shake my head, finally understanding what he’s been saying. He doesn’t recognize me. He thinks I’m an employee. “Oh, no. That’s not it.”
He draws his brows in confusion. “Oh, well, were you looking for someone who came to the party?” 
I shake my head. Then nod my head. Then shake it again. Geez, talk about confusing.
The man, my baby’s father, the guy I’ve been looking for at all these Christmas parties, takes in my appearance, looking me up and down. A look of what I’m sure is recognition comes across his face. This is it, Phoebe. He remembers you. All that’s left is for me to tell him. After that, it’s in his hands.
I open my mouth, ready to confess everything, when a voice from the doorway cuts me off.
“Oh, my god. There you are, babe. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” A feminine voice calls out from somewhere behind me, and I jump away from the man, guilt gnawing at me. “Who’s your little friend?” She asks, wiggling her fingers in my direction.
One look at the woman leaves me breathless. She’s gorgeous. Like walking-down-the-runway-in-her-underwear-with-wings-strapped-to-her-back gorgeous. And it’s obvious she had time to get dolled up before coming here. Not that she needs much to make her look beautiful. Her long legs, lean dancer’s body, delicate features, and long blonde hair take care of that all on their own. Everything else just enhances what she already has. 
I cringe when I look down at my spit-up-stained outfit and the messy bun to end all messy buns flops over my forehead. A lump forms in my throat when my mind catches up with what she’s said. 
She called him babe. 
Ah, shit. My heart drops into my stomach. He has a girlfriend? 
The woman is glaring at me for all she’s worth. She looks me up and down, a smirk on her face, and my skin crawls. I don’t think she likes me very much. Not that I can blame her. She caught me making heart eyes at her boyfriend, after all. 
Good thing I prepared a backup plan.
I don’t want to out him in front of her. There’s no need to blow up his life in case he decides he wants nothing to do with Lincoln, so I slide the fat envelope out of my pocket and hold it out to him. “Here. I came to give you this. It’s personal, so maybe wait until you’re alone to open it. Read it when you can and get in touch. I’ve included all the, uh, pertinent information.”
He takes it and opens his mouth to say something, but I turn on my heel and run out of that ballroom like my ass is on fire, with tears stinging my eyes before I’ve even made it out the doors. Luckily, the elevator is still on this floor when I get there, so the doors open as soon as I press the button. I’m slamming my hand on the close door button before my body is inside the cabin, looking behind me the whole time, hoping no one has followed. When the doors finally close, I slump against the wall and release a breath. 
Well, that … sucked.
How fucking stupid could I be?
When I imagined meeting Lincoln’s father again, it had somehow never occurred to me he would have a girlfriend. And why would it? I’ve spent the last year growing, birthing, and then caring for a baby. Lincoln kept me so busy that it didn’t even cross my mind to think about relationships. 
Looks like the same can’t be said for Lincoln’s dad. 
His beautiful girlfriend showed up as I was about to spill my guts. How could I possibly stick around after that? I mean, I should have, but as soon as she arrived, guilt started eating at me. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.
It isn’t until I’m back home, sitting at the kitchen table alone with a fresh cup of tea, that the disappointment really hits me. It’s not like I’m looking for a relationship or anything—just look how the last one turned out—but somewhere deep down I harboured a tiny feeling of what if? 
We had so much fun the one night we were together that my clearest memories are of us laughing. On what could have been the worst night of my life, I’d laughed harder than I ever had before. And came harder than I ever had before, too. Our chemistry was off the charts. I’d have to be insane not to have at least a little hope that we could be something more.
But I should have known better. A guy like that doesn’t stay single for a year. Hell, I doubt he stayed single for a month.
Shit. Wait.
I jerk with a sudden realization, bumping my tea and spilling it on the table. What if he was never single at all? Was I the other woman? Some random chick he got pregnant while cheating on his girlfriend? His wife? Suddenly, my stomach is roiling too much for tea.
“Hey,” Charlie says, pulling a mug out of the cupboard. She grabs a tea bag from the canister on the counter and uses the remaining water from the kettle to fix her own cup. She hands me a few paper towels to clean up my mess. “You’re home early. How did it go? Do we need to expand our search to include mall Santas?” She chuckles. “I’m pretty short. Put me in a hoodie and a baseball cap and I’m sure I could pass for a kid. I don’t mind pushing little brats out of the way to get us to the front of every line.”
I hiccup a laugh. “No. I won’t need you to assault any children.” I look away and take a deep breath. “I found him.”
Charlie’s mouth works noiselessly as she drops heavily into the chair next to me. “Seriously?”
I lean back. “Yeah.”
“So … now what?”
I chuckle dryly. “Well, considering he had no idea who I was? I guess we wait and see if he contacts me after he reads the letter I gave him.” If his girlfriend had held off for five minutes, I think he might have figured it out. It looked like recognition was dawning on him, anyway.
“He didn’t recognize you?” She looks me up and down. “That tracks, actually. Have you seen yourself? You’ve let your hair go back to its natural red, and you’re covered in freckles. When you were with Webster, you always hid the two most recognizable parts of yourself. Lincoln’s father met you when you had brown hair and a face full of makeup. To him, you were a beautiful brunette with porcelain skin. Not to mention, you were wearing a wedding dress. And didn’t you say he’d already been drinking before you got to the bar? I’m not all that surprised that he didn’t recognize you.” 
“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
She raises her eyebrows and gestures for me to continue. “Well, what did he say when you told him? Did he seem angry or upset? Do we need to sic Gavin on him?”
I snort a laugh and choke on a sob simultaneously. “I didn’t get the chance to tell him.”
She raises an eyebrow. “Why the hell not?”
I drop my head to the table and groan. “His super-hot girlfriend showed up, and I panicked. I shoved the letter at him and ran.”
“No! A girlfriend? What the hell?”
I lift my head and drop it against the table, the cold wood soothing against my skin, though the impact fails to knock any sense into me. Ever since I saw him, the previously fuzzy memories of our night together keep flashing through my brain with his face front and centre, highlighting the hope I didn’t want to acknowledge before tonight. 
I never wanted a fairy tale ending, but I couldn’t suppress a glimmer of hope that something would come of seeing Lincoln’s father again. At the very least, I thought I would learn his name during our first reunion, even if I didn’t get to broach the subject of him being Lincoln’s dad. I certainly never thought he would look at me with confusion, not even remembering who I am. It comes as a bit of a blow to realize how forgettable I was.
Shit. I still don’t know his name. 
I’m not any farther ahead. I still know nothing about him. 
“It doesn’t matter if he has a girlfriend, Charlie.” I had no business hoping for anything, anyway. “I found him, and that’s what matters.”
“How long are you going to wait for him to call before you call him? We only have the house for a couple more months.”
My laugh is brittle as I shrug. “It’s in his hands now, Charlie. There’s nothing more I can do.” 
“Well … shit,” she says before standing abruptly, pushing her chair halfway across the room. “I think this calls for cookies. Time to bake something. I found a recipe for bacon chocolate chip cookies. I have a good feeling about it.” 
I sigh. It’s been a long night, and it looks like it’s about to get longer. 
Charlie’s instinct is to bake when she’s stressed, and if she could ever accomplish it without setting off the smoke detectors, it would be a kind gesture. But she’s a hazard in the kitchen, so now I’ll have to stay up to make sure she doesn’t burn the house down. Or worse, wake up Lincoln with the alarm.






  
  Chapter 4
Feeling Nostalgic
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I stare after the woman, a sense of familiarity warming in my chest as she runs past Annabelle and out of the ballroom. Stunned, I slip the thick envelope she gave me into the inside pocket of my suit jacket. That will have to wait until later. Right now, I have something more pressing to deal with. 
“What the fuck are you doing here, Annabelle?” 
I haven’t seen Annabelle since her ill-fated request to Santa. Not that she hasn’t tried to see me a few times, but I’ve always had security escort her from the premises. After she showed her true colours last year, I wanted to keep her as far away from me as possible. 
Looks like my good luck has finally run out.
“Aw, baby. Don’t be like that,” she pouts. When she steps toward me on sky-high stilettos, the slit in her dress shows more leg than most people consider acceptable in polite company. I don’t recall her having been this thirsty before. Has she changed that much? 
“What are you doing here? After what happened last year, I would think my company’s Christmas party is the last place you’d want to show your face. How’d you even know where I would be tonight?” 
She trails her long manicured fingernails down my arm and a shudder racks my body. I take a step back. This is not the same Annabelle I remember. 
She huffs a breath, and the scent of vodka wafts past my nose. “Your mother told me where you were. I came to tell you I still love you, and I forgive you.” She flutters her eyelashes, the extensions so long and thick I’m pretty sure they make their own breeze. Those are new, too.
“My mother? What the hell are you doing talking to my mother?” And what is my mother doing talking to her? “What do you mean ‘you forgive me’? You’re the one who cheated on me. What the hell do I need your forgiveness for?”
She sighs and rolls her eyes. “She kept in touch with me after that unfortunate incident last year. But enough about her. Don’t you miss me?”
I bark a laugh. “Miss you? You made a sex tape with another man, Annabelle. Why would I miss you? Where is he tonight, anyway? Don’t you have some filming to do?”
She pops a hip and crosses her arms in front of her, examining the nails on one hand. “I never meant for you to find out,” she whines. “I wanted Santa to help me make sure you never saw the video. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t even go to that trainer anymore.” She drops her arms to her side and fixes me with a sultry stare. “So we can be together again, baby. Isn’t that wonderful news?”
“You fucking cheated on me, Annabelle. What on earth makes you think I would take you back?” I take a deep breath, willing myself to calm down. What the fuck? Is she for real? I swivel my head, looking for cameras because even on her drunkest day, Annabelle had never been like this. “Okay, but really. Is this a prank? You can’t be serious. Where’s Ashton?” She glares at me. “You’re serious? Oh. Well, then. Yeah.” I clear my throat, thanking the powers that be yet again for showing me that Annabelle and I were not right for each other. She would have driven me insane within a year. “Annabelle, no. We are never getting back together.” The Taylor Swift song plays in my head, and I smile. 
Would it be too cruel to play it for Annabelle right now? Probably. I pull my phone out of my pocket and open my music player, you know, in case I decide cruelty is the way to go.
“But we were so good together,” she whines. “We look amazing in photos.”
“No, we really weren’t. You were always travelling, and we were both too busy with work.. In the six months we were together, we saw each other so infrequently that I wonder how I ever thought we were dating. And who cares about photos? That shit doesn’t matter. You’re a model, Annabelle. It’s literally your job to look good in photos, regardless of who’s in them with you. No, I think this worked out for the best.”
“Doesn’t it matter what I think?” She stamps her foot like a petulant child. “What if I want to get back together?”
I laugh again. If she thinks this is going to work out in her favour, she’s delusional. 
Fuck. I need a drink.
“What you think stopped mattering to me the minute you hopped into bed with another guy.” 
She huffs a laugh at me. “Well, it’s not my fault you dressed up like Santa Claus. I thought you were one of his official helpers.” 
I snort a laugh, appreciating the joke until I look at Annabelle and see she’s not joking. “Wait. Do you…? Annabelle. You don’t think Santa is real, do you?” 
She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “No, Archer. I’m not stupid. I said I thought you were a real Santa’s Helper. Like a trained Santa impersonator. I couldn’t get in touch with my therapist and I thought that a Santa impersonator would be the next best thing. Instead, it was you. I’d never have asked for what I did if I’d known you were in that costume.” 
I shake my head, still not sure if she believes in Santa, but not really interested in finding out the answer. If she believes there is such a thing as official Santa’s Helpers, it’s entirely possible she believes in old Saint Nick. I don’t care either way, though.
No, the only thing I want to know right now is, who was that woman I was talking to earlier? Her tear-stained face, wild red hair, and wide smile are stuck in my brain. 
Her ass in those leggings wasn’t bad, either.
“Archer. Are you listening to me?” Annabelle snaps her fingers in front of my face to get my attention. “I said, you can take me out tonight, and we’ll talk about this.”
I scoff. “You can’t be serious. I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“Look. You’re not being rational right now. I get it. You’ve had a long day. You deserve some time to yourself after hosting this ridiculous party for the … people in your company.” She shudders. 
Annabelle never agreed with what I wanted to do for my staff. She figured they weren’t important enough for me to talk to or spend time with, let alone invite to the company Christmas party. I don’t know what I ever saw in her. 
“They’re so lucky to have a nice boss like you. Of course, you know you can’t afford to throw these parties for them every year. When you go back to the lovely cocktail parties your father used to host, you’ll need someone like me on your arm. A powerful man deserves a beautiful woman to help him look good to investors.” She reaches out to smooth my tie, but I yank it from her hand and step away. “At least you’ve dressed appropriately. I’m so glad you skipped the whole Santa thing this year.”
I shake my head. She always did care more for appearances than anything else. “I didn’t skip it. I changed earlier so I could enjoy the party after I passed out the gifts.”
She rolls her eyes again, as though she can’t believe how stupid I am. “Well, you’re certainly not going to be doing that next year. Throwing them a party is one thing. Spending time with them is another thing altogether. You’re better than them, Archer. What will people think if they know you fraternize with your employees? It’s weird.”
“Says the woman who has her naked ass posted all over the world wide web.”
She waves me off. “That’s a nonissue. Your mother got me in touch with someone who specializes in wiping things like that from the internet.”
There she goes, bringing up my mother again. “What does my mother have to do with this? Why would she care if you’re flashing your pussy all over the internet for the world to see?”
She cringes. “Must you speak like that? I told you I didn’t mean for you to find out. I said I was sorry. And it’s not like I was that recognizable in the video. If people had known it was me, there would have been no stopping its spread. I contained the situation. What more do you want from me before we can move forward?”
What the hell? I want to shake this woman. Why doesn’t she get it?
“Annabelle. I want you to listen carefully. We will not be moving forward. Nothing is going to happen between us ever again. Please leave me alone.”
She scoffs again, tossing her hair. “Your mother is already planning the engagement party, Archer. Why would she do that if we weren’t getting back together?” She holds her hands up. “But okay, I will leave you be for now. Call me when you get yourself sorted out. Don’t wait too long, though. It will be a summer wedding, and you’re going to have to pull strings to get me the venue I want.” She spins and flounces out, hair flowing behind her while she puts an extra wiggle into her ass. 
My mind races. My mother is planning an engagement party? What the hell is she thinking? She knows I broke up with Annabelle a year ago. I thought I had made it plain that we were over for good. 
With a resigned sigh, I take one last look around the ballroom, giving Annabelle time to get downstairs and leave the building before I go to the lobby. I step off the elevator in time to catch Eric jogging into the hotel from the main entrance.
“Hey, man. You might not want to leave yet. I just saw Annabelle out there. Looks like she’s waiting for her driver or something.”
I heave a sigh and rub my hand down my face. “Yeah. She ambushed me. That’s why I took so long to come down. Look, I’m going to cancel on you tonight. I’m not in the mood for the club after all. Turns out my mother’s been meeting up with Annabelle behind my back. Somehow, they’ve both gotten it into their heads that I’m going to take Annabelle back and that we’ll be getting married soon.”
“What? That’s ridiculous. Your mom knows there’s a video out there of Annabelle fucking some other dude, right? Doesn’t that go against her whole make-the-company-look-respectable crusade?”
“She knows. Apparently, she put her in touch with a company that makes that kind of stuff disappear. Annabelle seems to think there’s no trace left.” I wouldn’t know. I didn’t watch it when I first found out about it, and I’m certainly not going to look for it now. 
“So what now?”
“I need to find out what my mother has to say for herself, I guess. I’m too exhausted to deal with it tonight, though.” I tilt my head toward the hotel bar. “Grab a drink with me before you head to the club?” 
He nods and slaps me on the shoulder. “Yeah, man. Let’s go. I’m buying.”
Eric takes the lead and walks into the hotel bar ahead of me, leading me to the counter before pushing me down onto a stool. “Sit.” 
“Dude, I’m fine. It’s not that serious.”
“I know. I just like pushing you around.” He laughs and signals to the bartender. “And if you’re not coming to the club tonight, I need to get my hits in now.” 
I turn on my stool to face the bar, and a memory floats into my brain. This is the stool I was sitting on last year when the runaway bride stormed up and ordered her tequila. Her puffy white ballgown, elaborately styled hair, and face full of makeup screamed fruity cocktail more than straight tequila, and I couldn’t tear my attention away from her after that. I can’t help but smile as I remember the way she threw those shots back, like they were nothing more than water. 
“Two scotch and sodas, please,” I hear Eric.
“Actually,” I say, turning back around to face the bartender, “I’ll take three shots of tequila and a margarita, please.”
“It’s your funeral,” the guy says as he grabs the tequila from the shelf behind him. “Don’t come crying to me when this tequila comes to visit you later tonight like the Ghost of Christmas Past's bad decisions.”
Eric raises an eyebrow, and I shrug. “It’s nostalgic.” 
Eric laughs. “I can’t wait to hear how nostalgic you feel tomorrow morning.” 
He’s probably right, but I can’t bring myself to care about tomorrow morning. For now, I’m going to enjoy my tequila and attempt to remember the best night of my life. 
The bartender drops off the drinks and returns to the other end of the bar.
“Bottom’s up” I tap my shot glass to Eric’s drink before swallowing it back. The liquid burns its way down my throat, making my eyes water. “Fuck,” I splutter. “What the hell? That shit’s just not good.”
So much for nostalgia. How did my runaway bride drink this shit with no reaction? It burns like gasoline all the way down. 
Eric laughs and smacks me on the back while I cough. “Want that scotch and soda now?” 
I shake my head and force out a raspy, “No, I’m good.” 
He chuckles into his drink. “Sure you are, buddy.” 
He’s right. I’m not good. I need to get to the bottom of whatever my mother is up to, and the thought of confronting her has me reaching for my next shot. It goes down more smoothly than the last one, and the next is even better. I signal to the bartender for another round.
Before I know what’s happening, Eric is pouring me into a cab and sending me home. The next thing I remember is stumbling into the elevator at my building and heading up to the penthouse. Once inside my apartment, I strip, leaving a trail of discarded clothing on the way to my bedroom before dropping face-first onto my bed. 
I pass out to the nagging thought that there’s something else about the redheaded woman that I’m supposed to remember, but the tequila-induced blackness pulls me down before I puzzle out what it is.






  
  Chapter 5
Investigating Santa
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Phoebe


“I still can’t believe he didn’t recognize you.” Charlie sets a giant mug of steaming cappuccino on the table in front of me. After my early wake-up, caused by yet another of her failed attempts at baking, I couldn’t care less what I drink as long as it’s caffeinated. “No, wait. That’s not exactly true. I can believe that.” I give her a disbelieving look. “What? Cut that out. You know you look different from the way you did last year. What I can’t believe is that after all the trouble you went through to find him, you didn’t even introduce yourself. You should have introduced yourself, Phoebe. That’s the whole reason you were there. That’s the reason we’re in Westborough at all.” 
She has a point. I used to colour over my copper hair and slather makeup on to cover my freckles, and the first day I met Lincoln’s father was no different. Still, while my hair’s longer and redder, and I have a few freckles, and I’ve gained some weight, it’s not like I’m completely unrecognizable. At least, I wouldn’t have thought so before last night. What I don’t understand is how he seemed on the verge of recognizing me when his girlfriend walked in. 
Like he was about to figure out how he knew me. 
But that’s just wishful thinking. Maybe I’m not as memorable as I thought.
“Who doesn’t recognize you?” Xena, the owner of Bump & Grind, the adorable coffee shop and bakery where Charlie works, asks while pouring a coffee for her friend, Devon. 
Every time I pick Charlie up at the end of her shift, Xena and Devon have been here. Xena I can understand, considering she owns the place, but I can’t figure out why Devon is always here. He’s fun to talk to, though, so I usually sit with him for a few minutes before Charlie and I leave.
“You remember I told you Phoebe moved here to find her baby daddy? Well, she found him, but instead of talking to him and finding out anything about him, she panicked and ran away.” 
“Charlie,” I huff. “That’s not what happened.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “Well, not exactly.” I turn to Xena and explain, “His girlfriend showed up. I didn’t want to put him on the spot, so I gave him the letter and information I had prepared and left.” Okay, so maybe I left in a hurry, but to say I was running away is putting it a little too strongly. The quick-step, shuffle-walk I did could hardly be called running. Maybe one could consider it a slow jog, but even that’s pushing it.
“A girlfriend?” Xena yells, reaching under the counter and pulling out a familiar-looking sword. “Tell me where that bastard is. I do not condone cheating.” 
Devon steps around the counter and, much to the surprise of the few customers waiting in line, hoists Xena with one massive arm. “That’s enough, sweetheart,” he says. “You’ve already had the cops called on you six times this month. You know how your brother gets when he has to come deal with you.”
Xena struggles in his grip, kicking her legs in the air. Devon’s well over six feet tall, an enormous beast of a man, and Xena is barely five feet, making it look like he’s carrying a squirmy kid. Her frantic energy is no match for his calm, controlled demeanour, though, so she cannot free herself. It’s ridiculous how cute they are together.
She huffs and stops wiggling, crossing her arms over her chest. “Pshh, what good is having a brother who’s a cop if he can’t take care of some of silly charges every once in a while? It’s a rubber sword, for the love of ducks. It’s not like I could do any actual damage.” 
Devon sets her down and takes her sword, putting it back under the counter. “That’s not the point, Princess. You know, he has to put money in the sword jar at the precinct every time they get a call about you. He’s single-handedly funded the last five staff events because of you and your sword.” 
Charlie looks over at me with wide eyes, and we both burst out laughing. Imagining Xena, who looks like an
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