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Chapter One


Count


 


 


            “I know, Papa.
I know! I’ll have those numbers to
you ASAP. I just have a couple more places to scope out and then I’ll be home.”


            She heard
the sound of her father hacking on the other end of the phone. He sounded worse
than he did yesterday when she spoke to him. And with less than three weeks
left until Christmas Eve, she worried for his health.


            “Did you
get to the doctor yet?” she demanded before he hung up.


            “Not yet. I
have an appointment with him on Thursday. In the meantime, your mother is
keeping me doused with her dreadful-tasting tea concoction.”


            Nicolette laughed.
“I know what you mean. That stuff tastes like sludge, but it did wonders for me
when I had a bad cold. Just take care of yourself, okay?”


            “I will, I
will. Report back to me when you get home, Nika.” 


            “Love you, Papa.”


            “Love you,
too. ‘Bye.”


            Pocketing
her cell phone in her coat pocket, she glanced up at the dark gray sky. At the
same time, a snowflake landed on the tip of her nose, making her giggle. It
wasn’t Christmas without snow, in her opinion. That, and the festive
decorations and lights seemed to make her heart happy. 


She glanced down the street at the
people coming and going, their arms loaded with bags of gifts, their heads bowed
to the weather. A woman rushed by, holding a paper cup in her gloved hands.
Nicolette caught the faint smell of peppermint as she passed. It left her with a
craving for one of the seasonal treats.


“First things first,” she promised
herself, and hurried up the block to reach her destination before the weather
got any worse. It was bad enough as it was, but it was predicted to start
sleeting around seven that evening, making the roads and sidewalks more
treacherous than they already were.


            Finally arriving
at Shelsby’s Toy Emporium, she walked into the store
and went directly to the doll department. Taking out her tablet from her
satchel, she pulled up her spreadsheet and began to enter the numbers.


            “Sweet Sams, two. Fun and Furrys, umm,
eight. Not doing so good, Furry guys. Bark-a-lots, two. Mollie Dollies…” She
checked the shelf where the toy should be, but the display was bare. She placed
a zero on the spreadsheet and continued her counting. When she was done there,
she went over to where the toy trucks were located.


            It took her
a little over twenty minutes to hunt down all the items on her list, but once
she was finished, she knew she still wasn’t done. Glancing around, she tried to
spot a clerk or someone who worked there who could answer her questions. The familiar
sound of shuffling and moving, the kind she’d often heard whenever stock was
being refilled, was coming from the next aisle over, so she made her way around
a cart loaded with cardboard boxes that blocked her way.


            Standing on
the other side of a wall of board games was a tall, young man. For a moment she
stood there and stared at the guy, who was oblivious to the fact that he was
being watched. It took her a second to realize what she was seeing as he
methodically placed more inventory against the wall. 


            A dark aura
seemed to envelope him. The nearly invisible mass was filled with despair and
loss. At the sight of it roiling around the young man, her heart went out to
him. This wasn’t a temporary sadness. Either the man had recently suffered a
great loss and was still suffering, or he was in the midst of some personal
crisis. Whatever it was, he was fighting it, trying to keep his mind on the job
instead of what threatened to overwhelm him. By the looks of it, he wasn’t
succeeding. 


            He hung his
head for a moment, then slowly came down the stepladder. Turning to reach for
another box, he suddenly halted when he spotted her there. 


            “May I help
you?”


            He had the
bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Ocean blue. Nicolette remembered to smile.


            “Hi! I just
had a question. I thought you could help.”


            “I’ll try.
What is it you want to know?”


            “It’s about
the Mollie Dollies. Do—”


            He raised a
hand to interrupt. “Sorry. We’re completely out, and I have no idea when we’ll
get any more in. Much less if we’ll get some in before Christmas.”


            “Must be a
best seller, huh?”


            “I can’t
even get it out of the shipping crates fast enough,” he admitted with a small
smile. “If we got five hundred of those things in, we’d sell every one of them
within the hour. Hottest item we’ve ever had in a long time. But, to be honest
with you, I don’t see what the attraction is. It looks like a plain old doll to
me.”


            Nicolette
chuckled. “To be equally honest, neither do I, but, hey, to each his own.
Thanks for your help.”


            “Is there anything
else you need?” Funny, but he seemed reluctant for her to leave.


            She gave a
shake of her head. “No. That was it.” She was hit with inspiration. “Oh, yes! I
almost forgot! What is your second best seller this season?”


            “That’s
easy. It’s either the BMOC, or the Orphaned Angels series.”


            Frowning
slightly, she checked her spreadsheet. “BMOC? Is that the Big Monster on
Campus?”


            “Yeah,
that’s it. We’re out of those, too.”


            “Thanks.”
She gave a loud sigh. “Guess my niece and nephew will just have to make do with
what I can find. Appreciate the help, Mr…”


            “Terry.”


            She glanced
at his name badge with the single word on it. “Mr. Terry?”


            A somewhat
bigger smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Just Terry will do.”


            She
returned his with one of her own. “Thanks, Terry. Merry Christmas.”


            The smile
instantly vanished from his face. “Thanks. You, too.”


            She quickly
left the store, pausing once she got around the corner. For those few brief
minutes while they talked, the dark aura around him had brighten, almost
dissipating. It wasn’t until she wished him a Merry Christmas that it returned,
appearing almost darker than it had before.


            Terry was battling
some serious depression. Its claws were sunk deep into his psyche, into his
soul. If he didn’t find some intervention soon… She shook her head. It hurt too
much to think any further.


            “There has
to be something I can do,” she murmured. “There has to be some way I can help.”


            “Help who?”
a familiar voice piped up from behind her.


            Nicolette
almost jumped. “Oh, geez, Treesha! You almost scared
the jingles out of me!”


            The tiny
woman laughed. “Well, someone had to bring you out of that melancholy you were
sinking into!” The little woman’s expression grew serious. “What’s wrong,
sweetie?”


            Nicolette
pointed behind her. “Inside Shelsby’s is a guy named
Terry. I’ve never encountered someone so despondent before in my life.”


            “Hey, it’s
to be expected. Lots of people get the doldrums this time of year. You know,
when people think of loved ones who won’t be around to celebrate the holiday
with them anymore.”


            “No,”
Nicolette argued. “This wasn’t that kind of sadness. It was deeper and darker
than that. He was literally encased in an aura of gloom. Tree, I’m worried for
him.”


            The woman
laid a hand on Nicolette’s arm. “I know you mean well, Nika,
but there’s nothing you can do for him. You know that. We’re not miracle
workers.”


            “We’re
supposed to bring joy this time of year,” Nicolette retorted.


            “You’re
right. That’s part of our job. But we can’t afford to get emotionally involved
with every lost puppy that crosses our path.” Treesha
narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Oh, my heavens. Please tell me you aren’t
planning on doing something stupid.” 


            Nicolette
brushed off the woman’s trepidation. “Nah. I’m not planning on doing anything.
Don’t worry.”


            But Treesha didn’t appear to believe her. “Niii-kaa, I know that look on your face. You’re conjuring
something up your sleeve, and you can’t be doing that! Not now! Not at this
time of year, so close to Christmas!”


            Again,
Nicolette tried to reassure her. “I’m not! Honest! Look, are you done with your
count?”


            “Yeah.
That’s why I came looking for you. Are you finished?”


            “I just
have O’Hanrahan’s left. What say we swoop in, get the
count real quick, then stop by Rosher’s
for some peppermint ice cream before heading home?”


            Treesha backhanded the woman’s arm. “Now you’re talking! Sure!”


            Grinning at
her friend, Nicolette took her hand. And together they vanished from sight.








Chapter Two


Inherited


 


 


            Nicolette
stared in shock at the sight of her father propped up in bed. His face was
unusually pale and glistened with perspiration. The hair on his head lay
slicked down from sweat, and his nose was a bright, unhealthy red.


            She’d heard
him coughing the moment she entered the house, and knew he wasn’t doing any
better. Learning he was bedridden only amped up her worries. Looking at him now
verified her worst fears. 


            “Papa?”


            He glanced
up to watch her enter the bedroom. Her mother stood over him, waiting for him
to finish drinking the tea she’d fixed. Seeing their daughter, the older woman
gave her a weary smile.


            “Everything
go okay?” her mother inquired.


            “Yes.”
Pulling her tablet from her satchel, she held it out to her father. He took it
from her, laying it in his lap. “Looks like the Mollie Dollie
is our number one request this year, followed closely by the Big Monster on
Campus.”


            “I’ll let Saytown know we need to increase production of those two
items,” her father noted in a hoarse voice. “Don’t want to disappoint the
children on Christmas morning.” Finishing the tea, he handed it to his wife.


            “You need
to rest,” the woman remarked, taking the cup from him.


            The man
gave a nod. “I will. Promise. I just need to see these last sets of numbers
first, and forward them to Saytown.”


            Nicolette
noticed a look pass between the couple. Her mother rarely interfered in Papa’s
business. But when it came to the family’s health and well-being, she was a
bear. Before Nicolette could comment about it, her father gave her mother a
loving smile. 


            “All right.
You win.” He turned to Nicolette. “Sit down, Nika.
There’s something important we need to talk to you about.”


            More fear
flashed through her. Parking herself on the edge of the mattress, she grabbed
her father’s arm. “Papa?”


            He gave a
watery chuckle. “No, no. It’s not about my health. Well, in a way it is, but
it’s nothing to be alarmed about.” He opened his mouth to say more, when he was
overcome with a surge of coughing. For the first time, Nicolette began to worry
that he might have pneumonia, or worse. Her mother must have sensed what she
was thinking and gave her daughter a pat on the shoulder.


            “Dr. Von Nuyk was nice enough to come here, so your father wouldn’t
have to make the trip himself.”


            “What’s
wrong with you?” she directly asked her father. “You’re not dying…are you?” She
almost had to force the ugly words out of her mouth. Surprisingly, the man
tried to laugh it off, initiating another bout of coughing. After a while, he
managed to catch his breath.


            “No. I have
a case of severe bronchitis.”


            “Walking
pneumonia,” his wife corrected.


            The man
grimaced. “Okay. Walking pneumonia. I’ve been ordered to remain bedridden for
the next couple of weeks, to give the antibiotics a chance to work.”


            “Dr. Von Nuyk is sending some of his staff up here to set him up
with an IV pump,” her mother interjected. 


            “But you’re
going to be okay, right? You’re going to get better, right?” Nicolette
insisted.


            Her father
took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Yes, Nika.
I’m just going through a rocky patch, but I’m going to be all right. I’ll get
over this, but not in time for Christmas. That’s what I need to talk with you
about.”


            She had a
sneaking suspicion she knew what he was about say, but held her tongue.


            “Nika, I need you to help me deliver the Christmas presents
this year.”


            “What do
you mean, help? You won’t be well enough to take that trip so soon.”


            He patted
her hand. “Let me rephrase that. I need you to take my place this year.”


            “Me?” Although she’d half-expected to
hear him ask her to lend a hand with the deliveries, she’d never believed he’d
want her to take control of the entire delivery. “Me? Alone? By myself?”


            Her father
nodded, deadly serious. “You can do it, Nika. You’ve
gone with me before in the past.”


            “But I was
just a passenger back then. What about Noel? Why can’t he do it? He’s done it
solo before, a few years ago when you threw out your back and was too stove up
to deliver the presents by yourself.” 


            “Your
brother isn’t able to lend a hand right now. Besides, it’s time you also assumed
the mantle. That way, one of you can step into my boots if I need you to.”


            “But…I…”
Her mind raced. She would have to be
the one to take over the time-honored tradition of delivering all the presents
on Christmas Eve this year?


            Memories of
past Christmases flashed through her mind. They were among her most cherished
remembrances. Back when she’d been younger, he’d taken her with him to show her
what it was like. She’d spent the majority of the ride huddled under warm
blankets as they soared through the skies. Transfixed by the sleigh’s
rollercoaster ups and downs at dizzying speeds. Awed by the lights and
decorations which festooned the cities and towns. And, more than anything,
overwhelmingly proud of her father for all the work he did to bring joy to
children and believers all over the world. 


            Another pat
on the hand jerked her back to the present. Her father wiped his nose on a
handkerchief as he gazed lovingly at her. “I’ve been thinking about throttling
back for some years now, but I kept putting it off. Your mother’s convinced me
that it’s time I finally handed over the reins.”


            “But…me?”


            Her mother
moved closer to the bed. “You won
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