
[image: cover.jpg]


Old Flames, New Beginnings © 2024 by Lea Schizas



All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, or events, is coincidental and not intended by the author.



www.thewritingjungle.com



Cover Art © 2023 by TWJ Design

Layout and Book Production by Lea Schizas

eBook ISBN: 978-1-77392-100-6

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-77392-101-3


Contemporary Romance by Lea Schizas



Nestled in picturesque mountains surrounded by glistening snow-capped peaks, lies the heartwarming tale of Old Flames, New Beginnings. At its core, two remarkable women take center stage: Sophia Andropoulos, a young-at-heart widowed grandmother, and her granddaughter, Jazz, a spitfire with a heart of gold and a mouth to match. Both have felt the searing sting of heartache. Sophia’s innocent heart was stripped of its first taste of love in her tender teenage years, while Jazz’s heartbreak is still fresh, inflicted by the charismatic Jake Alexander Monroe. Ever since, Jazz has fortified her heart with impenetrable walls.

But fate has other plans for these two resilient women.

While Sophia reunites with her long-lost love, Jazz experiences an emotional whiplash, leaving her torn between the past and the unknown promise of a future with Jake.

Old Flames, New Beginnings is a heartwarming tale of two generations of women rediscovering love, and the power of second chances.
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Chapter One



Every passing second taunted Jazz, reminding her that time was running out. Her gaze kept darting between her wristwatch and the labyrinthine mall map. With only ten minutes left before the shopping center closed its doors for the night, her sense of urgency intensified. Frantically, she scanned the alphabetized list of shops on the glowing map. And then, like the guiding light of a benevolent deity, her finger landed on the intended store.

On the second floor.

“Shit!” She sprinted toward the escalator.

A woman with two pint-sized offspring drew her eyebrows together. She quickly hustled them away, throwing Jazz a disapproving glare over her shoulder. 

“Oh no, I’m sooo sorry. I didn’t see the kids,” Jazz said, hopping onto the escalator, mortified.

Great going, Jazz. Swearing in front of children!

After a few deep, steadying breaths, her jangled nerves finally settled, and she stepped on the escalator. Ascending like a champion sprinter, two steps at a time, Jazz stumbled briefly at the top but regained her composure with an awkward flick of her body. Scanning the area with a hint of embarrassment, she searched for the store, conscious of the curious glances from passersby who had witnessed her less-than-graceful moment.

No matter how often she’d visited the mall, she had no idea a small Greek variety store existed. As if by some magnetic force, the unmistakable presence of George’s Variety, the last shop nestled at the end of the corridor on the right side, hijacked her attention.

Ah, there it is. 

Like a beacon calling out to her, the vibrant hues of blue and white, reminiscent of the bold Greek flag, practically dared her to resist the allure of this enticing shop.

I must have been blind not to have noticed it before. Then again, I don’t normally come up this far into the mall.

She cast a glance at her watch. Only eight measly minutes stood between her and successfully retrieving her grandmother’s order before the mall closed for the night. And there was no way in hell she was going to flub this mission. No sirree. If she did, her dear grandmother would surely make a rug out of her hide for having forgotten one simple request of the day. 

As she sauntered through the mall’s upper level, a frenzied flock of procrastinating shoppers bumped past her like a game of bumper cars gone wild. She inwardly smiled, relieved to know she wasn’t the only one arriving at this ungodly hour. Although she didn’t bang into anyone like a charging bull.

The massive fleet of snowplows assigned to battle the snow-covered streets had transformed the usual hustle and bustle of normal traffic into a chaotic labyrinth of bumper-to-bumper chaos, a major factor in Jazz’s tardiness. Not to mention she remembered the errand at the last minute. Jazz was certain even the most patient of sales clerks would curse up a storm at the sight of this onslaught of I’m-so-sorry shoppers.

With each stride, the shimmering lights and festive adornments dressing the windows of every shop mesmerized her. The designers' attention to detail was meticulous, each element of their creation delicately crafted to entice potential shoppers through the doors. Among all the displays, however, one in particular stole her attention—a charming scene for children. A majestic tree swathed in red and green garland stood proudly in the center. Playful decorative child-size mannequins donned the latest holiday trends, surrounded by an array of misplaced hats and mittens. A chorus of plush teddy bears sat by the mannequins’ feet, all decked out in coordinating ensembles. Atop a lengthy shelf, mischievous Christmas elves danced and frolicked, spreading joy and cheer to all who passed by.

But it was the endearing plush duet of a white bull terrier and a black and white Shih Tzu dressed in Santa hats on the left-hand side that nearly caused her to stop in her tracks. She always dreamed of adopting those particular breeds, a dream her grandmother had vetoed several times, claiming they would “stink up the house.” Yet she knew Sophia loved animals.

Whatever…I’ll get you to change your mind one day, Grandma.

Back to the task on hand, she hurried along like a triathlete in training—her body leaning forward and both arms slashing through the air—when she spotted someone pulling the metal shutters of the targeted store.

Oh nonononono!

She rushed forward, startling the man. “No, please, wait. It’s not closing time yet.” Before the older, but distinguished-looking man pulled the doors completely shut, she sprinted inside the store. “I’m so sorry. I was supposed to be here earlier, but the weather and traffic didn’t cooperate. It’s horrible out there. I’m here to pick up—”

“I’m sorry, but we’re closed,” the man said, gently placing his hand on the back of her shoulder and guiding her out of his store. 

“Please,” she wailed like a spoiled brat, her voice laced with desperation, as she halted abruptly. I’m pathetic. “You don’t understand. I made a promise to my grandmother, my Greek grandmother. She’s going to kill me if I don’t pick up her package. You don’t want to be an accomplice to murder, do you?” She puckered her lips into an adorable, yet slightly petulant, pout and couldn’t care less. Her tears were on full standby, ready to cascade down her cheeks at a moment’s notice if he didn’t show an ounce of sympathy. When it came to not disappointing her grandmother, she had no shame and would go to great lengths.

A scowl twisted his face, brows furrowed in frustration, but he halted in his tracks. After exhaling a deep grunt, he demanded in a soft tone, “What’s her name?”

“Sophia Andropoulos.”

As if someone had flipped a switch, the man’s entire stoic expression melted away, and his warm smile lit up, illuminating his dark brown eyes. “Ah, Sophia, yes, yes. Come in,” he said, practically dragging her back inside by the arm. He paused to make sure the entrance was fully closed before saying, “I get Sophia’s present.” His eyebrows, a perfect match to his hair’s salt and pepper hue, busted out a comically choreographed shimmy as he pivoted toward the rear of the boutique.

Umm, odd. And present? Not package?

The man, seemingly in his early seventies, moved with remarkable agility, defying the limitations of age with every step. With a towering height of six feet plus, he stood tall and lean, defying the stereotype of a stooped and shrunken elder. Hints of gray peeked out from his sideburns, adding to his seasoned appearance. Tiny wrinkles crinkled around his eyes, but they only enhanced his youthful energy and vigor. In no time at all, he was back and standing in front of her. Jazz stared at the item in his hands, puzzled. With a charming smile, he placed it in her hands. 

“A newspaper?” She had me all stressed out for a newspaper?

His grin spread, each corner of his mouth stretching to its limits. And his eyes? They kept glancing at the newspaper like it was a top-secret document. “Greek newspaper. The present is very important for my Sophia.”

“Your Sophia?” Jazz’s left eyebrow shot up like a startled dog about to get smacked by a cat.

His cheerful expression quickly faded, and he was back to his Mr. Leave-We-Closed demeanor once more. Rather than accept payment, he simply asked to say hello to Sophia. No, make that Say hello to my Sophia. This time, he motioned toward the door instead of push-leading her out. He pulled open the cage door, and she walked out, still dumbfounded by not only the package being a newspaper, but his My Sophia comment.

Grandma, you’ve got some explaining to do.

With a soft click, the heavy iron exterior gate of George’s Variety swung shut, sealing off the vibrant displays and trinkets within. The man behind the bars, still wearing a kind smile, peered out at her through the intricate metal mesh, waved, and then walked away. 

O-kay then.

“Attention, shoppers…our stores are now closed. We kindly ask you to make your way to the main entrance to exit the mall. If you find the exit doors locked, please be patient and wait for the security guards to unlock them,” announced the shopping center’s PA system.

Jazz giggled, interpreting that as Shopaholics, listen up! The mall’s closed, so gather your stuff, strut down to the main exit, or risk staying here overnight. Say bye-bye to shopping and hit the road…now!

Shaking her head, still thinking about the My Sophia comment, she shoved the Greek newspaper into her bag. A heavy sigh later, she made her way down the escalator, the heels of her boots clicking against the metal steps. As she stepped off, she stumbled forward slightly, her body jolted by an unexpected collision with someone from the side. Her phone and bag flew out of her hands, scattering across the floor.

Everyone’s in a rush.

Like you weren’t?

Her conscience was a persistent, heavy burden that clung to her like a leech she desperately wanted to flick off. It was like a “frienemy” with constant, annoying opinions.

“I’m so sorry, Miss. I was distracted and didn’t see you there. Are you okay?” the bumper asked, genuine concern laced in his words.

As she snatched her phone and bag from the ground, her gaze swept up to the man’s piercing blue eyes, and all background noise faded. Jazz’s breath caught in her throat as a rush of molten fury coursed through her veins.

* * * *

Jake Alexander Monroe couldn’t tear his gaze away from Jazz Andropoulos, the woman who always made his heart race and his palms sweat in equal measure. And, of course, fate had to play a cruel joke on him by throwing her in his path before he could even pick up the phone and explain himself. As her fiery gaze settled on him, it was as if the universe was trying to send him a message—a warning not to let her slip away again, or punish him for the way he had left her. Jazz’s glare intensified, and he instinctively took a step back, away from the venom oozing off her stare. He knew she wanted to greet him with a killer slap, and who could blame her?

After two long years, she still possessed the ability to render him breathless, as though she had delivered a swift punch to the stomach, reminiscent of the first time he saw her. Her auburn hair had grown longer, framing her face like a fiery halo, cascading around her shoulders. But it was those piercing green eyes that still held the same captivating intensity he loved, although they were shooting daggers full of Hell’s fire at the moment. Even amid her raging fury, he found himself spellbound by the fullness of her lips. They were a menacing lure, tempting him to either flee for safety or foolishly lean in for a kiss. He did neither, but remained levelheaded.

If she was trying to keep her emotions in check, she was failing miserably if the piercing attack-dog stare was any indication. With a swift movement, Jazz shoved the cell phone into her bag and did the unexpected. She turned around and left, not even gracing him with a single syllable.

“Jazz, please, wait,” he shouted, almost tripping several times as he chased after her through the winding corridors. The woman could move faster than a cheetah on steroids when she was pissed. With a burst of determination, he caught up to her just as she reached the exit, and he swiftly opened one of several doors to let her pass.

With her jaw set, she snapped, “I’ve been opening doors for quite some time, Mr. Monroe. Don’t need or want your help.” With a saucy flick of her hair, she strutted past him and flung open the door to his right, emerging into the bitter chill of the night. “And if you follow me, I’ll yell assault…asshole,” she added, not sparing him a single glance. She wrapped her scarf snugly around her neck, clutched her bag closer to her body, and swiftly made her way across the parking lot.

Jake didn’t pursue her like a smitten puppy but kept a watchful eye from the mall’s entrance to make sure she reached her car safe and sound. The snow, thick and heavy, draped the night in a radiant cloak of white. Only a handful of sparkling stars managed to push through the somber, ash-colored sky. It wasn’t hard to see which car she headed to, however—the same one she had when they first went out; the florescent green buggy with a slightly noisy muffler that loved to backfire here and there. Old yet reliable, since it was still on the road. Or so he hoped. Several times he had volunteered to pay for a new muffler, but her pride refused to allow her to take his generosity. With the car taillights now on, he continued to watch as she backed up and then drove away.

Jake spun around and beckoned to the guard. The burly man fished out his keys and unlocked the inner door of the mall, allowing Jake to make his way back inside as the last of the customers exited. 

“Did you forget something, Mr. Monroe?” the middle-aged guard asked.

“No, Henry. Just going back up to the office for some papers for a meeting tomorrow morning.” He took a glance back at the parking lot before turning around. “I need to clear my schedule until after the holidays. Need to right a wrong from the past.”

“Right, sir, just like in that famous Christmas tale?”

Jake chuckled. “As long as one of those ghosts doesn’t end up being me.”


Chapter Two



Before stepping inside the house, Jazz brushed away the last of the snowflakes that clung to her jacket like miniature ice sculptures. Once inside the main entrance, she was immediately greeted by a delightful bakery-like scent that wafted through the air. The aroma enveloped her, tantalizing her taste buds and filling her nostrils with its sweet perfume. The moment she hung her jacket in the closet and swung open the French doors to the house, the aroma intensified.

Stepping into the kitchen, her gaze landed on her grandmother, unaware of her presence, delicately sprinkling icing sugar onto the just-out-of-the-oven traditional Greek almond butter biscuits, kourabiedes, with a practiced hand by the counter. The sight brought back fond memories of all the birthday cakes and desserts they had whipped up together over the years. This charming kitchen/dinette, with its white cabinets, black countertops, light gray floating floor, and sleek stainless steel appliances—exuding a rustic warmth and homely charm—had heard laughter, cries, and reprimands over the years. However, Jazz’s festive mood at the moment was short-lived when a certain blue-eyed man popped into her thoughts.

She flung the newspaper with more force than intended, landing on the table with a resounding thud. Her anger toward Jake remained at a fever pitch, her mind consumed by the exasperating man. With a heavy exhale, she pulled out a chair from under the table, and plopped down.

“Wonder how long he’s been here. And he wanted to talk? Now? After two bloody years? Life has a macabre sense of humor, if you ask me.”

“Jazz?”

Her grandmother’s gentle voice from across the kitchen snapped Jazz out of that Jake-fueled rage. She rose from her seat, crossed the room, and gently planted a kiss on Sophia’s cheek. “How are you feeling, Grandma?”

“Much better. I’m not in bed or complaining. Got a head start on my Christmas baking.” She gestured toward the Greek delicacies sitting in containers on top of the counter. “But I better get used to that because this damn arthritis is my newest appendage, I’m afraid.” Sophia Andropoulos sucked in a deep breath before looking around. “Were you on the phone or something? I thought I heard you talking to someone.”

Exhaling another exasperated sigh, Jazz trudged back to her seat and sat. “No, Grandma, just talking to myself.”

Sophia’s hazel-green eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong, koukla?”

Her grandmother had a knack for knowing when something was up. Then again, talking to yourself was a huge hint. Jazz half-shrugged, shaking her head. “I bumped into someone today I wished would have slithered down Santa’s pole and nipped off his manhood.” She swiveled to face her grandmother. “Not Santa’s jingles. The maggot’s bits.”

Her grandmother chuckled. “Not the holiday spirit one wants in this house. Perhaps pushing the maggot into an alligator-infested lake would do the same thing instead of bringing Santa into the equation?” Sophia arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, lips curled in a sardonic smile as she tilted her head in Jazz’s direction. “Who stirred this anger?” 

“Mr. Jake Alexander Monroe himself.”

With her cane in hand, Sophia made her way to the table and gently caressed the newspaper before settling in the seat beside Jazz. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” Jazz gave her grandmother an inquisitive look. “And by the way, who’s George to you?”

Sophia’s mischief-laden hazel eyes danced with a spark of hidden amusement, yet she kept her lips sealed on the subject.

Jazz’s insatiable curiosity tingled beneath her skin, propelling her forward. “You know…George…the man who gave me your newspaper? The one who calls you ‘my Sophia’?” Suppressing a giggle, Jazz decided to tread carefully around her strong-willed grandmother, the one who had been her rock since the tragic loss of her parents in a car accident many years ago. Being old didn’t mean acting like you’ve got one foot in the grave. At least not where her feisty Greek grandmother was concerned. And despite not knowing anything about the man, it was obvious George held a deep, unwavering adoration for her grandmother.

Sophia smiled wryly, her cheeks flushed a rosy hue, as she asked, “He called me his Sophia?” Her grandmother leaned forward and gently placed a hand on Jazz’s. “If you must know, George was my first love back in Greece. We were in high school, young, certainly naïve, and completely head over heels in love. We lived in a small village by the mountains—well, mountains surround almost all of Greece.” She chuckled. “Anyway, in my puny village, like in most of the whistle-stops, lived nosy, old folks who would waste no time chirp-chirp-chirping with gossip if we even dared to walk close together after school, constantly under the watchful eyes of those villagers who just couldn’t keep out of everyone’s business,” Sophia said with animated gestures in the air. “Never mind if we were out walking, just the two of us.” She paused. “If our hands accidentally brushed against the other’s, well, then I must be pregnant.” She shook her head, eyes fluttering shut for a split second as though recounting those memories.

Jazz observed a sudden spark of life in her grandmother’s voice. It was as if a dormant flame had reignited within her, one that had dimmed ever since the passing of Jazz’s grandfather ages ago. “So what happened? How did you end up with Grandpa instead of George?” 

Sophia’s eyes shot open. “George’s shit-faced mother lied to my father.”

In all her days on this earth, Jazz couldn’t remember a single instance where her grandmother’s sharp-as-a-razor tongue wasn’t permanently at-the-ready, spitting out snark and sass at every turn. It was almost as if sharp words were a part of her DNA, passed down from generation to generation like a family heirloom. So, it was no shock to her when Sophia’s biting words echoed through the room. Her mannerisms, although brash and unapologetic, may have raised a few eyebrows here and there, but they played a major role in sculpting Jazz into the independent woman she is today. From an early age, her grandmother’s no-nonsense, tough-love approach taught Jazz to hold her own and voice her opinions. As she watched the storm brewing within Sophia, Jazz couldn’t help but feel the admiration and respect she held for the fierce woman who raised her.

“The conniving witch—for a better word—convinced him I was trying to make a pass at her son to marry him for his money. She went as far as to lie that I told George I was pregnant and threatened to expose his family if he didn’t marry me,” Sophia continued. “My dad didn’t believe a word the old hag said, but, he felt humiliated, and sent me to live with my aunt, his sister, here in Montreal, a few days after high school ended—a total surprise to find myself whisked off to the airport one early morning—until my parents could sell their small bakery and join me. Which they never did and died in that same village amongst the old goats who disgraced them by continuing their slander, saying I was shipped abroad because some other guy got me pregnant. My aunt raised me the same way I raised you—a tough, no-nonsense approach. I refused to go back to that damned village. 

“Though my parents got the chance to visit me several times, happy to see my Aunt Maria was taking good care of me, and even had the pleasure of attending my wedding to your grandfather…” She paused. “And...well, time passed, and I only went back twice after that—first to my father’s funeral and then to my mother’s less than a year later. And I snubbed every single hag who tried to talk to me. Oh, they all knew I paid for both funerals and were curious as to my wealth, trying to cozy up to me.” She shook her head. “I left my village with my head held high, unlike the time as a disgraced teen shipped off to an unknown country. I never blamed my parents. Heartbroken, yes, but those were the times we were living in.”

“Wow. Why don’t I know this story? And why haven’t I ever met your aunt?”

“One, you never asked about my life in Greece, and honestly, I never volunteered to tell you because it hurt too much to revisit. I was getting my mother’s paperwork ready for her to come live with me but…life always is two steps ahead of you.

“And two, my aunt, God rest her kind soul, actually got to see that beautiful face of yours right after you were born. She passed away not too long after that. Besides, although George was my first love, there was no reason for me to think about him since I had your grandfather. Time just takes care of things when it wants.” Her grandmother got up and placed the newspaper on the kitchen counter, flipping through the pages until a smile lit up her face at one particular section. “So, how is Jake?” she said, composing herself and changing the subject.

A simple question, yet it struck like a bolt of lightning, jarring loose the hurt Jazz had been nursing for two long years. “I don’t know,” Jazz mumbled, her heart constricting with the all-too-familiar pain. “And frankly, I don’t care anymore.”

“You didn’t ask him? Not even curious what happened?”

Despite her valiant attempts to rid her mind of Jake, that man still lingered, a constant thorn in her thoughts. He was like a stubborn stain that refused to fade. It was the main reason why Jazz had not entertained the idea of dating anyone in the past two years. She would have rather faced a pack of rabid dogs than risk having her heart trampled on once more. Goddamn him. 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She pushed back her chair and stood, walking the short distance into the living room. But she stopped abruptly just before the stairs toward the bedrooms, regretting how abrupt she was with her grandmother. “I’m going to change and we can have a late-night snack together, okay?” she said over her shoulder.

“Okay, agapi mou. I’ll store the rest of these kourabiedes in a container but will leave a few on a plate for us to eat. And thank you for the newspaper.”

Jazz slowly pivoted back to look at Sophia standing by the kitchen entrance. “Since when have you been getting the Greek newspaper? I mean, we pay extra to our cable company to have the Greek TV channels for news and entertainment, so why bother with the newspaper?”

“I look at the obituaries in case there’s a memorial to attend. Don’t want anyone to think I’m too stuck up not to pay my respects.” Sophia grinned.

The crease in Jazz’s brow deepened with skepticism. She detected a deceitful concoction of manure brewing. “Grandma, you haven’t stepped inside a church since my parents died. Funerals, weddings, receptions...you only attend the after-ceremonies, so what’s up with the newspaper?”

A mischievous glint danced in her grandmother’s eyes once more, her smile widening. “Obituary reading.” Then she turned and walked back into the kitchen, ending the conversation.

As Jazz climbed the three steps to the upper level where the bedrooms were situated, she shook her head, knowing Sophia was hiding something.

I’ll find out your secret, Grandma.

* * * *

“Jake.” The door to Jake’s office at the mall swung open, and in barged a vivacious woman with purple-streaked hair. She wasted no time in getting to the point of her visit. “Could you do me a favor, puh-lease?” She fluttered her long eyelashes, and her lips curved in a childlike grin.

“You do know, Sandy,” Jake said, looking up from his desk with a smirk, “that when you do that face, you look crazy, right?”

With an eye roll that would make a drama queen proud and a determined stride that could rival a gold medal athlete, she made a beeline for her lifeline—the coffee machine. After placing a French Vanilla pod into the machine, she eagerly awaited the heavenly liquid to fill her mug. 

She turned toward Jake. “Oh, come on, cuz, you know you love it. Well, better than this face, at least.” Her upper lip curled inward, revealing all of her top teeth.

He groaned, wearily shaking his head, then slowly rose from his seat, walking up to her. After a warm embrace, they both settled on the plush burgundy leather couch. With a curious tilt of his head, he asked, “So what’s this about a hairdresser? And how exactly do you think I can help with this hairdresser thing?”

“My stylist is all booked up.” Sandy blew on her mug and took a small sip of coffee. “Mmm...this is good shit. Want me to make you one?”

He shook his head. “Sandy, Sandy, Sandy...you never learn, do you? You waited until the very last minute to book an appointment, during the holiday season to boot, didn’t you? Plus, you don’t have a stylist, remember, because you trust no one but yourself when it comes to your hair.”

She shrugged. “Whatever. You’ve got two salons in this mall. Can’t you pull some of your boss magic and see if you can persuade them to fit me in?”

With a resigned shake of his head, he rose from the couch and meandered back to his desk. “No.”

“No?” She set her cup on the table, and Jake noticed her eyebrows drawn together in a tight knot, a clear sign of frustration and defeat.

“No, because for you to be begging me means you’ve already asked, and they said they had no room. Am I right?” He sat on his chair, eyeballing her.

Her gaze drifted up to the ceiling, out the window, then at the office door...anywhere but at her cousin’s face. A heavy exhale escaped her lips, dragging them into a scowl.

“Thought so.” His cell rang at that moment. “Jake Monroe...Hello, Fred…I’m so sorry to hear that...No, I understand...Please, give Cynthia my best and a speedy recovery...Yes, happy holidays to you too.” The call ended. “Fuck.”

“You okay? Your moody pout suddenly looks like a permanent tattoo.” Sandy stood, her heels clicking against the ceramic floor as she settled into the chair facing his desk.

“That was the events program coordinator. Fred was to dress up as Santa at the Children’s Better Lives Disability Fundraiser this Saturday. His wife, Cynthia, was supposed to paint little snowmen on the kids’ faces. Unfortunately, she tumbled down the stairs outside their home and hurt her hip...out of commission, and we’re out of a Santa, a coordinator, and a children’s makeup artist.” He paused, both hands raking through his dark brown wavy hair. “I’m so happy it wasn’t anything more serious. Fred and Cynthia are the poster couple for Mr. and Mrs. Claus. Sweet, down-to-earth people.” He kept shaking his head. “But now I’m stuck finding a new Santa.”

“Then you play Santa. You’ve done it in the past, anyway, for other charities. What’s the big deal?” Sandy downed the rest of her now semi-cold coffee. “Remember the time I slept over for the holidays and you wanted to surprise me, pretending to be Santa, hovering over my bed like some creeper? We were like, what, seven?” 

Jake laughed. “Thankfully, my front tooth was already moving when you slugged me.” They shared a chuckle. “But this is a huge event, Sandra. We’re not talking about a handful of kids, or maybe a hundred people. The mayor, police chief, hospital directors, major company heads...they’re all going to be there with their families. I’m the host, for crying out loud. Can you imagine me taking pictures with the mayor as Santa?” His brain felt like a piñata, being relentlessly pounded by anxiety that tightened his chest. He scowled, lost in thought.

“No, you’ll be shaking hands as Jake Alexander Monroe after the Santa bit. Santa is there for what, a couple of hours listening to kids’ wishes and handing out gifts in the beginning?”

He nodded.

“Okay, even though you were an asshole and refused my plea for help…” She playfully stuck out her tongue quickly, then locked eyes with him. “…I’m going to help you out. I’ve got plenty of experience organizing fundraising events to help get my business off the ground.”

“Real professional,” he said, shaking his head at her childish tongue-thrashing etiquette. “Sandy, those were gamer fundraisers…smaller events.” He cleared his throat. “No disrespect.”

“Smaller events, my ass. And? What’s your point? A fundraiser is a fundraiser. And I’ve got experience. Don’t piss me off by demeaning what I do.” She brushed several dangling strands of purple bangs off her forehead. “And who knows—while I’m searching for a makeup artist, maybe I’ll be lucky and find a stylist who has room for me.”

“Again, what do you need a stylist for? The past several years, you’ve shocked everyone who knows you by shaving your head before January has even rolled in officially because, and I quote, ‘New year, new me.’”

“Yeah, well, that’s getting old.” She shrugged. “Besides, I’m trying to launch the new merch site for my online gaming channel and need a new look before the year begins. There are several companies interested in my games.” She smiled and leaned forward. “You know, like those rich writers with all their new writing swags and ideas, I need to branch out. Be different than my competitors. And a new look is mandatory.”

“Okay, you have a point. By the way, some of that scary shit you play online needs to come with warnings.”

“Ah, get outta here!” she exclaimed, a twinkle in her eye and a grin lighting up her face. “You’ve actually watched me play?” She slapped her palm against the armrest in surprise.

“Only when I need some shock value in my life.” Jake chuckled. “And wow, over five million people follow your social networks? What has this world come to?” He let out a low whistle before sighing. “Okay, seriously now. Do you think you can figure out with Fred what still needs to be done and pull it off in just four days?”

Her jaw dropped. “O ye of little faith.” She deftly flicked one of her long, black-polished fingernails, propelling one of his business cards straight toward him.

He laughed as it whisked by his right ear. “Okay, then. Santa tis me, fairy godmother tis you.”

The two of them mulled over other aspects of the upcoming event before heading out for supper.
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