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Clay Jordan)

I’m the type of guy you don’t tell what to do.

I’m the guy who knows what he wants. I bend the rules: things go my way, and I don’t pay the consequences.

So, when I get into legal and financial trouble, I’m more than happy to take the plea deal to avoid a scandal.

And what is that deal? Playing the part of Santa in one of the largest malls in New York.

I’ll get through it, go through the motions.

Then I meet Alexis.

She’s timid, she’s innocent, she’s sexy.

She should be on the Nice List for sure, but I’ll put her on the Naughty List.
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Clay

“Bottom line, Larry, how bad is it?” I ask impatiently. “Stop giving me the runaround and tell it to me straight.” 

There’s a pause on the other end of the line, followed by a sigh. “It’s not good, Clay, that’s how it is. You know the IRS frowns upon tax evasion. How do you think so many CEOs end up in prison?” He laughs, but I don’t join in. I’m guilty, and don’t want this to blow up into yet another scandal. 

In the past few years, my name has been in the headlines more than once. From hooking up with the wrong women to getting involved in the wrong foreign trades, it seems I can’t stay out of the public’s eye. Not that I care what they think. I have more money than I know what to do with, and so far, it hasn’t held me back in my ambitions. 

Even the bigger issues I’ve faced haven’t stopped me from getting new business partners, investors, and people asking me to invest with them. I can have any woman I want, anytime I want, discard her in the morning, and move onto the next. 

Honestly, I’ve been on top of my game throughout my twenties and well into my thirties, becoming one of the youngest self-made billionaires in history. 

“I’m not seeing what’s funny about this,” I say dryly. The laughter stops, and he clears his throat. 

“No, there is nothing funny about this at all,” he says. “But it also doesn’t make sense to stress out about something you cannot control.” 

“You are the one with control over this!” I snap. “They said you were the best lawyer in New York City! I’m depending on you to get this entire thing swept under the rug and kept out of the papers!” 

“That is the ultimate goal here. I know you’re stressed about this, but don’t be! There’s a reason they call me the best. If you can just settle down, all of this will go a lot smoother,” Larry replies condescendingly, and if he were in the room, I’d likely punch him. 

I hate working with lawyers. They are all the same. More focused on what they can gain out of the case than actually helping me get out of situations. I don’t give a damn how good he looks at the end of the day. I only care if my name stays out of the headlines and off the streets. 

“I’ll settle down when you tell me I’m not going to end up in prison.” 

“Trust me on this. I am an expert at negotiation. I’ll make absolutely sure you won’t go to prison.” His voice hangs in the air, suggesting he wants to say something else but can’t find the words. 

“And?” 

He clears his throat.

“Larry, you aren’t doing either one of us any good by keeping secrets from me. Can you keep me out of prison or not? If I end up incarcerated after you tell me I’m not, rest assured there will be hell to pay when I get out.”

“Well, that’s the thing. You can stay out of prison, but I need your full authorization to act as I see fit,” he says. 

“Meaning?” 

“Since you will not show up to any of your trials, you have to trust that I can work things out on your behalf. No questions asked. Besides, you haven’t even been convicted. We can hope that it will not come down to being guilty,” Larry says optimistically.

“And what are my chances of that actually happening?” 

There is another long pause on his end of the line, and I wonder how he reached the status of being the best lawyer in the Big Apple. He seems like one of the worst I’ve dealt with, and that is more than I care to admit.

“Larry, you aren’t doing yourself any favors here.” 

“Slim to none. They have the bank records; they have the phone records. If you were going to get out of this, you should have covered your tracks better. But stranger things happen in the courtroom.” 

“Yeah, cover my tracks better. Some advice coming from a legal advisor.” 

“Hey, I’m trying to be as transparent as possible here. Let’s be honest, you are the one who really can’t afford to take this hit,” Larry points out. Once more, my temper boils. I wish he was in the room with me so his face could meet my fist. Sure, that’s not the best way to deal with your legal help, but he’s pissing me off, and I’m Clay Jordan, I don’t have to deal with this shit. 

“Take care of this as quickly as possible.” I’m straining not to display the tension in my voice. “Can you at least make sure that happens, or do you need someone to stay on your ass about that, too?” 

“I’m working around your court dates. You want this over with yesterday, but the system works differently. It may be months before something is worked out with them that satisfies everyone.” 

“Months?” 

“It all depends on what the conviction is, what the judge offers, and what I’m allowed to take,” Larry recounts. He pauses, and I know he’ll ask for my permission once more in a roundabout way. 

“Do what you need to keep me out of jail. This shouldn’t blow up and put me behind bars. If you can do that for me, I don’t care how we get there.” 

There’s a loud sigh of relief on the other end of the line, and cheerfulness once more returns to my lawyer’s voice. “That’s what I like to hear. Mr. Jordan, your cooperation is appreciated. It’ll be your best bet.” 

His flattery is unnecessary, and his reassurance somewhat unreliable. There is enough doubt about him. Does he have what it takes to pull this off? But my business partners have told me he’s good, and I hope he’s able to deliver on his promises. 

“All right then, Merry Christmas to you! I’ll get back to you after Monday’s court appearance.” Larry’s cheery voice comes through the phone. 

“Fuck Christmas.” 

“Now who’s the Scrooge here?” Larry asks, but I hang up on him. Holidays haven’t mattered much to me for years. From Thanksgiving through New Year’s Day, I stick my head in the sand and try to forget about the entire thing. The holidays were never a big deal in my family. My father was always gone, and my mother was always having an affair with another man and never home. 

I was alone, and it’s better that way now. 

My fingers intertwine and my head listlessly turns to the window, watching the snowflakes fall from the sky. From thirty stories up, they have a long way before they land on the street below. 

I bury my face in my hands and take a deep breath. Perhaps Larry will come through, and this nightmare will all go away. 

How he does it is not important—I just can’t go to prison.
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Alexis

“Sir, would you donate a dollar to the Alyssa’s Friends Foundation? It’s a nonprofit meant to—okay. Oh, miss! Excuse me, would you like to donate a dollar to the Alyssa’s Friends Foundation? No? Okay, Merry Christmas anyway.” Walking back to my place in the corner of the mall, I hold my flyers and stand next to my empty table. 

I sink into my seat, thinking of a new way to approach people. No one has donated in the past three days, and even before that, a measly fifty dollars has been raised so far. After several weeks, I’m stuck in the mud with the wheels spinning. 

It’s Christmas. It’s supposed to be the season of giving, yet I’m watching the shoppers walk in and out of the stores, all of them loaded up with bags of junk. The true meaning of the season has been lost on the world. 

Buy what you can show off to your friends and family with your gifts to them, eat as much as you can, drink, and it’s all in the spirit of the holiday. That’s not what Christmas is about—it’s exhausting me. 

My little station was set up here in hopes to raise money and awareness for the charity I am trying to start. As a junior in college, it’s not easy to find the time to work on my own charity, or to volunteer with ones I’m already passionate about, but that doesn’t stop me from trying. 

Now that it’s Christmas break or, rather, winter break, there’s more than a month to throw me into my passion and finally get this charitable trust up and running. That is if someone walking by my table will pay attention. 

Most of the time, I just get strange looks from passersby. Often, they wave their hand and shake their head, not bothering to hear me or wish me good luck. Would any other twenty-two-year-old sacrifice their entire break to singlehandedly start a charity? 

So why not spare a few moments of your time? 

“Hello, sir!” I start again, seeing a prospect coming out of a store. He immediately hits the Bluetooth in his ear, and I don’t know if he’s really talking to someone or if he’s merely avoiding me. Either way, he’s unapproachable now. The mall is very strict with its policies on who you can and can’t draw near with your service, and people who are on the phone, conducting business, or signaling they want to be left alone are on that list. 

I sit back in my chair and look at the table in front of me. There are a few little things I’ve got set up detailing my idea, as well as my upbringing. My sister Allysa’s smile catches my eye. 

She is the reason I want to start this foundation, and she’s the reason it’s going to succeed. We were twins, inseparable, identical. We loved all the same things, shared all the same secrets, and vowed we’d never be torn apart. 

Yet, when we were nine years old, she was diagnosed with leukemia. It was a tough battle, and she fought with all the might she had, but after three long years of torment, countless treatments, hours in her hospital bed, and enough tears to fill the ocean, she quietly passed away the night before our twelfth birthday. 

It left me devastated to this day. And there is not enough research to find a cure for this terrible disease. Sure, there are foundations and hospitals dedicated to helping children with such illnesses, but, for me, that is not enough. It wasn’t enough for Alyssa. If more treatments were available, she might still be here today. 

To me, her death is not just another statistic. Alyssa’s memory will not be another sad story. My charity will make a difference, and my sister’s face will be headlining it. I envision the time it will be completed and become a genuine charity: everyone in the world will know who Alyssa Simone is. 

“Good evening, ma’am! Do you have a moment? Could you contribute to a humanitarian charity? It’s Christmas, and this is for a great cause!” An elderly woman hears as she departs from one of the most expensive stores in the mall. 

“What is it?” 

“Thank you, the name is Alyssa’s Friends Foundation. It’s for children who are battling leukemia,” My heart skips a beat. “The goal is to fund more research and hopefully find a cure.” 

“Oh, how tender. Unfortunately, I have spent all that is possible today. Have a very merry Christmas!” and she keeps on. Something tells me to pursue her, to hound her like the men who sell the manicure kits, but I can’t. She has given me her answer; although she holds hundreds of dollars’ worth of absolute rubbish, she will not change her mind. 

“Miss Simone, how are you today?” a voice from behind gets my attention. I turn with raised eyebrows. I recognize Mr. Scott immediately; he is the general manager of the mall. He wanders around throughout the day, talks to customers, speaks with the staff, and makes sure things go smoothly. It’s rare for him to give me a second glance. Perhaps he’s got some good news to share? 

“Mr. Scott, it’s good to see you! What can I do for you?” I ask, smiling. 

“How is your fundraiser going?” He asks as he critically examines the table, lingering over the empty jar next to my sister’s picture. 

“It’s going well,” I lie. 

“Uh-huh. Unfortunately, the mall has a policy if you rent a space for more than a couple of days, it should be something that generates revenue for the mall. You see, the other vendors all pay a commission on
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