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Dedication




It takes courage to give your heart a second time, when someone you love has been the source of hardship and pain.  

Daycare Santa is dedicated to those who have loved and lost, but have taken the leap and opened their hearts again, anyway.
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Before




“What are you doing?” 

Gina’s question was pointless, but she didn’t have a better one. Her best friend and her man were kissing, and it wasn’t a chaste one either. 

This kind of kiss led to horizontal gymnastics, but Gina had trouble processing the bizarre scene unfolding in her office. The space she and Nichelle shared. The place where they ran their business, All Things Tasty. 

As the off-white walls wobbled, then slowly settled, Gina supported herself by wrapping her fingers around the doorknob. For a few seconds, she focused on the snake plant in the corner to ground herself. 

This cannot be real! 

She changed her mind when her gaze returned to the couple in the middle of the hardwood floor. 

Neither of them moved. Then Boyd and Nichelle’s eyes popped open, and they stared at each other as though their ears were fooling them. 

“Yes. You. Heard. Me.” Gina gripped the doorknob and pulled in a breath that caused a sharp pain to stab her chest. She blinked, but only two things changed. Nichelle released her death grip on Boyd’s tie and he yanked his hand off her thigh. 

They straightened their clothing in quick, jerky movements and avoided looking at Gina. 

She swallowed to clear the painful ball from her throat and blinked away the tears that seared her eyes. Her hands curled into fists and she pulled in a breath before she spoke.

“Since there’s no explanation for this … this betrayal, the two of you should go.”

Nichelle ran a hand over her short hair and shifted from one foot to the other. “What do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I said,” Gina straightened to her full five feet, eight inches and gestured toward the offending pair. “This. You. Unreal.”

“But I work here,” Nichelle protested.

“Shouldn’t you have thought of that before you kissed the man I’m seeing?” 

“Since seeing is about all the action Boyd has been getting …” Nichelle smirked, but didn’t continue.

“You have some nerve, considering the position you’re in.” Gina’s gaze swung to Boyd. “And you … what were you thinking? How could you? The two of you, in fact. You’re disgusting.”

“Gina, I—” He approached her with both hands outstretched and guilt etched on his narrow face.

She stepped aside as a million harsh words bubbled in her throat. Ignoring the shooting pains in her stomach, she said, “If you touch me, you will regret it.”

Arms folded across her chest, Nichelle glowered. “This makes no sense. How will we work out the business details?”

“Get out.” Gina locked her fingers together to stop herself from wrapping her hands around Nichelle’s neck, and squeezed the rest of her words past her lips. “You can come back tomorrow.”

Nichelle shook her head. “We may as well do it now. It was only a matter of time, anyway.”

“Oh, so you planned this?” Gina’s attention shifted to Boyd. “When were you going to tell me you wanted out? And to cheat with her, of all people?”

“What’s wrong with me, of all people?” Nichelle stabbed the air with a manicured finger. “If you were taking care of his needs, he wouldn’t have turned to me.”

Tears sprang to Gina’s eyes again as she swiveled in Boyd’s direction. “If I wasn’t worth your patience, time, or energy, then you deserve exactly what you’re getting.”

“We still need to discuss our business.” Nichelle’s voice was low but insistent. 

“Fine, we can do it now, but not with him here. This doesn’t concern him.”

Nichelle threw her next words in Boyd’s direction. “We’ll catch up later.”

His nod was curt, but he sighed and avoided Gina’s cutting look by turning away. When the door closed behind him, she asked, “Couldn’t you have done this in your office? Why did you have to take it here?”

With one hand, Nichelle rubbed her temple. “Gina, I’m sorry.”

“If you knew you were going to be sorry, you shouldn’t have done it.” She fell into the chair behind her desk. “How long have the two of you been carrying on behind my back?”

“A few months.”

“Don’t play with me, Nichelle. What length of time are we talking about?”

“Three months.”

“So, you’ve been with Boyd half the time he and I were together? How classy.”

Nichelle opened her mouth to protest, but Gina’s glare stopped her. She drew an unsteady breath and snapped. “How do you betray someone you’ve known this long? I just don’t get it.”

“We didn’t—”

Holding up one hand, Gina said, “I don’t want to know. Please sit.”

When she did, Gina continued, “Since we only have two years together in business, I suggest we split All Things Tasty according to customers. You get the ones you came with and I keep mine.”

Nichelle shifted on the edge of the visitor’s chair. “What about the ones who’ve come on board since then?”

The ball of resentment returned to clog Gina’s throat the instant her gaze fell on the miniature Santa at the edge of her desk. At the touch of a button, the figurine danced to a lively canned version of White Christmas. Gina wanted to sweep it onto the floor, but taking out her anger that way would solve nothing. The fact remained that Boyd and Nichelle had ruined a perfectly good thing for reasons unknown.

She dragged her mind back to business. “We can email to advise them we will no longer be working together. They can choose which of us they want to patronize in the future.”

“About the business name—”

“What about it?” Gina clenched her jaw. “I came up with it before we got together, so you have no right to it.” 

“I worked just as hard to build All Things Tasty.”

“Let’s get one thing straight.” Gina used one finger to tap the desk in time with her words. “My business was a success before you joined me. You’ve played your part and we’ve grown, but I’m not giving you my business name. I came up with it, so it belongs to me.” 

Nichelle raised both hands. “I hear you. What about the equipment?”

“We treat them the same. We’ll sell our assets in common and share the proceeds.”

“So, this is it?” Nichelle shook her head but held Gina’s gaze. “You’re a cool customer. How can you decide these things right now, as if none of what happened matters?”

“I’m dealing with this now because all of it counts. Why would I want you and Boyd around? I can forgive him because I’ve known him for less than a year, but you should have known better. You’re like family.”

Nichelle scanned the room with its paintings of Montego Bay seascapes and the small, evergreen pine Gina had decorated for the holidays. She’d enjoyed the sweet scent, but it may as well have carried the stink of stale cigarettes since they’d tainted it with their tasteless carrying on. 

“So, this is really it?” Nichelle asked. 

Gina propped both elbows on the chair arms and averted her gaze from her friend. “You made your bed, so you get to lie in it.”

Silence blanketed the room until piped Christmas music filled the air. 

Gina hadn’t noticed it was missing. One of their staff members must have turned the system back on. How ironic that they selected All I Want for Christmas is You. 

Nichelle’s lips twisted in a tiny smirk as she rose from the seat. “I guess you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”








  
  
Chapter 1




“Grandma said Santa can bring my mommy anything she wants.”  

Luca shifted on Santa’s leg and pulled a folded book leaf from his jeans pocket. His high-pitched voice carried to Gina, who watched him from a nearby booth. 

“I wrote you a letter, but can you bring Mommy a boyfriend for Christmas? And maybe a daddy for me?”

“Luca!” Gina screeched while he pointed, then whispered to Santa, who looked directly at her. 

She dumped the tablecloth on the trestle and called to her assistant as she rushed toward her son. “Can you finish setting up while I get Luca?”

Summer grinned, revealing a mouthful of braces. “Sure, do your thing.”

The fair being hosted by the shopping mall owner would start in another hour. Overnight, the decorators transformed the courtyard with garlands and a ten-foot Christmas tree as the focal point. Aside from the decorations on the tree, blue and silver tinsel dominated the space meant to be a small fairground for the shoppers’ children. 

Gina preferred red for the décor, but the only hint of it was in the pile of faux gifts heaped around the tree. And, of course, Santa, whose smile grew wider as she approached him. 

She was too mortified to do more than offer an anemic curl of the lips, although she wanted to snatch Luca off his lap. “I’m sure Santa would like some time to set up before the other children arrive. Come, Luca.”

Behind round steel-rimmed glasses, Santa’s gaze twinkled. He returned her gesture, revealing rows of perfect teeth. “It’s okay, I’m not busy.”

His gaze ran from Gina’s ponytail to her sneakers and stopped everywhere in between. Santa was checking her out. The ick factor would have made her grimace, but this man was no old geezer. His pearly whites, spray-painted beard, and smooth, dark-honey hands told a story that made her curious. Who was he and why was he playing Santa instead of Mr. Timmons, whom all the shoppers knew?

“It’s perfectly all right, Miss …?”

She tipped one brow. Really? This was the only Santa the plaza management could find? One who’d likely be hitting on unsuspecting moms all day? Later, she’d have a word with the property manager, who was a decent sort. 

Before she could respond, Luca piped up first, still perched on Santa's thigh. 

“Wright. My mommy’s name is Regina Wright, but Grandma calls her Gina.”

Santa gave her a saucy wink. “Thanks for that information, son.”

She ignored him and spoke to Luca. “Come here. Now.”

“But I wasn’t finished yet, Mommy.” He wriggled the letter between his fingers, gazing up at the impostor who studied her without blinking once. 

Gina leaned in and gently circled Luca’s arm. “You can come back later, when the fair starts.”

“Are you sure?” Luca slid off Santa’s leg and pointed at him. “He’s going to be busy. That’s why I came now.”

She turned Luca toward the tent where Summer was in the middle of dressing the table. “Go.”

When she faced Santa, he was watching her. Gina straightened her spine and worked up a half-smile. “Sorry about that. My son thinks Santa is a superhero.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that. Soon enough, he won’t believe. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

He rose from a cushy fan back chair and held out one hand. “Nice to meet you, Miss Regina Wright.”

Gina wished she could say the same and thought about not shaking his hand, but good manners forced her to mirror his gesture. Santa towered over her, but wasn’t menacing. His palm was cool and dry but somehow, she was about to break into a sweat as her fingers came in contact with his. While his much larger hand enclosed hers, his eyes searched hers, as if he wanted to see into her soul. She stepped back and jabbed one thumb over her shoulder. “I have to go. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t delivered on the boyfriend Luca asked for.” His friendly grin was distracting, and she couldn’t ignore the warmth crawling up her neck. 

“Not to worry,” she quipped. “I’m certain I can choose one for myself.”

“Noted.” His rich chuckle sent a shiver down her spine as he raised one hand in a salute. “See you later, Miss Wright.”

She headed to the tent, hoping there wouldn’t be a later for them. She’d had enough of slick men, and that thought brought back her immediate challenge. Nichelle chose the worst time of year to end their relationship and steal her boyfriend. Stiffening her spine, Gina reminded herself that Nichelle hadn’t stolen Boyd. He’d been a willing participant, fooling Gina into thinking their bond was solid when it wasn’t. 

Aside from today’s fair, she had an event this evening, which didn’t leave her time to think about things that no longer mattered. Her catering business wouldn’t run itself while she moped about her new reality. The weight on her chest and shoulders were heavy, but she needed to wrap her head around this moment.

On the dozen steps back to where Summer was now filling jars with lollipops, Regina assessed what remained for them to do. Today’s fair was simple enough with her supplies pre-paid by the plaza. She was providing cupcakes for the children and fruitcake squares for the adults. She also had separate samples for the parents who might want to purchase Christmas cakes and puddings from her. Those contained more wine and rum. 

How she’d deal with additional orders, Regina didn’t know. If she got them, she’d take them and figure out her schedule later. This business took care of Luca, her first and most important priority. She’d inherited her mother’s tenacity and in situations like these, Bernadette Muirhead often said, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

That was good enough for Regina. For now, she’d complete the display for All Things Tasty and, if she was lucky, distract Luca from visiting Santa again. 

An hour later, she and Summer were busy handing out cupcakes. Luca also gave each child that visited their stand a lollipop. 

During the afternoon, when the stream of people slowed, they sat and stretched their legs. The folding chairs they brought with them came in handy for these breaks. They had another spurt of activity and, when it petered out, Summer left to run some personal errands. 

Regina was ready to strip down their station when Luca craned his neck in a certain direction, then asked, “Can I go talk with Santa now?”

Regina angled her body to where the stand-in St. Nick was taking a picture with a toddler and said, “There’s still a line of children. Give it a few more minutes.”

“But Mommy.” 

One stern look stopped Luca’s whining. 

He folded both arms and spoke in his natural voice, tipping his chin in the air. “You promised.”

Sighing, Regina said, “I know, but as you can see, Summer is gone and I’m busy.”

A smile replaced Luca’s frown as he looked beyond her and hopped from one foot to the other. “Grandma!”

Regina spun at the same moment Luca dashed past and flew into his grandmother’s arms. She’d promised to stop by to watch him while Regina closed out the day’s activities. 

Bernadette’s sharp gaze scanned the empty display cases. She’d come straight from the salon, where she’d had a wash and curl. Her silver hair carried a blue rinse and glinted like a halo in the sunshine.

“Hey, love. How did today go?” she asked. “Although the empty shelves tell the story.”

“Great.” Gina squeezed her mother’s arm. “The kids loved the cupcakes and all the fruit cake samples are gone.”

“I hope you got some orders.”

“Yes, but I’ll need help.” She bit her lip then added, “You know what the next few weeks look like for me.”

Bernadette put a finger to her cheek, as she did when she was working through a problem. “About that … Julian invited your Dad and me to spend the holidays with him in Florida.”

“When are you leaving?”

“He bought the tickets for Monday. He and Paula want us to spend two full weeks with them.”

While her heart sank, Regina kept her smile bright. She didn’t want Mom to worry about her business. Her parents deserved the break, plus they didn’t get to see their other grandchildren often. Maybe her sister, Valencia, could help, although the holidays were busy for her, too.

She sent up a prayer that Seya could lend a hand. Her mental fog cleared when Luca tugged his grandmother’s hand. “Come on, Grandma. Santa’s leaving.”








  
  
Chapter 2




“Thank you, Santa.” The chubby angel wearing a plastic tiara patted Zack’s cheek with a sticky hand. She scooted off his lap, trailing her fingers on his pant leg. Her mother offered an apologetic smile and dabbed at the outside of his thigh with a wet wipe before he could stop her.  

He shifted his foot. “It’s okay. This goes with the territory.”

“If you’re sure …”

Snagging the wipe, he dipped his head and finished the job. “Don’t worry about it.”

The girl waved as they left the area decorated to imitate a living room and headed into the nearest booth.  

Zack pulled the collar away from his skin and shifted the padding that represented his belly. The Santa suit was hot and he couldn’t wait to slide out of it. He was only doing this gig as a favor to his father, whose regular Santa came down with the flu. 

In the couple of hours he’d been impersonating St. Nick, one toddler peed on him, another upchucked a stomach-turning combination of ice cream and half-digested hot dog, and a little hellion kicked him in the shin. This, after his mother told him he’d get nothing from Santa based on his inappropriate behavior. 

The bright spot in his day was meeting Regina Wright. She was the first woman who’d stirred his interest in some time and reminded Zack that he was alive and had needs. Until his gaze fell on her wedding ring and his heart nose-dived into his stomach. But there was her comment about choosing a boyfriend, which was curious if she was married.   

His fascination with Gina made him uncomfortable, but it didn’t stop him from watching her all afternoon, at least when he wasn’t busy with the kids. He tried, but couldn’t keep his gaze from straying in her direction. 

His sister would say he was displaying stalker like tendencies. The only good thing was that when Gina’s assistant caught him staring the first time, he’d been careful not to make that mistake again. 

Regina’s actions as she moved around her booth were confident and purposeful, that of a woman who knew her stuff. She was pleasant to her little customers and her brilliant smile made him want to be on the receiving end of it. From her interaction with Luca, Zack knew she was a wonderful mother. Loving, but not overindulgent. Firm, but not abusive. 

When his mind strayed to what her husband was like, Zack dragged his attention from Gina and focused on the business his father wasn’t paying him to do. His parents had built the plaza ten years ago and still owned and rented several of the shops. 

This treat was a tradition he’d only heard about over the years. He and his twin, Eli, had missed out. They had been away at college and, after finishing, remained in America, where they were contractors in the information technology sector. He’d stayed away too long. At thirty-five he had an established business, but his personal life was dull and lacking. 

Until a year ago, he’d been engaged. His fiancé, Alana, was American, so he spent most of his time with her and flew home once or twice per year. Life had been wonderful until it went off the rails. 

The buzzing at his hip startled Zack, and he reached for the phone he’d forgotten was inside the suit. He swiped the screen and peered at it, certain his eyes were fooling him. One blink and he wondered whether he’d summoned Alana with his thoughts. He dragged a hand over his beard, and a shower of silver glitter fell onto his suit. His mother had playfully insisted on adding that bit of fairy dust, as she called it. 

He put aside his impulse to ignore the call and answered. “What can I do for you?”

“Isaac. Is that you?” Alana asked, her tone husky. 

“Who were you calling?”

“You, of course.”

Her breath caught on a tiny sigh and would have weakened him a year ago, but had no effect on him now. At least, none he wanted to acknowledge. He glanced across the way at Regina, who was packing up her station. “So, tell me what you want.”

“I … I wanted to touch base because we need to talk.”

“It’s been almost a year since we’ve been in touch.”

“I know, but I’ve been thinking …”

She didn’t continue, and Zack didn’t urge her to speak. Alana could be persuasive, and he refused to be caught in her web. She’d had him tangled so badly, he couldn’t see through her shenanigans, which she eventually tried to blame on him. 

“Um … I want you to think about our relationship. To give me another chance.”

Zack sat up and propped his elbow on his thigh. “Hell no. What makes you think I’d be stupid enough to put you in a position to hurt me again?”

She sighed, and he pictured her tugging the thick braid she sometimes wore in a bun. “People make mistakes, Zack.”

“I agree, but a do-over is not on the cards for us.” Smirking, he asked, “Did your friend, client, or whatever he was to you, not turn out to be all you bargained for?”

“You don’t have to be nasty about it.”

“Don’t tell me how I should feel or how to react.” He scanned the surrounding area to be certain no one could overhear him. “We shouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

“We could have had it ages ago if you’d answered my calls.”

He huffed and adjusted his position so he wasn’t looking at Gina, but at the vendor selling chocolate reindeer, butter cookies, and gingerbread men. The Sleigh Ride instrumental blasting through the nearby speakers only worsened his mood, and he snapped, “I’m under no obligation to listen to anything you have to say. You cheated. I walked away. It’s over.”

“You never allowed me to explain properly.”

“This is a bad time.” Zack let out another huff, conscious that he sounded bad-tempered, but he was past caring. “I can’t do this here.”

“When can we talk, Z?”

“I’m in Jamaica.”

“It’s not as if you’re on the moon.”

“You’re not listening to me.” He took a few seconds to clarify what he wanted to say. “If we talk, we’ll simply be moving in circles. There’s no going back for me. What you did falls into non-negotiable territory.”

“What about forgiveness? Doesn’t that count for something?”

“I’d forgive if there was any evidence you cared about my feelings. If I hadn’t caught you, you’d still have been playing me for a fool.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“Do I?” 

When she didn’t answer, Zack said, “Thanks for the call. I really have to go.”

He pressed the end icon and took several deep breaths to calm himself. The heat scorching his neck and face was almost unbearable, so he made a bee-line to the snow cone vendor, who served him a paper cup with shaved ice and a mixture of strawberry and mango syrup.
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