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Chapter One

 


“I’ll be Cloned for
Christmas”

(To The Tune "I'll be Home for
Christmas")

 


I'll be cloned for
Christmas,

There’ll be three of
me;

One to work, and one to
shop,

And one just for
parties.

 


“I’ll be Home for
Christmas” played on the radio on her desk, and Erin Nordman
substituted the words to “I’ll be Cloned for Christmas” as she sang
along in her mind, her fingers flying over her computer keyboard.
While everyone else was out shopping, having long Christmas lunches
and partying, she was hard at work in the office, muttering
un-seasonally under her breath about fairness and justice.
Christmas was only three days away, work still had to be done, and
someone had to do it.

On top of all the usual
Human Resources work, this year she was in charge of organizing the
staff Christmas party to be held tomorrow night,
and her boss had assigned
her the task of picking out the gifts for everyone in the
department. Usually he got his administrative assistant to do it,
but she was home with mono so he’d delegated that task to
Erin.

Normally, she loved
shopping and, with someone else’s money, it was even better, but
this year she didn’t have time to do her own shopping, and these year-end
reports still needed to get done.

She dealt with a call from the hotel with
last-minute questions about the hors d’oeuvres being served at the
party, then another call from someone from Marketing who’d
forgotten to RSVP and wanted to know if it was too late, all while
typing on her keyboard and jotting down figures on a notepad.

She glanced at her watch. Lunch time. If she
hurried she could kill two birds with one stone by running out to
get the office gifts and at the same time pick up new gifts for her
family. Her stomach tightened, and she rubbed her forehead.

This year she thought she’d been so smart by
ordering everyone’s gifts over the Internet, but here it was
December 22, and none of them had arrived yet. The only gift she
had was the bottle of body spray she’d bought for her friend and
co-worker Kayla, and that was just because one day they’d been out
shopping at lunch time and Kayla had exclaimed over how much she
loved it. Her parents’ gifts, her sisters’ gifts, and their
children’s gifts were all lost somewhere in cyberspace.

And as usual, she’d spent way too much money
so, while the gifts hadn’t arrived, the credit card bill certainly
had.

She leaned back and put her hands over her
face for a moment. Just for a moment. If she had to go buy
presents, she’d be even more broke. But perhaps after Christmas
when the other stuff showed up she could return it. Sure, that’s
what she’d do.

“Um…is everything
okay?”

The deep, masculine voice startled her, and
she almost fell backwards in her office chair. She quickly dropped
her hands and stared up at Dex Mitchell, director of finance,
standing in the door to her cubicle.

God, the man was gorgeous. For a bean
counter. No, for anyone, actually. Every time she saw him it was
all she could do to keep from drooling. Ever since she’d started
working at ICS Software Development, she’d had a crush on Dex
Mitchell.

“Um, yes, yes,” she finally
stammered, straightening up in her chair. “I just have a tiny
little headache, that’s all.” Yeah, tiny like sledgehammers being
swung inside her skull.

“Need some
painkillers?”

“I…have some.” She smiled.
“Thanks, though. Really, I’m fine. I’m just about to go for lunch.
Probably that’ll help. Sometimes when I don’t eat I get a headache,
and all I’ve had today is a banana, and that was at seven-thirty
this morning….” She was babbling like an idiot, and her voice
trailed off. She stood up and grabbed her coat off the coat rack in
the corner of her cubicle then pulled her purse from the bottom
drawer of her desk where she stored it.

“I was just looking for
someone to ask about some payroll questions,” Dex said, moving
aside so she could exit her cubicle.

She carefully squeezed herself small so she
wouldn’t brush against him, although she wanted to.

“But you seem to be the
only one here.”

“No kidding. Everyone else
is either off today or out for lunch.” She winced at the bitterness
in her tone.

“Okay. I can check back
later.”

“No, wait. Um. Maybe I can
help you?” She stopped with her coat half on, her arms hung up in
the sleeves.

His lips twitched. “You need to go for your
lunch,” he reminded her.

“Yes, but I can wait…what
is it you need?”

“Go,” he directed her
firmly, his beautiful lips curved into a smile.

She was about to argue more, but the look in
his eyes made her change her mind and, with a nervous smile, she
whirled around and scurried out of the office. Waiting for the
elevator, she sighed. She always felt like such a goof around
him.

Out on the busy downtown street crowds
pushed along the sidewalks, everyone laden with shopping bags.
Gentle fluffy snowflakes floated around her, creating a very
Christmassy atmosphere, but Erin had no time to enjoy it. She
darted across the street on a red light, and a horn blared at her.
She waved a gloved hand and pushed through the revolving doors of
the department store luckily near her office building.

Inside it was a Christmas paradise.
Extravagant Christmas decorations hung from the ceilings. Green,
red, gold and silver balls adorned draped swags of greenery, little
white lights sparkled everywhere, and lushly decorated trees stood
at the foot of the escalator. Christmas music filled the air.

She could have sworn the
tune was “Jingle Bells” but the words sounded like
“Dashing through the
mall... On a late December day, through the stores we go, charging
all the way... Ching ... Ching ... Ching ...”

She grinned as new words to the familiar
song ran through her head.

She paused at the cosmetics counter,
breathed in the exotic scents and looked at beautifully wrapped
gift packages of fragrances. Yes, the girls in the office would all
like something like that. Actually, so would Jason, she thought
with a grin. The only male in the HR department besides their boss,
it was surprising how well he fit in.

But when she checked the price tags and
calculated how many gifts she needed, these would all be much
beyond the budget she’d been given. What about her mother? No. She
sighed. Her mother had worn Chanel, and nothing but Chanel, for the
past thirty years. Her sisters? Ditto.

Onward. She pushed through crowds to the
escalators and waited impatiently as she rode up to the next floor.
What, oh what was she going to get?

An hour later she’d wandered aimlessly
through the huge store, overwhelmed with choices, none of which
seemed exactly right. When she checked her watch and realized it
was time to get back to work, she was still empty-handed.

Desperate, she returned to the accessories
department and grabbed some fuzzy socks for her mother and sisters.
They were atrocious gifts, but she had to have something to show
for the hour she’d just wasted.

Gifts for the office were going to have to
be booze and chocolates. Again. How unimaginative and impersonal
but, if not that, it would be nothing because she was running out
of time.

She sprinted back to the office to find a
few people had returned from their long boozy lunches and were
sitting around eating a box of chocolates that had just been
delivered from their photocopy repairman. Damn, he must get a lot
of business from them.

Erin stuffed her shopping bag and her purse
back into her desk.

“Did you get the presents?”
Kayla, manager of organizational development and her best friend at
work, appeared in her cubicle.

“No,” Erin sighed, not
looking up from her computer. “I’ll go tonight.” Except tonight she
had to try to find presents for her family—besides the dumb socks
she’d just bought. Socks. She shook her head in disgust.

“Oh. Is there anything I
can help with?”

Erin looked up at her friend, small, cute,
with long red hair. She smiled. “Thanks, Kayla, but I know you’re
swamped, too.”

Mother of three young boys, Kayla looked
impossibly young for that. She nodded. “Tonight is the Christmas
concert at the boys’ school. It will be hectic getting home,
getting some food into them and getting there on time.”

“So leave early,” Erin
said. “Everyone else is.”

Kayla grinned. “Great idea.”

“Hey, Erin.” One of her
co-workers, Cheryl, appeared in the door of her cubicle. “I have a
little problem. I was supposed to take all the door prizes to the
hotel tonight, but my boyfriend just got invited out to a Christmas
cocktail party at his boss’s house, and I really have to go to
that.”

Erin sighed. “Can’t you drop them off on
your way? It won’t take long.”

Cheryl shook her head. “No. I made an
emergency appointment to get my hair done, so I’m going to leave a
few minutes early.”

“But you took a long
lunch!” Erin pushed her long hair back off her face. “And what
about those reports on the training outcomes for this year? They
have to be to the executive team by January second.”
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