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            Holly

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrap my red scarf tighter around me so the snowflakes don’t go down the gap in my coat. On days like this, I wish I could work from home like some of my friends can. But then I’d hate to be in an office job. The snowflakes aren’t sticking, so I feel the slush splash up onto my boots with every step I take. I’m not in the mood today to be ‘Happy Holly’ as the girls I work with like to call me. Last night, I was up late finishing a chapter of my latest book. If the girls I work with knew what I do on the side, they’d be shocked.

      I woke up this morning, and Loretta had messaged me at the ass crack of dawn.

      
        
          
            
              
        Loretta: Holly, meet me at the coffee shop around the corner of the store. I want to talk to you about something before our shift starts.

      

      

      

      

      

      I mean, this isn’t anything new; we often meet for a coffee, but this feels… I don’t know. I feel like she needs to tell me something. She doesn’t usually message me that early, so maybe that’s what has me all out of sorts with her message.

      My tote bag threatens to fall off my shoulder again. I hate that! I hate this weather because I have to layer up so I don’t freeze to death. I’m sweating because I’m walking so fast to keep myself warm. I just can’t win! To top it all off, my nose is red from the cold wind, the rain, and snowflakes keep falling. Did I mention I hate this weather?

      I open the coffee shop door and see Loretta sitting at a table. The waitress is putting the coffee down in front of her, and I see her putting a hot chocolate down in front of the seat I’ll be sitting in. Oh, she’s definitely up to something, bringing out the hot chocolate. The big guns, so to speak.

      She smiles and waves me over. Loretta is my only friend at work. Everyone else, I just about tolerate. And I do mean just about. Loretta has been there as long as I can remember.

      “What are you up to, Loretta?” I say, as I hang my coat on the back of the chair.

      “I don’t know what you mean?” She says, a knowing smile on her face.

      “You only A) order me a drink when you’ve done something or you’re about to do something. B) Hot chocolate is usually when it’s something—big.” I take a sip from my drink, looking at her over my cup, the froth from the drink on my top lip. I pick up a paper napkin off the table and wipe it away.

      She gives me a real belly laugh, and people at the table around us look our way. “Oh, Holly. You know me too well.”

      I knew it!

      “This is going to be my last Christmas at the store.”

      She looks happy about the decision, but her words are not happy ones, not to me anyway. Loretta took me under her wing the first week I started. You could say she’s a mother figure to me. My own parents live too far away, on the West Coast, to see me on a regular basis.

      “Why?” Even I can hear my voice crack a little. Loretta is the only person I really—like.

      “It’s time. I’m getting too old for all this. I’m gonna be a grand-mama in the spring, and I want to be around to help my daughter and her husband if they want it.”

      “Congratulations,” I say. I mean it, but I can hear the tone of my voice. I sound more unhappy than I actually am. “I mean it.”

      “I know you do, sweetheart. I also know you don’t like change.”

      She’s not wrong. “So we'd better make this one kick-ass Christmas period then.” I give her a weak smile.

      “That’s my girl. Anyway, I told the bossman I wanted to tell you before everyone else.”

      “Urgh. How will I deal with him without you there as a buffer?”

      “I think you’re going to manage somehow.” She has a twinkle in her eye that is playful and mischievous.

      We enjoy our drinks and catch up for the next twenty minutes before we need to head over to the store. I tell her about the book I’m currently writing, and she genuinely looks interested. Loretta is the only person in the world who knows my secret. By day, everyone knows me as the quiet, albeit grumpy, Holly who keeps her head down (most of the time) and is the model employee. But when I get home, I curl up on my reading chair, laptop on my knee, and write naughty romance books. It’s something I love doing. Something that genuinely makes me happy, and it’s nice to have a creative way to express myself. It hits me as we are walking to the store that spending this time with Loretta is going to be something that happens less frequently, and that makes me a little sad.
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      The staff changing room is busy when I walk in, and everyone is chatting amongst themselves. Loretta is in the manager's room next door, which is way fancier than this one. I guess I’m going to have to start talking to people now. Urgh!

      I look in the mirror that hangs on the door inside my locker and watch as I braid my hair into two pigtails. At work, I prefer to keep my hair out of my face. In my free time, I enjoy letting my long, light brown hair fall down my shoulders. It’s how I want to keep work and everyday me separate.

      “Okay, everyone,” Loretta says as she walks in and stands by the bulletin board and table at the far end of the room. “We have a couple of new announcements today. 1) We have two new people starting today. Elliot and Lucy. Elliot came to us from one of our other stores, and Lucy is a student at college. Make them both feel welcome. 2) I’ll be retiring in the new year, so this will be my last Christmas here. So you all only have to put up with me for the next month.”

      People around her seem to take the news well, though shocked. Loretta is well-liked and, more to the point, respected here, and whoever fills her shoes is going to have some big shoes to fill. Loretta lets the buzz of chatter go on as she leaves the room.

      The buzzer above the door goes off a few minutes later, letting us all know that it’s time we get our ass’s out of here and where we are supposed to be in the store. Less than a month before the big day, the store is going to be crazy busy with people doing their Christmas shopping.
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