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      To the subscribers at the other end of my email newsletters. Thank you for being there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            prologue: attachment issue

          

        

      

    

    
      In the dream, she skated a wide figure-eight, arms stretched out like wings, gliding free. Cool air rushed past her face; her cashmere scarf fluttered. Blake and the kids waved from the far side of the huge rink, not far from the enormous tree. It might be Rockefeller Center on Christmas Eve, but somehow the four of them had the ice to themselves. Thousands of tiny golden lights adorned the skyscraper spruce, glittering like stars in the Manhattan twilight—indigo, fuchsia, and violet backlit the winter sky—giving her the feeling she was fly…

      Suddenly, a loud metallic crack sliced the air, and the blade of her skate broke clear off, sending her tumbling down to the ice. She spun on her back like a top, then careened into the side wall with a thud.

      The kids raced over. Blake took his sweet time.

      “What happened?” he asked when he finally reached them.

      “I fell,” she started to say but got distracted by the bottom of her bladeless skate, trying to understand what happened. There were no holes, no metal plates, no sign anything had once been attached.

      “Yeah, I got that much, Anna.” Arms crossed, he huffed a few feet above her, his lips chapped and dry from the cold. He looked around for the kids, who somehow were now safely out of earshot. “Enough with the sarcasm,” he added. “We’re not married anymore; you don’t have to be a bitch.”

      And then—thank you, Christmas miracle—he skated off and disappeared.

      From the edge of her field of vision, a rink security guard glided over and helped her up. The bell on the tip of his floppy yellow and green elf hat jing-a-linged as he dusted ice shavings off her coat and offered his arm in support.

      Once she collected herself and got a good look at the man under the hat, she noticed he was quite handsome and that it was very pleasant to watch him in motion. The muscles of his chest and biceps flexed beneath his tight black sweater. His thick dark hair bounced. Heat stirred in her body, somewhere deep and low. The space between them hummed with electricity; the air no longer felt cold. His blue eyes sparkled like a tropical lagoon, and they remained fixed on her when he asked, “Can I take you home?”

      Only it wasn’t her Costa Mesa townhouse they went to, it was the back room of her bakery. The order board hung on the wall; the laminated, handwritten recipes hung from the edge of the shelves. Tall racks of cooling cookie sheets waited beside the steel counter. Wide aquamarine boxes, with Anna’s Bakery of Cookies printed on the lids, surrounded them in neat piles. When he spied the small loveseat in her office, he picked her up as if she were a bride and carried her over the threshold. “What do you think, Anna? Is it alright if I stay?”

      She looked into the mirror beside the office door to see if this was real. The reflection was theirs alright—her brown eyes, wavy chestnut hair, hips whose curves gained extra padding this time of year. He stood behind her, started to unwrap her scarf as if she were a present, pressed his lips to her neck for a single kiss.

      “Is this okay?” he asked, meeting her gaze in the glass.

      “Yes,” she told him with a sigh as she leaned back against his broad chest. “Yes, it’s more than okay; I definitely think you should stay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            best laid… plan

          

        

      

    

    
      If only. The dream from early this morning with the sexy Santa faded as Anna peeked out from the back room. The line snaked around the long glass case, unfurling like gift ribbon to the front door. But Siena and Reef, a.k.a. Arthur, her loyal and unflappable employees, had this. The white pom poms of their Santa hats wagged as they chatted with customers and took orders, filling the bakery’s signature green boxes with cookies from the case.

      Although Anna didn’t personally feel so much of it this morning, the Christmas-spirit meter hummed in the high zone—from the excited chatter and holiday wishes she overheard to the carols playing softly in the background. Cedar roping with dangling red and green ornaments and twinkling lights ran along the soffits, and giant Coulter pine cones—courtesy of the backyard tree at the old house on Balboa Island—hung from the ceiling, each at different heights.

      While customers buzzed in the front and the mixer whirred behind her, Anna decorated the next sheet of sugar cookies for the special orders. Since the shop was so small and she was a one-woman baking operation, at Christmas she simplified her repertoire, kept the offerings bare bones, and focused on the icing decoration. No complicated dough recipes with time-consuming curlicues of zest or chocolate shavings, just delicious, buttery sugar cookies in various shapes and sizes: palm trees with Christmas ornaments framed with an orange- and lavender-streaked sunset, snowflakes, Hollywood stars, Santas on surfboards, and Rudolphs with big antlers waving from the driver’s side of a sports car.

      And sailboats. With holiday lights dabbed with sparkly, edible frosting for a real estate developer in Corona del Mar. His fancy yacht won an award for its lights in the Newport boat parade last December, and when his assistant couldn’t decide what kind of cookies to order, these were what Anna designed. One by one, she dotted each tiny bulb with the tip of her piping bag and then with her tweezers she added an extra touch, a minuscule flake of food-safe gold-leaf foil.

      That dream. She lifted the canvas bag and for just a quick moment closed her eyes to savor the memory. The recollection was slipping, although she tried hard—mm, yes, very hard—to hold onto it. Blake being a jerk was more or less exactly like reality, but that she would finally have amazing sex with a gorgeous, sweet guy? That was about as likely in real life as Santa coming down her chimney.

      No pun intended. She did not have a romantic prospect to save her life. Or, for that matter, a fireplace.

      Over the hum of the mixer, her phone jingled and vibrated against the steel counter. The sound of the “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” alert made her smile. It wasn’t her usual tone, which meant Carli must have changed it as a joke. Anna shrugged away the pang of sadness, of longing, as she glanced over at the screen. Speaking of Carli, it was her, texting from New York with a photo of an elaborate department store Christmas window display. Anna tapped the image, squinted to make out the vignette, and let out a genuine laugh. Now that was a serious elf-bakery operation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck with all your cookie orders today, mom!

      

      

      

      

      

      With voice commands, Anna texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks, honey! How’s New York?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Great! But I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna started to dictate, “I miss you too,” but before she could finish Carli followed with a selfie modeling a not-so-appropriate-for-a-fifteen-year-old dress. Anna could see from the thick gold frame around the floor mirror and the sharply dressed personal shopper trying to stay out of the photo that it was an exclusive department store, a place Anna never would have taken her.

      Blake’s thumb cut into the corner of the picture, right by the white price tag. He probably had turned the tag around and held it in place to make sure Anna could see it. It wasn’t paranoia on her part; since the divorce, that was totally the type of thing he would do.

      But Anna wasn’t going to squint this time to see the dollar amount; she would not play into his battle-for-the-kids’-affection games and also, she didn’t want to know.

      Let him try to earn the kids’ respect by buying them expensive stuff. She would not get aggravated. Repeat: She would not get aggravated. As she kept reminding herself since he picked Carli up yesterday to visit Ben at college in New York City, Blake was giving the kids a nice winter vacation, doing Christmas in the Big Apple. A picture-perfect, postcard-ready Christmas in Manhattan with Madison, his pretty, young new wife—“new” referring strictly to the recency of their nuptials, not how long they had been screwing around behind Anna’s back.

      Not. Aggravated.

      With a deep, cleansing screw-Blake breath—not that kind of screw-Blake—she focused on decorating tray after tray.

      When she was done with the batch, she set the piping bag down and methodically row by row eyed each cookie on the sheets for any slip-ups that needed correcting.

      Not bad. Only a couple of wayward drips of icing here and there that she carefully removed with her food pick.

      By mid-morning, the courier service took off with most of the orders and the flow of incoming customers slowed. Once Reef had helped the last person in line, Anna locked the front door and turned the sign to closed. Reef got out the vacuum and the mop, while Siena followed Anna into the back and helped her fill the rest of the deep boxes with layers of cookies and carefully-placed dividers.

      “These are so amazing,” Siena said while the two of them packed the orders. “You have a real knack, Anna. Each one is like a miniature work of art.”

      “Without you and Reef on the front lines, I wouldn’t be able to do it. Once we get this last dozen into the box, you two should go. It’s been a long morning, and you should start your holiday already.” The Christmas Eve shift was the bakery’s most intense—super-busy and starting so early they joked about how they ought to camp in the back room the night before.

      Not that three people could fit back there if they weren’t on their feet.

      Anna didn’t mind. The shop was tiny, but it was hers—relying on her artistry and creativity, her spin on recipes from her mother—and she loved it. With the exception of Siena and Reef’s part-time help, she had built the business on her own. Still, as much as she loved this place, she was looking forward to tonight after the gala, when she could take off her dress, let down her hair, fall onto the couch and watch one of her favorite movies.

      Low-conflict Christmas romances with couples and families that practiced the art of compromise, with reliably optimistic endings. She had been squirreling them onto her streaming watchlist since Thanksgiving. They were her guilty pleasure and, more to the point, her solace, her vicarious Christmas spirit at the holiday, when neither the kids nor her mom were with her.

      “I swore I wouldn’t admit this to another soul,” Siena said as they loaded the final boxes, “but the only invitation I got for tonight was from my Aunt Betty and Uncle Burt, and they tend to hit the hot buttered rum pretty hard.” She pretended to shudder at the thought. “It’s not pretty.”

      “No, that doesn’t sound good, although…hot buttered rum.” Anna smiled and mocked a shrug.

      “I know, right? But it’s a gut bomb. You have to know when to stop. And therein lies the problem. So I can easily help you with the deliveries and tell them tomorrow that I stopped by last night. They’ll be asleep by, oh, four thirty; they’ll hardly remember whether I did or not.”

      “That sounds like it might be a good course of action,” Anna said in jest. “It’s nice of you to offer to help but, really, it’s been a long day and I can manage on my own. Besides, I don’t want either of you to get burned out. I’ll really need your help when—I mean, if,” Anna corrected so as not to set anyone up for disappointment, least of all herself, “we open a second location next year.”

      “ABC number two—that would be so awesome, lady. By the way, who are you taking tonight to the Angels’ gala?”

      “Oh…I don’t know,” she said and moved her pursed lips side to side as if contemplating the choices. “I couldn’t decide which hunky Prince Charming to ask, so I settled on just me, myself, and I.”

      Siena’s hopeful expression turned sad. Sad for Anna. Sad as in, pity. “You can’t attend the Orange County Christmas Angels’ secret-invitation gala alone. Let me go with you, or take Reef. You should have a cheering section there. You’re going to win, I know it.”

      “That’s sweet of you,” Anna said, “but honestly, I don’t mind going solo. I’m serious—you two need to have down time. But”—she held up two crossed fingers—“please do send good vibes out into the universe for us to win.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Good vibes. An image of the man in her dream shimmied to life and just as quickly evaporated.

      Siena looked as if she wanted to say more. Anna guessed it was a question about taking not an employee or a friend but an actual date, as in a real, live single man. Which Anna didn’t want to answer because she didn’t do real, live-man dates.

      “I almost forgot—” Anna pointed toward the cubbyhole that was her office. “There’s an envelope for you and for Reef on my desk. Take them before you go.” She hoped that didn’t sound dismissive; she was grateful for Siena’s offers to help, but things were usually easier when you took care of them alone. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Thanks, boss. Merry Christmas.” Siena stifled what looked like it was about to be a sigh, and then she smiled. Sort of. It was more one of those I’m-disappointed-on-your-behalf smiles. “Try to do something fun and nice for yourself, Anna. You work really hard and, well, don’t forget that it’s Christmas tomorrow.”

      She didn’t say it to Siena because most people didn’t understand, but for Anna, work was fun. Work was safe. Work meant security. Unlike Blake, work didn’t throw life-changing curveballs to whack her and her life with the kids right in the side of the head.

      Anna leaned in to give her a hug. “I will. Now take your envelope and go home—or to Aunt Betty and Uncle Burt’s while they’re still standing.”

      Anna closed the last aqua-colored lid and placed the box carefully on one of the piles just as Reef came into the back. “All set,” he said, pointing toward the front of the shop. “Floor’s wet. Don’t slip. I’m heading to Southside—with the winds today there’s awesome wave. But before I take off, I’ll load the van.” Now, he pointed toward the back door.

      “I won’t slip, don’t worry, and I’ll load it myself. Have a great time.” It was touching how concerned he and Siena were. For a brief moment, she wondered what they were like ten years ago, and if her own kids—Carli mostly, since she was younger—would turn into similarly kind, engaged, responsible adults. Kind, engaged, responsible adults who might joke about quirky relatives but who, Anna knew, would faithfully and good-heartedly go visit anyway.

      She reached around the wall to her office and grabbed the printout and pencil from her desk. That was one advantage of a shop the size of a postage-stamp. Although if she got the Angels’ investment, she would make sure Anna’s Bakery of Cookies number two was larger, with a cool, clean marble-topped island in the center of the back room to provide much-needed workspace.

      She said a silent please to the Angels, who had surprised her with an invite to the gala four weeks ago to the day. Only Siena and Reef and the kids, all of whom Anna had sworn to secrecy, knew she had applied for venture funding back in June. And that her presence had been requested at their Christmas gala, which meant she was a finalist.

      The elegant invitation had been delivered in a thin green box and tied with stretchy gold ribbon so it looked like a Christmas gift. Which was exactly what it would be for the winning business, a lucky, promising local mom-and-pop operation the Angels wanted to invest in and help to expand.

      From the list of V. I. P. orders on the pages in her hand, she cross-checked the name and address on the printed label on the short side of each rectangular box in the lower left-hand corner. With a final tick next to the last name on the list, the extra-special orders were ready to go.

      This was her thing. Every Christmas Eve, she hand-delivered orders to her very best clients, the ones nestled snug in their cliffside Coast Highway homes. They were actors and politicians, surgeons and philanthropists, influencers and socialites, a rock star, a prince, two tech billionaires. It was her way of saying thank you for their business and their loyalty. And just like Anna knew they didn’t wear the same outfit to more than one event, she never designed them the same cookies twice.

      Her clients paid handsomely—for her originality, her dependability, her reputation. They ordered repeatedly for their special events, referred their friends and colleagues often. Without them and their trust, Anna’s Bakery of Cookies wouldn’t have grown from nothing to thriving these last four years of her rocky, post-divorce life.

      Next, she double-checked the big order for the children’s hospital Christmas luncheon, to which she donated cookies every year. All set. She grabbed her keys from the hook on the wall and ran outside to re-park the van in the alley right by the back door. Once she loaded all the cookie boxes, she would run back in and quickly change into her dress.

      Inside once more, she dropped the key fob in her pocket and shut off the bakery lights, wiped a last couple of crumbs off the counter. With the back door propped open, one at a time she took the top three boxes off a pile on the counter, careful to keep them level. Crouching, she shimmied them onto her forearms. Three boxes at once was her limit, her rule; she never risked an accident by trying to carry more.

      Outside, the air was cool, but the sun blazed hot. She set the boxes on the van’s cargo floor and turned them so the short sides rested against the grate behind the front seats. Then she hurried around to the driver’s side to blast the air conditioning. Iced cookies, rays of sun, the glass window a focusing prism. That was the last thing she would need today, for the cookies’ icing to melt.

      The radio came on as soon as she started the motor. “Folks, Santa’s in for a bumpy ride over SoCal tonight," said the deep voice of a practiced male announcer. “Traffic and a wind alert for the Santa Anas, along with the rest of the holiday weather, coming up next.”

      She didn’t wait to hear the forecast. The traffic she would check on the van’s GPS and after the deliveries, she was only going to the gala, which was taking place in the country club ballroom, safely inside. And then after the gala, she was headed straight home. A shower, yoga pants, TV. She might shift positions to reach the bag of microwave popcorn or to exchange goodnight texts with the kids or to fetch a pint of ice cream from the freezer, but that was all. The wind warnings didn’t matter to her plans; they were one-hundred percent weather-proof.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The wind gusted warm and dry, carrying the scent of creosote bushes from the desert as she headed back toward the bakery door to grab the next three boxes. The hem of her chef’s jacket flapped, and her eyes squinched shut by instinct to protect from a flurry of sand and dust. The Santa Ana winds were forceful; when they blew, they blew hard. It was good the hospital Christmas party wasn’t happening in the outdoor courtyard. She imagined a rogue gust lifting cookies off the table, her race car Rudolfs and surfing Santas swirling in the blustery air.

      Once inside again, she kicked the small rubber wedge doorstop out of the way to swap it for a weightier bag of flour.

      Her phone buzzed and jingled with another text alert, and she slid it out of her pocket. A photo expanded on her screen, a picture from the kids on the ice at Rockefeller Center. Ben was giving Carli a noogie as the two of them grinned in front of the massive tree.

      For a brief second, Anna’s mind flashed to the hunk at the rink in her dreams. The phone buzzed and jangled a second alert, and she shook the man-thoughts away as she tried to think of how to respond. Upbeat-mom was the tone she strived for, rather than angry-at-Blake that she and the kids were apart.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fun!! Is it cold?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Freeeeezing. And OMG mom, it just started to snow!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Right on time! #whiteChristmas!

      

      

      

      

      

      At her hashtag, Anna could picture Carli roll her eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re on Fifth Avenue. Right by the Spiralo store. Mom, can I get a Spiralo watch?

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna tensed. Carli was relentless when she wanted something. That bleeping smartwatch practically cost more than what the bakery earned in a week.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ve talked about this (a lot!) No Spiralo watch.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        But why? It does everything. It has A. I.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re 15. You have a bright, young, healthy brain. You don’t need A. I.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        #badmom #foreheadL #doesntunderstand

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        #iknow,worstmomEVER

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        #seriously #justplainmean

      

      

      

      

      

      Anna waited a few seconds because she sensed the change in tone. She knew her daughter. Carli’s disposition generally was kind and sweet, so she would need a moment to wind up. But then, Anna held her breath, because her mercurial teenager also could hurl a wicked sucker punch.

      The three bubbles blinked and faded, and here it was, a page straight from Blake’s playbook:

      
        
          
            
              
        #bitter

      

      

      

      

      

      Since the divorce, it had gotten harder and harder to temper that biting edge of his personality and his negative influence. Especially when the kids—again, mainly Carli, since Ben was older and away at college—spent longer than a day or two with him. Anna could sometimes hear him in Carli’s voice and texts, see his disdain in her eyes when she came home to Anna. Home to real life, to structure and rules and stability. Home to the parent who was willing to say, no.

      Sometimes Anna felt as if she were losing Carli to him. Temporarily, Anna hoped, but it stung. The kids were the center of her life; every single decision, every action she took, she contemplated with them at heart—what they needed, how to encourage them to grow into good people, how to keep them fed and clothed and safe and secure and…

      The lack of bubbles on the phone screen told her Carli was done going on about the watch and conveying all the ways Anna was letting her down—at least for right now.

      How many times had they talked about why Carli didn’t need such an expensive toy? Anna hoped she would come to appreciate the differences between Anna’s and Blake’s parenting approaches as she got older. Anna would never do anything to poison the kids’ relationship with him, never say anything bad behind his back. So many times she had almost let something accidentally slip about his affair, but she would not tell them. Maybe they suspected, or possibly Blake would share, but no matter how hard it might be to bite her tongue about his misdeeds, it would not come from Anna.

      Before she put the phone back in her pocket, she checked the clock. Thanks to the texting, she was running behind. Six boxes remained on the counter. She needed to hustle if she was going to deliver like she promised.

      It was only a few feet from the bakery’s back door to the van—she could carry them all, make an exception to her steadfast rule for this one super-important, urgent time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      James stood at the bathroom mirror and pulled the strap of the Santa beard over his head before putting on the wig. He tugged and straightened one after the other, put the glue on the mustache, carefully centered it above his top lip, and pressed it to his skin.

      He did the same with the wide, white bushy eyebrows, and then picked up the glasses from beside the sink. The fake gold wire-rimmed frames that came in the deluxe costume kit were a little tight at the temples, but the hospital party was only two hours. No big deal. Rubbing some of the blush that came in the package on the tip of his nose, he leaned closer to the mirror.

      Not bad.

      But damn it, that the belly padding hadn’t arrived on time really bummed him out. The tracking webpage said it was on the truck and out for delivery two days ago, and his inquiry yesterday had gone unanswered. He wanted that belly for authenticity’s sake, so he would really look like a Santa.

      But as his mind reviewed the past, he considered how Dr. Washingtonn, a hospital therapist he had seen, might have held a different opinion. When they knew each other back then, she might have pursed her lips in thought and slowly nodded—he could picture it as if she were standing in the bathroom doorway behind him. If it was one of their talking days, she might have asked if his fixation on the belly padding might hold a deeper meaning, if it could be because he wanted some kind of extra cushioning or protection, a suit of armor of sorts.

      And he would immediately, without any thought, have huffed out a snorty laugh and waved it off, as if the suggestion were silly.

      He wondered if she was working today, and if she might stop by the party. Not that he wanted to talk about anything, more like he just wanted to show her. But her stopping by was unlikely—he remembered that from before, how she always seemed to be tucked away in her office at the far end of that wing. The only thing beyond her door was a window wall that looked out onto a peaceful courtyard garden with a gurgling fountain.

      He collected the costume packaging and headed toward the kitchen, where he dumped it in the cardboard box on the floor that he used as a recycling bin.

      At the coat closet by the front door, the wire hangers clinked as he pulled down the Santa coat and put it on. His windbreaker was the only thing left in the closet—the thing he really should wear today considering how the Santa Anas had whipped up a little while ago. But the windproof jacket wouldn’t fit over the Santa coat and, besides, what’s a few strong gusts?

      No big deal.

      He squared his shoulders and inhaled a deep breath, reminding himself he had volunteered to do this; he needed to do this; he had promised to do this. It was only a couple of hours. No big deal.

      And then he would reward himself for a job hopefully well done by picking up tacos al pastor carryout for supper. He would eat at the rickety bistro table on the small apartment balcony and nurse a beer, while trying to imagine a better view than the parking lot of the big shopping center. By ten o’clock, he would go to bed so he could get up for work at five on Christmas morning.

      It was a relief, work, starting early and putting in long hours, covering for the other chef when she wanted to take time off. Work meant less time to ruminate. Less headspace to fill with memories. Less time to make small talk with Claire when she would, like every year, call later today or tomorrow.

      Christmas Day and his birthday, the two days she reached out. Not much different than their sex life during the time their disintegrating marriage sputtered its final breaths.

      Work meant less time to wish for things that could not actually come true.

      But anyway. It was too late to back out of the Santa gig. Again, he remembered the Santa who visited Noah when he was at Children’s and the rare, high-watt smile that had blossomed on his little face. James could not disappoint the young patients today. Some might be at Children’s for a few days, others might not make it home, but it didn’t matter what their situations were. He had told the hospital he would play Santa today and committed to making a few kids smile for a measly two-hour Christmas party. So nothing—nothing—was going to stop him, neither memories nor waylaid belly padding.

      A loud knock on the front door startled him out of his blue trance. He grabbed the knob with the dingy ring around the trim plate and turned it.

      “Hi, uh…”

      “James,” he said. “I’m James.” He extended his right hand but quickly realized the guy’s was occupied, holding a cardboard delivery box.

      “Ernest,” he said, offering the carton. “It was sitting outside my front door. Delivery guy must have left it there by mistake. I thought you might need it, being it’s Christmas Eve and all.”

      “I do need it—like, today, like right now. Thanks a lot for bringing it over.”

      “Glad to help,” Ernest replied. He looked over James’ shoulder at the piles of moving boxes and made a face like he might be confused. “I haven’t been here that long myself, moved a few months back from Visalia.”

      James just nodded. He had spent a few months in the Central Valley, working as a cook in a nursing home near Stockton, but he didn’t want to get caught up in conversation in case Ernest was a talker.

      “If you need a hand unpacking, I’m off from the job until New Year’s, and I have a truck—I can help you bring stuff home from the stores. Save you the delivery fees. And everything always goes on sale on the 26th. There’s a furniture place on…”

      “Thanks, man. I’m good,” James said. “Work is really busy right now—I’m pulling extra shifts, but I might hit you up when it slows down.”

      And I might not.

      “Okay, well, the offer stands. I’m in 4E,” he said, pointing downward in the direction of the stairs and to the left.

      “Thank you, Ernest in 4E. You saved the day with this.” James shook the box, anticipation rising as if he were a kid on Christmas morning. Yes.

      The second Ernest started down the stairs, James closed the door and unpacked the box, took off his Santa coat and shirt, put the harness with the molded silicone belly on.

      He waddled back to the bathroom mirror, making a mental note to practice a more natural gait. The padding was larger and heavier than he expected based on the costume shop website description. It hung low even on his six-foot frame. He imagined Dr. Washingtonn by his shoulder again because the fake gut did give an immediate air of legitimacy and the confidence boost he lacked.

      He looked in the mirror one last time. You got this.

      He re-dressed and hurried out, pulling up the bus schedule and route on his phone. Even with the considerable walk, the bus would be faster than taking the car like he would on a typical workday. This, he hadn’t missed about the whole L. A. metro area, the ten-plus-lane I-405 parking lot.

      He widened his fingers to expand the map until the smallest streets appeared as faint gray lines. Great, it looked like he could cut through an alley behind a row of shops to shave off a few minutes’ time.

      He patted his big belly, re-adjusted the belt buckle for the third time in as many minutes to help keep it in place. A smile plinked the corner of his mouth as he locked the front door behind him, slow-waddle-jogged down the stairs and out the building’s front door. Left toward the bus stop and—no way!—he grabbed hold of his Santa hat as a whipping gust of wind almost blew it off.
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