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	Christmastime in Greenville, Maine

	Ellie - Monday

	 

	 

	During the holidays, downtown Greenville, Maine, was as picturesque as the most charming small town in the most typical rom-com story. Ellie loved the way shop owners decorated their windows with fresh fir garland and strung them with softly twinkling lights. The tall lamp posts up and down Main Street were wound with wide red-and-white ribbon, earning the strip the nickname Candy Cane Lane, at least until all the decorations came down in late February.

	Inside Tay’s Hot Choffee Shop, the local coffee/hot chocolate fusion shop, the atmosphere felt like a Christmas movie. The air was filled with the scents of coffee and hot chocolate and the sounds of festive music, jovial conversations, and laughter. Specialty holiday drinks had taken over the menu, and while Tay’s Dark Choco-Gingerbread Latte and Cocoa-Spiked Eggnog Cold Brew were gaining in popularity, the Peppermint Mocha remained the star atop the Christmas tree of holiday drinks. 

	Working at Tay’s shop, Ellie had access to all the flavorful creations she wanted. She’s had a taste for custom beverages ever since she tried her first hot choffee in middle school. Her best friend, Taylor, prepared the cup of hot chocolate with a shot of coffee, and it was a burst of flavor and a jolt of energy Ellie never wanted to live without. Over the years, Ellie adjusted the hot chocolate-to-coffee ratio to increase the caffeine boost, and sometimes she replaced coffee with something a bit stronger for that warm, fuzzy feeling on an extra cold wintery night. One way or another, the drink remained a staple in both Ellie and Tay’s lives. The two of them were sort of like hot chocolate and coffee, actually. Ellie was warm and sweet, but could take a long time to cool down, while Tay brought an energetic enthusiasm to every situation and was quick to refill your cup with empathy, encouragement, or whatever you needed at the time. 

	Ever since they were kids, Ellie encouraged Tay to follow her dream of serving her imaginative drinks at a place of her own. So, when Tay had the opportunity to buy the small coffee shop where she worked throughout high school, she decided to forgo college and try to make her dream a reality. Ellie and Tay went their separate ways for the first time when Ellie left for college. While Ellie was away developing her skills as an artist and earning a Bachelor of Fine Arts, Tay grew the choffee shop to fill out two suites along Main Street, with plenty of room for customers to linger and maybe catch a poetry slam, or maybe even an all-kazoo performance of “A Christmas Gift for You from Phil Spector.” Tay’s shop turned out to be the perfect place for Ellie to land when she moved back home last Christmas after getting laid off from her graphic design job at a popular clothing and outdoor recreation equipment retailer. The timing turned out to be perfect, though, as it gave Ellie the chance to be back home with her mom, who was experiencing some health struggles, and to help Tay with her busy business. Plus, spending girl time with her bestie almost every day was priceless.

	Ellie brushed the crumbs off a table in the back corner of the shop and swept them into the palm of her hand. She took off her winter hat and dropped it on the table to reserve the spot for herself. The late afternoon rush had subsided, so Ellie’s shift was about over. “I’m clocking out, Tay,” she said as she breezed behind the counter and returned the “12 ounces of Christmas” coffee-themed apron she had been wearing back onto the community coat rack. 

	“Thanks for your help today,” Tay said. “Will I see you back here tomorrow?”

	“I think so,” Ellie leaned against the counter. “I’m happy to pick up shifts whenever I can. It’s fun hanging out here.”

	“That’s right. Love that—” Tay stopped short when she noticed Ellie with her winter hat off. “What is happening? I feel like I haven’t seen your hair in months. Can I make you a hair appointment right this second? I mean, I still love your hair.” Taylor fluffed Ellie’s hair with her hands. “So jealous of this fierce auburn color.”

	“This pale, sun-forsaken skin creates quite the contrast, doesn’t it?” Ellie added. 

	“The freckles help. They definitely help lessen the blatant lack of vitamin D you got going on here.”

	Ellie laughed. Her wavy auburn hair had grown three or four inches past her shoulders, where she normally kept it, and the highlights from the summer sun had faded. “I know, I know. I had to cancel my last appointment.” She had a welcoming, familiar face, deep brown eyes, and a button nose. Her lips curled up at the edges and her cheeks filled out even more when she smiled, which was almost all the time. She could easily turn fierce and even slightly intimidating when she pulled her hair tight and added dark eye make-up.

	“Seriously, though,” Tay continued. ‘You have to make time for you, El.”

	“As a matter of fact, I’m about to get in some me time right now. I’m going to sit in that corner with my tablet and sketch until you kick me out.”

	“Well, we close in an hour, so consider yourself warned. Wait a second, are you sketching for fun or is this a freelance project?”

	Ellie squirmed. “Both?”

	“Work is not you time, Ellie Holden!”

	“It’s a work project, but it’s also fun. I like doing freelance gigs. It’s getting the project that’s the real work.”

	“Any other fun ones lined up?”

	“I’ve put out a bunch of bids recently, but no bites so far. When I got laid off, I really liked the flexibility of freelancing, but I’ve been spending too much time with proposals that I just don’t hear back on. It’s another job all on its own.” 

	“Thinking of getting back in the rat race? Maybe find something full-time again?”

	“I don’t know. I came back here to be available for my mom. I want to make sure I have the time to keep her on track and make sure she’s doing all the things she needs to do to feel healthy.” 

	“Well, you can always pick up hours here in between graphic design gigs, you know that.”

	No sooner than Ellie put in her earbuds did her phone ring. “Hey, Taniyah. Everything okay?”

	“Hi, Miss Ellie. I’m sorry to disturb you but I need to leave a little early. Is there any way for you to come home after work? I know you planned to go out—”

	“No problem, Taniyah,” Ellie cut her off. “You can leave whenever you need to. I will head home shortly.” 

	The weather outside was frosty and cold, and Ellie could feel a chill sitting by a window. As she packed up her things, she decided to make a hot chocolate to-go. 

	“Leaving already?” Tay asked.

	“My mom’s nurse Taniyah needs to leave early. I don’t want to leave my mom too long, so I’ll just head home.”

	Ellie opted for a large hot chocolate instead of her usual small size. She sprinkled in a few white chocolate flakes and even added a pump of peppermint for good measure. “Here’s to me time,” Ellie said as she raised her hot chocolate in a sarcastic toast. She pulled her winter hat down and zipped up her coat to her nose. “See you tomorrow, Tay! Love you, bye!” Ellie said over her shoulder.

	“I’m making us a hair appointment!” Tay shouted through a cloud of nutmeg. 

	The bell atop the door jingled as Ellie stepped outside. Her thick coat, knitted hat, and mittens were no match for the frigid dusk air. Despite the bone-chilling cold, Ellie always parked a few blocks away when she worked downtown. She felt like she was inside of a snow globe strolling down Candy Cane Lane. It even sounded like a snow globe, one of the wind-up musical ones, thanks to the jingly, jolly, holiday music the town piped through speakers hidden inside bushes to create the ultimate festive atmosphere.
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	Deck the hall with boughs of holly,

	Fa, la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la!

	‘Tis the season to be jolly:

	Fa, la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la!
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	Fresh cinnamon wafted through the air as she passed Pies ‘N Fries Pizza Shop. They always amped up the cinnamon-sugar/dough ratio in their famous, limited-time seasonal dessert: Cinnamon Snough Balls, which were most definitely not the same as the Cinnamon Dough Balls that Pies ‘N Fries offered the rest of the year.

	Ellie had to increase her pace as she passed Rousseau’s Candies because fresh candy apples were being set out, and she could hear the grill sizzling inside Rex’s Grocery as he prepared the ready-to-take steak tip dinners. She had to keep walking. Otherwise, she could easily spend the tips and wages she had earned that day, week, or even month on these impromptu purchases.

	As much as she loved the walk, Ellie looked forward to getting home and into some comfy clothes. Her festive flannel shirt was mostly protected by her work apron, but some collateral cream splatter on the sleeves was unavoidable. As long as she could make it to her car without a gust of wind blowing her into a snowbank, she’d be in an oversized sweater with her hands tucked into the sleeves before the sun set completely. 
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	Ellie drove extra slowly through her neighborhood, just a few blocks away from downtown. Even though the speed limit was only twenty-five miles per hour, that still felt too fast for those streets. Plus, the slower speed made it easier to take in the beautifully decorated houses and snow-covered lawns. The mix of Cape Cod, colonial, and garrison-style homes had enough space between them that neighborhood kids could easily run to each other’s yards to play whiffle ball and build snow tunnels, but the houses were not so close that families could hear each other struggling with their kids’ homework in the evening. The low roofline on the Cape Cod houses, like the one Ellie grew up in, made it easy to string lights along all of the edges; the ones with wreath-clad dormers were a special treat. Neighbors with garrison-style homes, like Aunt Ruth’s, took advantage of the bonus space where the second floor jetted out to string two rows of lights across the front, in addition to outlining all the windows and hanging wreaths on their shutters. The colonials that had a portico over the front door offered entryways of garland, bows, and lights that even Santa Claus himself would appreciate. It looked just like a postcard. This neighborhood gets it, Ellie thought, admiring the effort from her fellow Greenville residents. 

	Every time she arrived home, her heart grew a little bigger at the sight of the glowing spruce tree in Aunt Ruth’s yard next door. Ellie trudged across her yard through the snow and made her way to the mature blue spruce. The tree had grown strong for over sixty years, its branches nearly reaching over into Ellie’s yard. Sure, there were some spots on the tree where the branches were sparse, but you couldn’t see that at night when the tree was lit up. That was what mattered most. Steady red and green lights swirled up from the base of the tree while white lights softly faded in and out. The handmade ornaments outnumbered the store-bought ones, as they should. As the sun quickly dropped below the horizon, the lights on Aunt Ruth’s spruce tree twinkled brighter and brighter. Much like the tree, Ellie and Aunt Ruth’s relationship had also grown strong. First as neighbors, then as friends, now as found family. Ellie had tried calling her Miss Ruth, Ms. Matthews, Ruthie…but none of them felt as right as Aunt Ruth. Ellie pulled out an expertly made angel ornament, her handmade creation for this year. “This one’s for you, Aunt Ruth,” Ellie said as she looped it onto a branch. “Can’t wait for you to see it when you get home.” 
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	Ellie could see the light on in her mom’s kitchen window from the tree outside. Growing up, she could always see her mom, Evelyn, bounce in and out of view through the window as she bopped around the kitchen while Ellie played in the snow with their family’s foster dog, or decorated the tree, or did this, that, or the other thing. Her mom moved slower now, using a wheelchair to move around more easily. Ellie couldn’t see her mom from the tree outside anymore, but she could tell she was there.

	Inside, her mom’s kitchen was warm, and the scent of something cooking reminded Ellie of the dozens of times she’d come in from the cold, looking for something to help her warm up. The kitchen smelled toasty and…maybe even a bit smoky…? Her nose was not wrong. The scent was getting stronger, and the air was getting smokier. Ellie’s eyes darted around the kitchen looking for the culprit before she spotted it. The stream of smoke was a quick giveaway. 

	“AHH! SOMETHING’S BURNING!!!” Ellie shrieked. 

	She rushed to the toaster and quickly popped up two extremely charred pieces of toast. The whole scene looked like it had been co-opted for a volcanic science experiment. Ellie shot her mom a stern, knowing look. 

	Evelyn shook it off. “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with that toast. Just scrape it off a bit.”

	“Mom, you try to do too much. I’m here to help with things like this,” Ellie reminded her. 

	“A new toaster might be helpful…” Evelyn said with a hint of sarcasm.

	“Keep it up and I’ll move the toaster back out of reach,” Ellie joked. “Why are you making toast anyway? Let me make you something to eat. How are you feeling today? Have you done your exercises? Taken your meds? Would you like a heating pad?”

	Evelyn mostly ignored the progress note inquiry. “How’s that toast coming along? I’m fine. Nothing to report, Dr. Holden,” she said sarcastically.

	“That does have a nice ring to it. I should at least get an honorary doctorate for helping out around here, right?”

	The two sat for a quiet moment at a table with a view of Aunt Ruth’s spruce tree outside. 

	“The tree is looking good, El,” her mom finally said to break the silence. “All that time you’re spending out there decorating is really paying off.”

	“Thanks,” Ellie said, still staring out the window. “It’s been my favorite tradition ever since she moved in next door. I feel like it’s the least I can do for her right now, you know? And when she gets home from the hospital, she’ll have a beautifully decorated tree waiting for her.”.

	“It shouldn’t be too much longer,” her mom confirmed. “Ruthie said was just having some tests done. And she’ll love that tree, dear.”

	Ellie sipped what was left of her hot chocolate and quietly hummed the tune to “O, Christmas Tree,” admiring the tree out the window.

	 

	
Christmastime in Danvers, PA

	Josh - Monday

	 

	 

	Goliath Investments took up two entire floors inside a nondescript commercial office building on the outskirts of a sleepy suburb in northeastern Pennsylvania. As the largest tenant, Goliath got to have their sign on the building, as well as most of the reserved parking spots near the front entrance.

	Inside the cubicle farm maze on the second floor, Joshua Hanson sat at a tidy desk with a notebook at the ready next to his desk phone, a three-compartment pen holder with plenty of pens, pencils, and highlighters, organized into separate compartments, of course. His usual dark blue blazer hung neatly on the DIY coat rack he had attached to his cubicle wall. Everything in its place, optimized for efficiency and predictability. Just the way he liked it. 

	While Goliath’s dress code was “business casual” on paper, most people around the office liked to add their personal touches, accessorizing with skinny ties, square-toe dress shoes that looked like a platypus bill, and silly duck socks fully on display within the three inches between the tops of their shoes and the bottoms of their pants. Josh opted for a comfortable version of business casual: blazer, dress shirt, chinos, squeaky clean sneakers. He followed the L-M-D method, always wearing a light-colored item, a medium-colored item, and a dark-colored item. If it was good enough for Ryan Reynolds, it was good enough for Josh. Like Ryan Reynolds, Josh had more of a runner’s physique than a boxer’s build. His milk chocolate eyes sparkled when he flashed his smile—a friendly, genuine smile with dimples that he had a hard time hiding even with the slightest smirk. His dark, medium-length hair typically had a windswept look even though he spent most of his time indoors. Occasionally, he’d put some product in to style it, but much preferred the low maintenance, natural, tousled look.

	Sounds of clacking keyboards and phone conversations were the droning soundtrack around the general office space, but the conference rooms were the rowdiest spots. When two or more analysts gathered, meetings typically devolved into exaggerating golf handicaps and exchanging funny videos that the meeting participants had seen online. In a recent meeting about how Goliath would comply with upcoming tax code changes, Josh also learned about the Top 10 Dumbest Motorcycle Accidents, Most Awkward Interactions with Former High School Classmates, and What Not to Do Next to a Lion’s Cage. 

	The hum of investment activity was interrupted by a booming voice that got louder as Pam, the HR Director, marched down the aisle towards Josh’s cubicle pod with an unknown woman in tow. “The first floor of Goliath’s offices are mostly administrative staff and human resources. That’s where my office is,” Pam explained as she approached Josh’s desk. “The second floor is The Big Show, as our CEO, Jerry, likes to call it. The directors and executives have their offices along the windows, and this is where all of the account managers, equity traders, analysts and the like sit. Like Josh here,” Pam paused next to Josh’s desk. “This is where you’ll sit, Mia. Josh, meet Mia. Mia, Josh.” 

	“This is where all the real work happens,” Josh joked as he reached out to shake hands.

	“Josh is the senior-most investment planner in this pod of desks, and one of the best at the firm,” Pam smiled at Josh. “Today is Mia’s first day, and she just wrapped up training for the afternoon.” Pam continued introductions with the other analysts seated nearby. “Mia, this is Dave. He’s a financial analyst, and he’s also a musician. Hence the…” Pam motioned with her hands a gesture that referenced Dave’s long hair. 

	“Actually,” Dave said, as he tossed his hair and tucked it behind his ears, “I’m more of a musician who happens to be a financial analyst.”

	Mia chuckled. “Well, it’s nice to meet you both.” 

	“Isn’t there another who sits here?” Pam asked, looking around for the missing team member. “No matter, these boys can introduce you to him later. Unless you have any questions, I’m off.” And with a large, dramatic wave, Pam and her giant smile made their way back down to the first floor. 

	As Mia settled in, the absent cubicle mate appeared. “Hey! Who’s this?” Scott asked as he approached and assumed his signature intrusive lean over the cubicle wall. 

	“Scotty, this is Mia. She just started,” Dave said. “Don’t weird her out.”

	“Welcome to the team, Mia,” Scott offered a fist bump. “Name’s Scott. Friends call me Scotty for short.” Then he turned his attention to Josh. “So, ‘Shua, you catch my live stream last night?”

	“Oh man, was that last night?” Josh said. “Shoot. I missed it.”

	“Ooh, what do you live stream?” Mia asked. 

	“Yeah, Scotty,” Dave teased with mocking interest. “What do you live stream?”

	“First off, I don’t need it from you,” Scott said, pointing a finger at Dave before turning his attention to Mia. “I’m somewhat of a gamer.”

	“What’s your screen name?” Dave asked, again, mockingly. 

	Scott stood up straight and pushed back his shoulders, “SupMan71309.”

	“How old were you when you started, thirteen?” Mia mocked.

	“Wow,” Dave said as he nodded with approval. “You’ll fit in just fine here, Mia.”

	“Anyway…” Scott turned his attention back to Josh. “Last night I faced off against my nemesis, PlasmaBoy. It was epic. PlasmaBoy is diabolical. Join later tonight. We’re going head-to-head again. You coming for happy hour?”

	“Ahh,” Josh hesitated. “I don’t think so. I might have a call in a few minutes.”

	“You might have a call?” Scott tilted his head and raised an eyebrow in disbelief.

	“Yeah, I have a client, Mrs. Lewis, who likes to call near the end of the day when the account statements are mailed out. I’ve managed her retirement accounts for years, so I like to be available.” 

	Boos echoed among the crew as Dave, Scott, and Mia began packing up for the day. 

	“How about you, Mia?” Dave offered. “You in for some apps and drinks with the boys?” 

	“Sure!” Mia said. “Maybe Scotty can explain what Dungeons and Dragons level he’s at.” 

	“Not funny,” Scott said from behind his cubicle wall. “That’s actually a pretty sensitive subject for me.”

	A look of horror appeared on Mia’s face. “I’m sorry, Scott! I didn’t mean to offend you!”

	“He’s fine, Mia,” Dave assured. “His Dungeon Master just banned him from the next three campaigns.” 

	Scott stood up. “The wound’s still fresh. But I’ll come back stronger than ever.” 

	Just like Josh predicted, his phone rang as Dave, Scott, and Mia headed out. 
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	“Good afternoon, Josh Hanson speaking.”

	“Hi Josh. It’s Gloria Lewis.”

	“Hello, Mrs. Lewis, what can I help you with today?”

	“I am having the hardest time remembering my password, and I want to get into my account.”

	“Well, Mrs. Lewis, I can certainly help you with that. Click the button that says, ‘Reset My Password.’"

	“It’s hard to remember so many passwords…”

	“I know. I know, Mrs. Lewis. It is hard to remember so many passwor—”

	“Well, now, do you have a suggestion for a new one? You must have some good ideas.”

	“How about your favorite song, Mrs. Lewis? Or a former address?”

	“I’ve lived at the same address my whole life. Can you believe that?”

	“Really? Wow. Your whole life, huh? Well, I’m sure you can come up with something. Just don’t choose something like ‘Password 1 2 3.’ That’s one of the most commonly stolen—”

	“Password…1…2…3…that worked!”

	“Oh, that worked, huh? Okay, well, I’ll do my best to forget this conversation. You have a great day now, Mrs. Lewis. Buh-bye.”

	 

	 

	Josh sensed that his boss was nearby as soon as he hung up the phone by the cloud of cologne that preceded him. He wasn’t interested in another dreaded conversation, so he debated pretending to be extremely busy and perplexed by the spreadsheet displayed on his computer screen. It wasn’t long before he could see Jerry’s shiny, slicked-back hair coming into view over the top of his cubicle wall, followed by his giant, perfect smile and contrast collar dress shirt. Somebody must have seen Michael Douglas in Wall Street at a very impressionable age. 

	“Josh-u-a! Burning the midnight oil. I love it. You helping a client reset their password again, Josh?” Jerry continued before Josh could respond. Though he tried. 

	“Well, the thing is Jerr—,” Josh started to say before Jerry interrupted him.

	“You gotta send that stuff to the call center, my man!”

	“I just think that—”

	“I pay you too much to do that kinda work, Josh.”

	It was no use. Jerry wasn’t interested in listening. 

	“Right. But Mrs. Lewis is one of my longest-standing clients. She has the majority of her investments with this firm. I just feel that she deserves the utmost attention, no matter the question. You know what I mean?”

	Josh couldn’t tell if Jerry was weighing the argument in his mind or trying to decide between a three-way parlay and taking the over on the game tonight.

	“Plus,” Josh continued, seizing the opportunity to speak to a captive Jerry, “the online system can be very confusing, especially when it’s getting redesigned every month.”

	“You gotta keep it fresh with those standard maintenance updates, Josh! Those S.M.U.s! Those SMUUUUs! That’s what I hear on all the business podcasts over and over. But listen, I came over here to talk to you about something,” Jerry paused, tapping a finger on his chin before admitting, “but I forgot what it was.” Without another word, Jerry walked away. Normally, forgetting what he wanted to say didn’t stop him from trying. 

	Josh packed up his laptop, daily planner, and empty lunch cooler before Jerry had a chance to remember what he wanted to say. He still had a few sips of his coffee left from earlier that day, so he drank that down and tossed the cup. 
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	On his way home from the office, Josh stopped at the local grocery store near his condo. He grabbed the few items that he needed, and a few he didn’t, before finding an open check-out line. 

	“Hey, Josh!” a friendly voice called as Josh loaded his items onto the conveyor belt. 

	“Oh, hey, Christina! I’m surprised to see you here working at a register. Weren’t you just promoted to Assistant Manager?”

	“Yes! Good memory,” Christina beamed as she scanned Josh’s items while he added them to his reusable bag. “We’re a little shorthanded tonight, so I’m jumping in to help out.” She held up a small jar of red pepper flakes soaking in oils with garlic and spices. “Chili crisp? Yum! What’s this for?”

	“I’m trying a new chicken recipe I found online. I’ve been kind of crushing it with random recipes lately. I found an orange chicken recipe that I’ve pretty much perfected. It uses freshly shredded ginger and orange marmalade–”

	“Ahem.” Their conversation was interrupted by a loud, throat-clearing sound from the person in line behind Josh. 

	“Sorry…” Josh muttered as he quickly bagged up the last items. 

	“Let me know how it comes out!” Christina said as she handed Josh his receipt. 

	“Will do. Maybe I’ll make a vegetarian version someday so you can try it.”

	Back at home, Josh made his dinner, meal-prepped for the next few days, and even had enough energy left in the tank to make one of his favorite desserts: raspberry crumb bars. Josh had learned to cook from his Aunt Ruth. She always had a few new recipes for them to try when he visited her in Maine over school breaks. It was a tradition he continued throughout college and as a working professional. His co-workers certainly never minded when he left a plate of an experimental cake or extra fudgy brownies on the counter to share.

	Around lunchtime the next day, Dave and Scott started their daily back-and-forth about where they would eat. 

	“Pizza?” Dave suggested.

	“I had pizza for dinner,” Scott said.

	“Burgers?” 

	Scott looked intrigued. “A burger does sound pretty good,” he said. 

	“You coming today, Josh?” Dave asked.

	Josh leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think so–”

	“Boo!” Scott shouted towards Josh.

	Josh continued, “I just have some stuff to do–”

	“BOO!” Dave and Scott taunted as they left their cubicles and headed out for lunch.

	Josh thought he’d have a quiet lunch hour to work in peace, but then he noticed Jerry approaching, holding a paper plate with three raspberry crumb bars on it. He must like them, Josh thought, glad to see someone enjoying them.

	“Hey Josh,” Jerry said, still chewing. He pushed a cascade of well-organized papers into a pile as he sat on Josh’s desk. “I remember what I wanted to talk to you about yesterday.” Jerry tossed the paper plate and two uneaten crumb bars into Josh’s wastebasket. He lowered his voice and continued. “I noticed that you sold a handful of general market funds over the last couple months. You’re supposed to be pushing the new Goliath-branded funds, Joshua. You know that. They’re going to give the investors those returns they’re looking for. Tech is SO hot right now.”

	Josh had repeated this rebuttal so many times, he probably said it in his sleep: “But, Jerry, Goliath-branded funds have higher fees than other market funds and they just didn’t meet the needs of those clients. They were looking for a more diverse portfolio of investment–”

	“Yeah, yeah...more diverse portfolio of investments. Yeah, sure. You sound like my old Teddy Ruxpin doll. Except all you talk about is your clients’ needs and your—” (Jerry made air quotes with his fingers and then completed his grand mocking finale) “—fiduciary responsibility.”

	Josh sat up a little straighter. “Hey, that’s a real thing, you don’t need to use air quotes. The Employee Retirement Income Security Act protects—”

	“Anyways…” Jerry announced, signaling that he was done listening. “Goliath’s funds are so diverse. They might be the most diverse—” Jerry froze mid-sentence. “This gives me an idea. What if I create a new fund that is all about diversity…” Jerry was transfixed in thought as he walked away, mumbling to himself. “Diversity is SO hot right now…”

	Josh sat, shaking his head, staring at his unappreciated hard work disposed of at the bottom of his wastebasket. If only being good at his job and baking sweet treats was enough to get ahead here. If he wanted to keep progressing his career to the next level, he had to play along. He walked to Jerry’s office. 

	“Jerry, hey. I’m sorry about the funds. I’m just not much of a salesperson. But I’ll make sure to include them in my strategic plans going forward. I know it’s good for the business.”

	“Josh, look, you’re valuable here,” Jerry said without looking up from his phone. “You’re great at your job. Alan in Compliance loves you. Sure, you won’t participate in Monochrome Mondays. It’s fine. Though, no one understands why…”

	“Jerry,” Josh pleaded, “I can do Monochrome Mondays if you think it’s important to the business—”

	“No.” Jerry shook his head profusely as he looked up. “You can’t patronizingly participate in Monochrome Mondays. It knows when you mean it.”

	Josh hesitated. “Who…or…what knows…?” 

	“I know it’s gimmicky, alright?” Jerry said as he walked toward Josh. “I know you’re Mr. Serious over here,” Jerry motioned like he was typing on an oversized keyboard with just his index fingers, “over here calculating your cost basis and counting your dividends or whatever you’re doing. I’m sure you have your reasons for not doing Monochrome Mondays. It’s fine. We’re all fine with it. I mean, we’ll deal with it. Your client roster is rock solid, and the returns are stellar. That counts for something. You just keep doing your thing. We’ll check in again soon, ya?” Jerry nodded a few times, and Josh took it as a dismissal, so he headed back to his desk.

	He could hear the disappointment in Jerry’s voice despite Josh having one of the most valuable client rosters at Goliath. The management fees Josh earned for the firm in one month probably covered the cost of the sushi lunches Jerry liked to host for himself and other executives, and the rounds of drinks he liked to order at the high-end bars where he was supposedly schmoozing ‘potential clients’. By the time he returned to his desk, Josh had three missed calls and a voicemail from his mom, of all people. She rarely called with good news. In fact, she rarely called at all. Josh listened to the message before calling her back. 

	“Hey Josh, it’s your mom. Can you call me when you have a chance? It’s about your Aunt Ruth.”

	Josh’s heart sank into his stomach. He wasn’t close with his parents. He hadn’t spoken with his dad in a few years, and he only talked to his mom every few months, and never for long periods of time. But Aunt Ruth? He felt closer with his Aunt Ruth than anyone in his family, maybe anyone in his life. They had just spoken last week. What had he missed? Why wasn’t she calling herself? His stomach turned, and before his imagination could spiral out of control, he dipped into an empty conference room and called his mom. 
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	“Josh, hon, I’m sorry to call you like this,” his mom said. “Something’s happened with your Aunt Ruth.”

	 

	He didn’t hear much after she told him that Aunt Ruth had passed away unexpectedly. All the noises blended into a muffled sound as he watched co-workers walk by him outside the conference room like nothing had even happened. They were having conversations and going on like usual, but his whole world just changed. His chest hurt. Josh realized that he hadn’t taken a breath since his mom told him. 

	 

	“Josh? Are you there?”

	“Yeah, sorry. I’m here. I gotta go because I’m at the office, but I’ll give you a call back later.” 

	 

	He hung up the phone and felt completely alone. He had no idea what he would do without Aunt Ruth in his life, but he knew that he had to get to Greenville, Maine, as soon as possible. 

	 

	
Around Town

	Ellie – Monday Evening

	 

	 

	Ellie arrived home after work and found her mom sitting at their kitchen table looking out the window at Aunt Ruth’s tree. It was unusual for her to just sit without a book in her hand or some music in the air. “Everything okay, ma?” Ellie asked.

	When her mom turned to look at her with tears in her eyes, Ellie knew something was wrong. 

	“Oh no, Mom.” Ellie rushed to her side. “What’s wrong? Are you feeling okay? Did you hear something from your doctor?” 

	Evelyn took a deep breath to compose herself. “It’s Aunt Ruth,” she began. 

	Ellie felt her legs go weak, so she sank into the chair next to her mom and listened intently about how Aunt Ruth had driven herself to the hospital a couple days ago when she was having chest pains. Ruth hadn’t told anyone about the cholesterol medication she was on or how she was at risk for heart disease. When she said she was staying overnight at the hospital for some tests, she had left out that those tests were related to the mild heart attack she had just experienced. 

	“She didn’t want anyone to ‘worry’ or ‘fuss’ over her, is what the nurse told me,” Evelyn said to Ellie. “She went to sleep last night and just…didn’t wake up again. It was peaceful.”

	Ellie had so many questions and had so many things she wanted to say to Aunt Ruth. Most of all: Why didn’t you tell me??? But she knew why. Aunt Ruth was not the type to burden others with her troubles. When Ellie would spend time with Aunt Ruth, it was all about Ellie. She made Ellie feel so special. Right from the first day they met. One of her favorite memories was of twenty years ago when Ruth had first moved in. Ellie was only eight years old and played with sidewalk chalk in her driveway. Next door, a new neighbor puttered around her yard and waved at Ellie. Ellie waved back and admired the tall tree in her neighbor’s yard.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	“It’s like a big Christmas tree, isn’t it?” The new neighbor walked towards Ellie until they were just a few feet apart. “It looks like it belongs in the center of town decorated with lights and ornaments, but it’s right here for us to enjoy. 

	“It’s pretty,” a young Ellie observed. 

	“It’s a Blue Spruce,” the new neighbor explained excitedly. “It’s not native here, but neither am I. HA! My name’s Ruth. What’s yours?”

	“Ellie,” she answered. “What’s native?” 

	“It means it doesn’t normally grow here unless someone puts it here. The environment has to be just right for it to grow. How tall do you think it is?”

	“Um, like six feet?” Ellie guessed.
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