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December 22

Traci Ashton put her cell phone on her desk.

“Well, that screws Christmas.”

Alone in her office, she tried to forget the harsh conversation with her sister-in-law who lived on the West Coast.

“Sam and I are going to Mexico for Christmas. You’re not invited.”

“But what about the girls?”

“They couldn’t get a flight to California. They’re stuck in Pine Grove. Storms are predicted anyway. Their flight probably would’ve been canceled.”

“But Christmas in Mexico?”

“It’s not far. Mexico’s a lovely country. You should try it sometime. Just not on Christmas and not with us. If you’d held on to Lars, you could have had Christmas in Norway.”

Then her brother got on the phone. He tried to smooth things over with kind words, but it hadn’t helped. The end result remained the same. She’d be alone on Christmas.

A pain shot through her gut. Christmas was her favorite holiday. For years, she’d celebrated with her brother, his wife, and their twin daughters. The girls attended a culinary school in Oak Bend and lived in a cheap rental house in Pine Grove, a few miles away.

Traci sat back, resting her feet on the small trash can in her crowded office on the top floor of Ralston’s Department Store. For the past eighteen years, she’d been the senior buyer for junior wear. Yep, her first job out of college and she’d loved it, traveling all over the world, looking for chic clothing for young ladies.

She reported directly to Catherine Ralston, wife of the owner. With Christmas on a Saturday this year, the store would be closed on Sunday, too. Traci pushed to her feet and went to the window. She stared out at all the lights of Manhattan. Where the hell would she go?

Her boyfriend, Lars, had broken off with her at Thanksgiving. His job sent him back to Norway, and he hadn’t invited her to join him—story of her life. She had cried and moped around during the November holiday.

She’d been with him for three years and now—poof! He was gone, leaving a hole in her life and her bed. Did she love him? Maybe. He was handsome, presentable, funny, and available. Was Lars the best lover she’d ever had?—Not by a long shot, but, hey, sex with him satisfied her most of the time.

She’d miss the companionship. Regardless of her devotion to her job, Traci had rarely been without a man in her life. She didn’t like being a single woman, always the fifth wheel at parties and outings with friends. This year, she’d be alone for the holidays—crap!

Sure, she put her job first, who wouldn’t if they grew up poor? It left an indelible mark on her and her brother. She worked like a fiend to keep her job and save money. Her success had reaped rewards—raises and increasing responsibility.

After her first year, she’d found a spacious fixer-upper, two-bedroom apartment on the Upper West Side. She bought it and had been renovating the place ever since. At last, the work was finally finished. But so what? She didn’t have anyone to share it with.

She rarely took time away from work to put energy into a relationship. Having children would be too hard, so she’d crossed it off her list. Then her brother, Sam, obliged, producing two adorable little girls. Traci took on the role of aunt with gusto, spoiling the twins every chance she got.

Vera, her always-harried secretary, entered, toting a pad and pen.

“Give me your to-do list. I’m taking two extra days at Christmas. Friday and Monday. I want everything shipshape before I go.” She pushed the renegade strands of hair, on the loose from her ponytail, back from her face. At fifty, Vera had a husband and children. Sometimes, Traci envied her.

“Okay, okay. Give me a minute.” She leaned against the wall by the window.

“What happened?” The secretary plopped down in the chair opposite her boss’s desk.

“Nothing, nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. I know when something’s bothering you. We’re together eighteen years. You can’t fool me.”

She took her seat and recounted the phone conversation to Vera.

“Oh, damn. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. Me, too.”

“The store will be closed. You can’t even come to work.”

“I know.”

“Hey! How about you visit the girls? Why don’t you bring some Christmas to them? I bet they’re sad they can’t go home.”

“Great idea! Brilliant, Vera.”

Vera smiled. “So...how about that list?”

“First item? Cancel my plane reservation to Los Angeles.”

By the time she finished with her secretary, it was lunchtime. After closing her door, she played Christmas music, grabbed a pad, and started a shopping list for the girls while she ate her homemade sandwich. With her store discount, she could create a lavish holiday for her nieces without spending a fortune.

“Dresses, check. Scarves, check. Watches, check.” One by one, she listed items she wanted to buy for Caroline and Amy.

Her phone rang. It was Carlos Verde, her favorite designer and best friend.

“Hello, darling!” She sat back in her chair.

“Chica. Can you do lunch tomorrow?”

“Oh, sweetheart, I can’t. I have to do Christmas shopping.”

“Have lunch with me tomorrow and I’ll give you 50 percent off everything in my shop.”

“Oh my God! It’s a deal!”

“Are you flying west for Christmas?”

She recounted her story.

“Lo siento. I wish I could help you, but Damian and I are going to Spain. I haven’t seen my abuela in years. I heard she’s not doing well. So, we’re going there to celebrate.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” She put down her pen. “It’s good you’re going.”

“So what are you doing, since California is out?”

She glanced at her list and smiled. “I’m going to surprise the girls. Since they’re stranded and I have no place to go, why not?”

“Perfect. I’ll come by the store at noon. Be ready and hungry.”

“Where are we going?”

“Damian found a new French place on West 55th.”

“Perfect. See you then.”

The conversation ended. Thank God for Carlos and his husband, Damian. They were her best friends. Carlos had been trying to convince her for years to start her own clothing line, but she resisted. She had a job she loved, and starting a business that size would be too big an investment.

But he’d planted the seed of an idea about having her own business. What business, she had no clue. Still, the desire to be her own boss grew. Someday, maybe in retirement, she’d find something to call her own. At forty, that seemed light-years away.

* * * *
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Humming Christmas carols, she sat at her desk, crossing off the items she’d bought for the girls. She had seven gifts for each. Remembering she still had the Carlos Verde line to pick from—at an amazing discount—she grinned.

Her packages waited for her at the gift wrap counter. She planned to pick them up on her way home. As typical, she stayed late to get ahead on her work to take off half a day Friday and then the weekend. She prided herself on her work ethic, putting Ralston’s ahead of everything.

Now she had the prestige and income to justify turning her life over to work. Did she miss having a husband and a family? Of course, but it had been her decision and hers alone, and she hadn’t regretted it—until today.

As she turned off the lights and locked the door, she heard voices down the hall. Catherine Ralston had the large corner office. Who could she be talking to? Traci tiptoed down the hall, stopping short to listen.

“I know, Gordon. I hate to do this, too. But we’re giving her a generous severance package.”

“Severance?” came the general manager’s voice. “The standard?”

“No. Much better. I told Keith this would avoid trouble. The last thing we need is a lawsuit.”

“Still....” He sighed. “She’s the best, you know.”

“That’s what people say. But selecting for young women? You need to have a younger woman making those decisions.”

“Maybe.”

“And Tiffany has three years’ experience.”

“And she’s Keith’s niece. Traci won’t be fooled.”

“Tiffany’s the right age,” she shot back. “I can’t say that, officially, because we could get sued. But who knows what sells better to young women today? A twenty-six-year-old or a forty-year-old?”

“Go ahead, Catherine.” Worry filled his words. “But I think you’re making a mistake.”

“It’s Keith’s mistake. I agree with you. I think she’s got some good years left. I tried to talk him out of it. But he’s got this thing about the store staying in the family. Nothing I could do.”

Emotion gripped Traci’s gut. Her eyes watered. Fired? She was about to be fired? This couldn’t be happening. Not at Christmas. She tiptoed around the back way to the elevator. No way did she want to run into Gordon, the general manager, or Catherine. Stopping on the first floor, she stuffed her packages into shopping bags and headed for the street.

No subway today. At nine o’clock, she had no trouble flagging down a taxi. Managing to hold it together until she got home, she flung her bags on her bed then collapsed and sobbed. After five minutes, she dragged herself into the living room and poured a stiff vodka and tonic. She stood at the window, gazing at the colored lights of Christmas in window after window, street after street in Manhattan. Everyone was celebrating...but her.

She had nothing to celebrate. No job? Really? For the first time in eighteen years, she’d be unemployed. What would she do with herself? How would she get out of bed in the morning?

She finished the drink and poured another. Then she returned to the bedroom to sort and pack the gifts she’d gotten for her nieces.

A small smile graced her lips. At least she had Caroline and Amy. Visions of how surprised and excited they’d be to get her gifts and how grateful to have her to celebrate with them danced through her head. Food crossed her mind. While she was too upset to eat, she had to figure out how to bring food with her, since the girls wouldn’t be expecting her. Young college girls don’t have fresh turkeys sitting in their refrigerators just waiting for an occasion.

She made a list of the food she wanted. She’d call Luigi’s Gourmet Shop. They advertised cooked meals delivered for the holidays. That would be perfect. She’d pick it up on her way out of town.

She checked the weather report. Friday morning would be clear, but a big snowstorm was due Friday late afternoon. She hoped the girls had a fireplace in their house. How cozy—to be snowed in with them, food, and gifts! She made a mental note to grab a couple of bottles of wine, too. And maybe a jigsaw puzzle, in case the electricity went out.

Pushing the disaster of her lost job out of her mind, she focused on planning the best Christmas possible for her nieces. At eleven, the vodka kicked in. Yawning, she stumbled to bed and fell into a dreamless sleep.

* * * *
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December 23

She awoke with the puffiest eyes since Lars walked out. After lying with cold packs on her face, she bit the bullet and dressed for work. She wondered when they’d talk to her, give her the boot—before Christmas? That would be beastly but not beyond Keith Ralston.

Preoccupied with emotions bouncing from anger to despair and back, she trained her gaze on the floor and smacked right into Gordon Allread. Her head snapped up, and she made eye contact—or tried to. He avoided her gaze, cleared his throat, apologized, and attempted to move around her. She blocked his path.

“When, Gordon?” She planted herself in front of him.

“What?”

“When? When is it going to happen?”

His brow furrowed then he averted his gaze. “When is what going to happen?”

“Don’t play games. We both know I’m getting booted out on my ass. When is it going to happen?” Her voice grew thick and rough.

His eyes snapped to hers, and his eyebrows rose. “How did you find out?”

“It doesn’t matter. When? At least tell me that.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Bullshit. When?”

He frowned. “Catherine didn’t want to do it until after the holidays. So, the first week of January.” He grabbed her forearm. “I’m really sorry. I think you do an amazing job.”

Her eyes filled. “Thanks, Gordon. I know you do.”

“I was against this.”

“I’m sure you were.”

“But Keith has his own ideas.” His disparaging tone revealed his feelings about the decision.

“Yeah. I know. Thanks for telling me. At least I have some time.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help you find a new position, please don’t hesitate to ask.” He stepped closer and gave her a hug.

They had always been comrades-in-arms. When he became general manager, they celebrated together. She was going to miss him. And Vera! What about her?
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