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C H A P T E R  T W O


PASTOR MAX & KARINA


The Mor e Things Change…


“TOO MUCH VOLUME, PEOPLE!” Pastor Max yelled with 
a smile, trying very hard to slightly lower the near-deafening 


decibel level of the fi fty excited foster kids currently under his care. Being 
trapped in a giant bus for a three-hour road trip resulted in every one of 
them becoming a bit spastic, squirming all about to get out of their seats, 
exit the bus, and race one another into the mall. Shaking his head at the 
futility of his attempts to silence them while loosening the white collar 
that never quite comfortably rested against his black skin, he wondered 
again what had possessed him so many years back to take up the ministry. 
And on top of that, he took on organizing the annual outing for needy 
kids to go to the mall. Surely, it had been easier for him to quiet down a 
bunch of motor mouths—a term he called people who went on and on 
about nothing, just like the guys he met during the three years he spent 
in prison for stealing cars.


Carjacking was his ticket to becoming a gang member during his 
younger years. Growing up without a family or home to call his own, 
Max mistakenly believed that joining the gang would give him a sense of 
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belonging to a group of people who would care for him and always have 
his back. Boy, had he been wrong.


When a “simple” car theft accidentally included snatching a baby in 
a car seat sleeping in the back, he immediately pulled over and turned 
himself in to the police. At that moment, he realized he was on a very 
wrong path, both literally and figuratively. That was the last time he ever 
saw his gang— his “family”— and the first and last time he saw the inside 
of a police car. After a holding cell, a court case, and, ultimately, a prison 
sentence, he did time for grand theft auto and attempted kidnapping.


Pastor Max saw so much of his younger self in these kids on the bus: 
From the too-cool-for-school bullies who only acted out because they 
themselves were getting abused at home, to the shy and quiet wallflowers 
who blended in and hoped to disappear, their wounds silently festering 
inside, until one day they snapped, destroying themselves and anyone else 
who got in their way. Definitely opposite ends of the spectrum, but at 
every kid’s core, no matter how they behaved, he believed the common 
denominator to turning their lives around was simple: Love. At the end of 
the day, love is what they needed—just like what he needed and eventually 
got when he was their age.


As Pastor Max made his way down the center aisle from the front of 
the bus to the back, he set out his ground rules for what he expected of 
these kids while at the mall. Doing his best impression of a drill sergeant 
addressing new cadets, emphasizing certain words for effect, he shouted out:


“Repeat after me: I EARNED my seat on this bus.”
The teens, ranging in age from 13 to 17 and from all backgrounds 


and ethnicities, responded weakly, “I earned—”
“Oh, no…” Pastor Max stopped them before they even started. “That’s 


all ya got? I heard you talking louder to each other when you were trying 
to whisper. This ain’t gonna do at all. Maybe you all don’t think you 
EARNED this day of FREE gifts and a great lunch and lots of treats and 
shopping for the people on your holiday lists…?”


The grumblings grew louder as the kids objected.
“Okay, then, let me hear you this time. I EARNED my seat on 


this bus.”
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In a thunderous response so loud Pastor Max couldn’t help but smile, 
the kids shouted back in unison.


“I EARNED my seat on this bus,” they cheered.
“Again,” Pastor Max said as he raised his hands facing palms-up to the 


heavens, almost as if conducting an orchestra and calling for a crescendo.
“That’s it…. Repeat after me: I AM worthy.”
“I AM worthy,” they echoed.
Pastor Max now spun around doing his own kind of dance from where 


he stood in the very center of the bus.
“I AM grateful.”
No child remained seated. As they repeated the words, Pastor Max 


looked at everyone’s smiles and continued.
“Okay, now, last one, and this one’s SO IMPORTANT. Listen to the 


whole thing, alright? You ready now?”
“I AM a GUEST of the mall today, and I WILL be a MODEL for all 


others who see, hear, and interact with me.”
Suddenly, instead of the thunderous affirmational response, a high-


pitched voice pierced the air, screaming the words, “BACK OFF!”
Pastor Max sighed and dropped his arms, recognizing the voice and 


its ever-present sharpness of tone. It was Karina. His most challenging 
problem to solve.


At once, the entire busload of kids turned toward the back of the bus, 
jockeying for the best view of what was no doubt a fight.


“I said, back off or somebody’s gonna get hurt.” Karina’s warning 
boomeranged from ear to ear and brought everyone on the bus to attention.


Although Karina was Max’s problem child, if he was truly honest with 
himself, she also was his favorite. She had such potential. She was so smart 
and so caring…well, when nobody was looking.


At only 14 years old, Karina had already lived a life that few could 
imagine, let alone one that anyone would wish on their worst enemy. Since 
birth, she had endured terrible abuse at the hands of both her parents. 
They both ended up in prison—and she in foster care—but periodically, 
her parents would be released, and Karina returned to live with them. 
Heavy bruises and broken bones led to hospital visit after hospital visit 







P A O L I N A  M I L A N A


12


until the court finally terminated her parents’ legal rights when Karina was 
8 years old. Though the decision to remove her from the cruelty of her 
parents likely saved her life, it also introduced a whole new set of obstacles: 
Karina’s countless placements in different foster homes escalated her bad 
behavior, and, perhaps worst of all, developed a sense of hopelessness. Max 
knew her backstory and was concerned for her future. Losing a sense of 
belonging and faith in what was good and possible in life were feelings 
that Max understood far too well.


Had it not been for some random stranger from the Legal Aid office 
who took on his case pro bono, and, by the grace of God, got him a 
reduced sentence and placement in a minimum-security facility, who 
knows where Max would be today? Max frequently remembered how 
scared he was throughout it all and how surprised he was that this man, 
this lawyer, who didn’t know him from the man in the moon wanted to 
help him for no foreseeable reason. Back then, he couldn’t believe that 
anyone did anything with zero expectations of getting something back in 
return. Yet, somehow, that’s what this angel-lawyer did. While he could 
never repay the debt in full, Max could offer the lawyer—and himself—
one thing: The promise of turning his own life around. Helping kids like 
Karina was part of his promise.


In a flash, Max maneuvered his linebacker-like frame down the aisle. 
Acting like Moses, he managed to part the sea of kids who were now 
standing in his way to get a better look at the fight breaking out in the 
back of the bus. From what he could see, no real punches were thrown 
yet. He was far less concerned about Karina being able to handle herself 
than the well-being of poor Randy, a younger boy who was cowering 
underneath the last row of seats.


Max struggled to keep himself from laughing out loud at the sight. 
Karina was tall, loved trendy fashion, and acted older than she really 
was. She adored her long, painted fingernails and flashy, hoop earrings. 
In what Max thought was her attempt to stay connected to her heritage, 
she purposely incorporated a certain Mexican-style flair into her clothes 
and appearance.
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Randy, on the other hand, was more akin to an 8-year-old boy’s mental 
and emotional state. Physically, however, he seemed to inhabit a body 
belonging to an 18-year-old man. Growing up, Randy was labeled “white 
trash,” partially due to a woman finding him in an actual trash can when 
he was a toddler. He wasn’t really a bad kid, although that may have been 
an assumption based on Max’s love of the movie Boy’s Town, along with 
his belief that there were no such thing as a “bad kid.”


How he wished Father Flannigan could be with him now.
“THAT’S ENOUGH. Karina. Randy. Enough.” Max’s tattooed-


covered arms pulled Randy out from where he hid under the seat, while his 
backside kept Karina at bay. As he struggled with the two troublemakers, 
he looked up and suddenly became aware of all the other kids on the bus. 
They were still crowding, taking sides, and shouting in support of their 
preferred contender.


Max bellowed, turning his head toward them: “SIT DOWN AND 
BE QUIET ALL OF YOU RIGHT NOW!”


At that very moment, Karina’s head accidentally knocked into Max’s 
nose. Her golden earring got caught in his loosened collar, and they both 
fell back onto Randy. Like a stack of pancakes piled one on top of the 
other, all three of them were now wedged behind the last row of seats.


The entire bus became silent. Every person’s eyes grew wide.
Pastor Max couldn’t hold it in any longer. He erupted in laughter. 


Karina covered her mouth at first in shock, but then began giggling herself. 
Then Randy followed, snorting with glee. Seconds later, everyone on the 
bus dissolved into peals of laughter.


“Am I too late to join in on the fun?” Leo’s baritone voice put an end 
to the hilarity, not to mention absurdity, of the situation. All eyes were 
now on the slender, silver-haired stranger who had silently stepped onto 
the bus during the commotion. There was an abrupt silence as everyone 
turned to stare at him.


Karina scrambled to pull herself up, aided by Pastor Max’s gentle push. 
He then righted himself as quickly as he could. Once standing, Pastor 
Max reached down to yank Randy free, a task that didn’t prove so easy.







P A O L I N A  M I L A N A


14


“Seems like you could use a hand.” Leo suppressed his own chuckles 
at the sight of such an entanglement. As he took a few more steps down 
the bus’s aisle, the children silently slid back into their seats. When he 
reached Max, he nearly had an encounter himself with Randy, who at that 
very moment, popped up from the floor with the force of a cork shooting 
free from a shaken champagne bottle. Leo dodged and managed to stand 
firm as the boy steadied himself.


“There you go.” Max sighed in relief. “Now take a seat. You, too, 
Karina.”


Max then turned to Leo and shrugged. “Kids…”
It was then that Leo noticed a tiny trickle of blood dripping from Max’s 


nose. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a white handkerchief, 
and handed it to Max. “Kids…yes. The more things change…”


“…the more they’re exactly as they should be.” Max finished the 
sentence while wiping his nose. “Man, it’s good to see you my friend.”


“You, too,” said Leo, as the two men heartily turned their initial 
handshake into a bear hug. “You look like you have your hands full, 
as usual.”


“I’m sort of grateful you could only handle one busload of kids this 
year,” Max joked.


“There’s always a silver lining to every dark cloud. Although I do wish 
the mall had a bigger budget to help more kids. Who knows about next 
year…” Leo’s voice trailed off.


“Pastor Max, I gotta pee.” A random voice shouted out, giving rise 
to others’ rumblings.


“Right,” Max shouted back. “Everybody, this is Leo. He’s a good friend 
of mine, and he helped make this trip possible for all of you. Let’s give 
him a round of applause.”


The kids clapped, hooted, and hollered.
“Grab your stuff, and let’s get ready…”
Leo nudged Max with his elbow, whispering, “Please don’t say 


‘to rumble.’”
Max chortled and whispered back, “We already sorta did that, didn’t 


you notice?”
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The kids, oblivious to the interchange, yelled, “…for some Christmas 
magic.” They clearly memorized Pastor Max’s affirmations—even if they’d 
probably never admit out loud that they actually liked the familiar, corny 
phrases. With minimal pushing and shoving, the energetic group made 
their way off the bus.


“Form a line once you get outside and wait for me,” Pastor Max 
called out. He directed his attention to Karina and Randy. “You two are 
lucky that Leo is here to remind me of second chances. We’ll discuss what 
happened here later. Now go.”


“The more things change…” Leo repeated the phrase. Karina and 
Randy scampered off the bus, feigning a friendly glare at one another 
before escaping to fresher, yet more frigid, air.


“…the more they’re different.” And Max again finished the sentence 
with a sigh.


As Leo turned to follow the kids outside, Pastor Max held back for 
a moment, reflecting. He had learned the hard way that there’d always 
be questions to answer, obstacles to hurdle, challenges to overcome, and 
problems to solve. But he always found a way to rise.


While he was in prison, Max worked as one of the Brownies—a label 
given to inmates who worked in the kitchen and wore brown uniforms. 
He quickly rose in rank to become the top cook, partly due to his love of 
food and the joy it brought to others, but also due to his determination to 
learn a trade, get out of jail, and never come back. Max worked extremely 
hard to keep his nose clean by steering clear of any hint of trouble. He 
spent most of his time attending classes and trying to improve himself, 
earning the title of The Programmer and a reputation as the “go-to book-
nerd” and “guy with all the answers.” Although, truth be told, he never 
felt as if he had the answers to much of anything. One thing he knew for 
sure, however, was that he was given a second chance in life and there was 
no way he was going to blow it.


That’s when Leo came in—his legal-eagle and guardian angel. This 
then-stranger took on Max’s case and ended up rooting for him so much 
that Max had no choice but to believe in himself, too. They became close 
friends and have been ever since.
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All these years later, Max was pleased that he had made something of 
himself. Leo’s faith in him was worth it. He was worth it. Now the leader 
of a congregation in one of Chicago’s roughest neighborhoods, Pastor Max 
provided alternative occupational training and education opportunities 
for thousands of people, both young and old alike. Max was most proud 
of his Open Kitchen restaurant concept. By combining the kitchen and 
book-smart skills he learned in prison—both how to cook and how to 
operate a business—Max created a safe eatery where ex-convicts literally ran 
the place: Food prep, menu selection, restaurant décor, customer service, 
bookkeeping, marketing, and more. Plus, at the end of every evening, 
the excess food was handed out for free to anyone who was hungry and 
needed a home-cooked meal. It was Max’s way of paying it forward and 
making good on Leo’s investment in his life.


Much to his surprise, Open Kitchen had taken off. Reservations were 
now required and depending on the time of year, the wait list to snag 
a table was longer than a week. He didn’t know if it was due to the 
taste of his dishes or if it was simply people’s curiosity to see ex-cons. 
Then again, maybe it all was just the newness of the restaurant acting as 
the trendy “flavor of the month,” so to speak. Quite frankly, Max really 
didn’t care about the “why.” Whatever the reason, business was booming, 
and the media kept sharing positive stories and reviews, not just about 
Open Kitchen, but about the people and the purpose. So, while Max was 
constantly aware that his success could all go away tomorrow, he also was 
aware that all anyone ever had was the present moment, and, for right 
now, it was great—and he was grateful.


Leo’s voice bellowed from outside: “Max, you coming?”
Max snapped into action, strolled to the front of the bus, and shook his 


head free of his thoughts—all except one: Why, lately, did he find himself 
wishing it would all go away? And why could he not get out of his head 
the big ticket offer he had received a few weeks ago to sell the restaurant? 
Especially since the offer came from a guy he knew would bulldoze the 
whole place and erase everything he had built?
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E


IAN & HOLLY


Unscripted, Unstuck


“For the last time, NO!” Carter Reins snapped as he stomped through 
the television studio’s newsroom, side-swiping desks and disrupting 


the handful of reporters typing away on their laptops. Th ey rolled their 
eyes and returned to their work, as they witnessed similar rants from the 
Big Boss before.


As if still in his “terrible twos,” Carter continued to repeat the word 
“no,” almost in sing-song fashion. He should have already outgrown this 
behavior, given he was nearing retirement. Trailing behind Carter was a 
reporter half his age, Ian McConnell, whose fl ailing arms and sweat-stained 
collared shirt communicated his frustration. Like the classic Tom and Jerry 
cartoon, the duo were as much cat-and-mouse adversaries as they were 
codependent, love-hate pals.


“No, no, no, no, no, and no,” huff ed Carter. “Shall I sing it to the tune 
of ‘Santa Claus Is Coming to Town’? Will you hear me then?” He paused 
abruptly to take off  his jumbo thick-rimmed glasses, an homage to Harry 
Caray who everyone knew was his favorite baseball sportscaster from his 
childhood. In the process of Carter’s sudden halt, Ian nearly collided with 
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his boss’s backside and stopped just short. Unfortunately, when Carter 
turned around to face him, Ian couldn’t hop back fast enough to escape 
bumping into Carter’s oversized belly.


“Carter, please just listen to the whole story before you shoot it down.” 
Ian ran his fingers through his thinning hair. He thought it ironic that 
his five-o’clock shadow seemed always at the ready to emerge by noon, 
and he wished the same were true for what used to be his thick mane 
of mossy brown hair. For every bit of stubble that grew on his chin, he 
seemed to lose at least twenty hairs from up top. “Grass doesn’t grow on 
busy streets” he tried to remind himself, not that it actually helped his 
balding. He was only 32, but he felt twice that age and, sometimes, even 
older. He thought that by now, his life would have gotten easier. The exact 
opposite was turning out to be true. And no matter how hard he tried to 
make things work the way he wanted them to, life had other ideas. Just 
like Carter did now.


Carter yanked on the bottom of his slightly rumpled shirt, pulling 
out a corner that was struggling to stay tucked into his waistband. He 
breathed heavily onto the lens of his spectacles until a layer of fog coated 
them. As he slowly wiped the glasses with his shirt, he let out an annoyed 
grunt. “Fine. Get to it. I’m listening…”


Ian knew he had just seconds to speak, so he inhaled deeply and 
began. “Christmas Miracles. Peace on Earth. Goodwill to Men. Carter, 
that’s what it’s supposed to be about. But shopping always brings out the 
worst in peop—”


“No. Now go away.” Carter turned his back again to Ian and resumed 
marching toward his office.


Ian felt his shoulders sag as he lowered his head in momentary defeat, 
hearing the sound of his boss slamming his office door. The entire newsroom 
of staffers continued with their duties as if nothing had transpired; this 
battle between the two played out daily in some form or fashion.


“Damn it.” Ian swore louder than he intended. For three years he’d 
been slaving away, covering the simplest stories at Chicago’s WACK-TV: 
Little League, the Police Blotter, and Neighborhood Council meetings 
along with school lunch programs and promoting celebrities he’d never 
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even heard of, let alone admired. He did not become a journalistic reporter 
just to waste away doing this nonsense.


A voice suddenly piped up from behind. “For what it’s worth, I think 
it’s a great idea.”


Ian turned around. All he could see was an unchaperoned video camera 
sitting on the desk from where the voice seemed to originate.


He looked around, puzzled. “Come again?” he said.
Slowly rising from underneath the table just behind the video camera, a 


bandana-covered head emerged. The bandana was covered in pink unicorns 
dancing atop a black background. Holly, the cherub-faced intern with 
blonde pigtail braids that made her look as if she still belonged in grammar 
school, rose to her feet. Lifting a power cord to eye level, she shook the 
snakelike coil as if it were alive.


“Power cord. We’re gonna need it.” She winked.
“What are you talking about?” Ian knew of Holly’s bold reputation. 


Her childlike wonder and unwavering fearlessness were evenly matched 
with her creative storytelling and wicked technology skills. He knew 
without a doubt that this station—and probably many others—would 
offer her a job before even graduating from Columbia College where, he 
had heard, she was studying on a full-ride scholarship.


“Oh, Ian, trust me, I get what you want to do and why,” she smirked. 
“I, too, would be bailing if I were stuck like you.”


“Stuck? I’m not stuck.”
“Huh, really? Well, okay. If you don’t want to…”
“Want to what, exactly?” Ian was as annoyed as he was intrigued.
“Come on, now. We both know. You’re sick of sticking to the script, 


sitting on the sidelines, proclaiming the ‘good news’ like you’re some sort 
of trumpeting Gabriel. You want to do stories that get people riled. The 
ones where you gotta pick a side. The kind that go viral. You’re sick of 
vanilla. You don’t care who’s nice. You want to expose the naughty people 
on Santa’s list.” She folded her arms, power cord still held in her hands. 
“Am I right?”


“Uh, not exactly,” Ian shrugged, feeling a little sheepish.
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“Oh, no? Okay.” Holly flung the power cord over her shoulder and 
grabbed the video camera. “Never mind then.”


Ian felt a spark ignite inside his chest. She was right—he hated vanilla—
but he didn’t want to admit it to her face. “No. Wait. Okay. Yes. Sort of.”


“Well, which is it?”
Ian swallowed and nodded. “Yes,” he said, not quite fully committed.
“Awesome.” Holly fist-pumped the air. “So, what are we waiting for? It’s 


Christmas Eve! One good old-fashioned last-minute shopping brawl at the 
mall is all we need. Hey, that’s what we could call it—Brawl at the Mall.”


“Great, Holly, except what about Carter?”
She smirked and quoted her favorite book’s title, “Well-Behaved Women 


Seldom Make History. That’s MY motto, but, hey, if you gotta get Daddy’s 
permission to chase a story…”


Ian’s ire rose at Holly’s words. “I don’t need anybo—”
“Besides, once Carter sees the ratings it’ll bring in, he’ll be taking all 


the credit. You know it. And then you’ll be able to write your own ticket. 
You’ll finally get yourself out of community outreach stories and into 
hardcore news. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”


He slowly nodded. “What’s in it for you?”
“I need it for my reel,” Holly whispered. “It’s the only way I’m gonna 


get noticed by anybody that really matters.”
Ian looked toward Carter’s closed office door. A beat later, he turned 


to Holly. “I’ll drive.”
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C H A P T E R  F O U R


HARRY & MR. WIGGINS


Excess Baggage


The airplane smelled of corn chips, burnt coff ee, and the perspiration 
of passengers exhausted from their travels. Th e overhead speaker 


blared out: “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking.”
From his window seat, 1A, Mr. Wiggins peered over the edge of his 


Dallas Morning News. Only his caterpillar-like, grey eyebrows and the 
very top of his black eyes were visible to others still settling into their fi rst-
class seats. Th e plane’s speakers surrounded every word the Captain said 
with a muffl  ing of white noise, making him quite diffi  cult to hear. His 
message came across sounding more like this: “—dies –n –gentl— —is 
your Capt——ing.”


“Here with us, again, Mr. Wiggins. Something to drink?” asked the 
fl ight attendant.


Mr. Wiggins raised his hand like a stop sign with his palm facing 
outward to silence the interfering conversation. “Shh…I’m trying to 
listen,” he said, rudely shooing the man away.


Harry sat in aisle seat 1C, just to the right of Mr. Wiggins. 
Apologetically, Harry gave the fl ight attendant a conciliatory gesture and 
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an almost embarrassed grin. While he was tempted, he stopped short of 
asking for something to drink himself, despite being parched. He knew 
better than to ignore his boss’s cues.


“On beh— of the —tire crew, —wa— to welco— you to Fli— 1— 
bound for Chicago. —flight time —day should be 1—— –n– 48 min——, 
–n– we— be fly— — — av—age alt—— of 30,—– feet.”


“What did he say? What about ‘should’?” Mr. Wiggins now turned, 
searching for the flight attendant he had just dismissed. “Such incompe-
tence. You know, Harry, how much I pride myself on punctuality and 
performance, there’s nothing more important. Other than profit, of course.”


Harry stared straight ahead and nodded once, not in agreement, but 
out of habit.


As a low grumble of frustration grew among the passengers, with 
a couple of voices shouting out, “Can’t hear,” and “Repeat, please,” the 
loudspeaker went silent.


Mr. Wiggins rolled his eyes, irritated. “Where is that stewardess? I still 
can’t get used to men as order takers in planes.”


Harry cringed in response.
Just a moment later, the Captain was back on. “Sorry about that, 


folks. I think we’re good now. Just wanted you to know that there is a 
chance of up to an inch of accumulation on the ground from what the 
weather computers are now telling us. So, this may just end up being a 
white Christmas after all. We’ll keep you updated throughout our flight. 
For now, just sit back, relax, and if there’s anything our inflight crew can 
do to make you more comfortable, let us know.”


Mr. Wiggins turned to his direct report, Harry, and more loudly than 
was necessary, offered what would be another of his many critiques: “Such 
inefficiency, eh, Harry?”


Harry nodded without really agreeing. He looked at his phone. A 
picture of his wife, Emily, was smiling back at him. Emily was the one who 
grounded him. Whenever he looked at her pixie-cut blonde hair, her soulful 
hazel eyes, and those dimples, he could forget all about his worries. He’d 
known from the day he met her in high school that they were meant to be 
together. He promised he’d always take care of her, in sickness and health.
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The flight attendant circled back and stopped in the aisle next to 
Harry. His golden name badge read Corey. “Sir, we need you to turn off 
all electronic devices for takeoff. Thank you.”


Harry lightly kissed his fingertips, pressed them to her picture, and 
then powered down.


The flight attendant turned his attention to Mr. Wiggins. “Ready for 
that drink now?” he asked. “What can I get you?”


Mr. Wiggins ignored him, turning his gaze out the window. The 
attendant, sighing quietly under his breath, turned to Harry.


“Can I get you anything?”
“A water, please?” Harry replied. “Do I have time to go to the restroom?”
“Yes, but hurry. And I’ll have the water for you by the time you 


come back.”
Harry unbuckled his seat belt, rose to his feet, and in barely a few 


steps, found himself in front of the bathroom door at the very head of 
the plane. He entered the tiny silo and secured the door behind him. The 
lights overhead blinked a few times until they stabilized, but they didn’t 
afford much light at all. Harry stood, staring at himself in the mirror. He 
barely recognized his own face. He peered into his bloodshot eyes. They 
actually weren’t as bad as he thought they’d be, so he supposed that he must 
be getting used to these 16-hour workdays. His wife was right, though. 
His face was looking “gaunt”—her word not his.


He slapped his own cheeks and pinched them. He had seen someone 
in a movie do it once to regain some color. It wasn’t working. He tried 
to smile. He had heard that it took fewer muscles in the body to smile 
than it did to frown. It should have been easy, but he couldn’t make the 
corners of his mouth stay up. He even tried to use his pointer fingers to 
manually push his lips into position, but he couldn’t stay smiling. How 
had he gotten here? And now he was going to be responsible for another 
human life? He wasn’t old enough to be a dad. He wasn’t ready. Not yet.


The flight attendant knocked on the outside of the door. “Sir, we really 
need you to take your seat.”


Harry jumped at the interruption into his thoughts. “Yes, right away,” 
he called back. Oh, man, he thought. He could just imagine what Old 
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Malcom Wiggins would say the second he returned to his seat. He was 
absolutely sure he was in for some rude lecture about time and delays and 
waste. Harry washed his hands and exited the bathroom. He shut the door 
behind him and noticed all of the passengers in first class glaring at him.


“Apologies everyone. Nature calls and all that…”
Mr. Wiggins shook his head in disappointment. Harry was used to 


his boss’s constant disapproval.
Harry slid back into his seat and buckled himself in.
Mr. Wiggins managed to glare at him without even turning his head 


to look in Harry’s direction. “You couldn’t wait? You thought it best to 
make the rest of us wait on you?”


“No, sir.”
Harry didn’t bother to look him in the eye. He feared the old man 


would be able to detect how he really felt about him. It definitely wasn’t 
favorable. When he took this job, Harry never intended to work for Mr. 
Wiggins longer than a couple of years.


After graduating from the Illinois Institute of Technology with a degree 
in Civil Engineering, Harry dreamed of designing and building skyscrapers. 
He loved construction and found great satisfaction in working with his 
hands to create something out of nothing. He thought he’d be able to grow 
in his passion and pursue a career in construction as a member of Malcom 
Wiggins’s Property Investors Group, but he thought wrong. Now, nearly 
a decade later, he basically was Malcom Wiggins’s official baggage carrier, 
both literally and figuratively, doing little more than project managing, 
budgeting, shuffling contracts, and spearheading wrecking crews. Lately, 
almost every project he touched related to destroying somebody else’s 
property that, he was sure, they had worked so hard to build. He now 
knew that Malcolm Wiggins’s operation had the reputation of demolishing 
good things and turning them into nothing.


Harry hated that they were on a plane—again—to ruin thousands of 
more lives by shutting down the largest shopping mall in the Wiggins’s 
playbook. Right before Christmas. It was more lucrative to close it than 
to keep it up and running. At least that’s what Wiggins insisted.
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“When we land, I expect the car will be waiting to take us directly to 
Maplefield Mall,” Malcom said out loud to no one in particular. He was 
used to speaking and having someone listen, whether they wanted to or not.


“Actually, Mr. Wiggins, I planned to meet you there, remember? My 
wife is so close to her due date, and I’ve been gone for so long. I’d like to 
see her as soon as I’m in her same zip code, if that’s possible.”


“Your wife’s having a baby?” Mr. Wiggins applauded in mock 
celebration and with maximum sarcasm. “Wow, such anticipation. 
I’m surprised anybody is still working. I know—we should just stop 
everything until the baby’s born, and you and your little family are all 
safe at home together.”


“No, sir, I didn’t think—” Harry gritted his teeth.
“That’s right. You didn’t,” snapped Mr. Wiggins. “As planned, we’ll 


go together directly to the mall without any stops along the way. When 
our work is done, then you’ll be dismissed.”


Harry feared that word “dismissed.” He couldn’t afford to be without 
a job, especially not now with Emily about to deliver their first baby. 
Mr. Wiggins always seemed to use that word “dismissed” as some sort of 
veiled threat or, at best, a not-so-subtle reminder that Wiggins held such 
power over his fate. For some inexplicable reason, it always worked, like 
an anchor dragging him further underwater. Harry needed the paycheck. 
Too many people depended on him and, if he were really honest, he no 
longer had faith that he could cut it doing anything else.


Harry was supposed to have been home with Emily nearly a week ago. 
However, as he was told time and again by the old man, Malcom expected 
Harry to be at his beck and call. As a result, Emily had been pretty much 
on her own throughout this entire pregnancy. In a weird way, it almost 
felt as if Mr. Wiggins didn’t want Harry to have any interactions with his 
pregnant wife at all. Harry couldn’t quite figure it all out—or even if there 
was something to figure out—but Harry stopped trying to understand 
the man or his motives years ago. He just didn’t care.


The loudspeaker interrupted again with another announcement. 
“Folks, this is your Captain speaking again. We’re getting some reports 
of rough weather ahead. It would appear that our ‘snow flurries’ are quickly 
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turning into something more. We’ll keep you updated as we continue on 
our way.”


Mr. Wiggins reached out his arm and it hovered over Harry’s lap, 
grabbing the flight attendant’s pant leg as he passed by. “I have an important 
meeting to get to. It’s unacceptable to be delayed.”


The flight attendant looked down at Mr. Wiggins’s hand that entrapped 
his leg. Then with his best poker face in position, he looked first at Mr. 
Wiggins and then, bemused, over at Harry.


Harry bravely reached over and, with a little effort, unhinged his boss’s 
offending hand.


“I’m so sorry,” Harry half-whispered, his tired eyes looking upward, 
pleading. “We just want to land.”


“Nothing for you to apologize for.” The flight attendant gave Harry 
a nod, having read the power dynamic between the two businessmen.


“Now see here—” Mr. Wiggins huffed and puffed. “I…”
“Thanks for all your help,” Harry interjected, cutting his boss off 


before anything might escalate. “My wife’s about to have our first baby. I 
just really want to get home.”


The flight attendant softened, taking pity on Harry and what was 
clearly his “excess baggage.” He then directed his attention squarely on 
Mr. Wiggins, and in an overly playful manner chided him. “Sir, I do hope 
you know how lucky you are to have someone like this young man at your 
side.” He looked at Harry again, “What’s your name?”


“Harry.”
The flight attendant grinned. “Well, Harry, soon to be Papa Harry, 


it is good to meet you. I’m Corey. And congratulations. I’ll send over 
something to help you celebrate as soon as we’re cruising.” Corey then 
spun on his heel and disappeared.


Mr. Wiggins huffed in annoyance, turning his attention back to 
the newspaper.


Harry shut his eyes, exhaling. Emily and the baby: If he just stayed 
focused on what mattered most to him, he could weather yet another of 
his boss’s frigid storms.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E


DAMIAN & ISABELLE


Black Shee p and Bad Infl uences


The couple seated in 2A and 2C, directly behind Harry and Mr. 
Wiggins, weren’t actually a couple at all, but they both couldn’t help 


but eavesdrop on the commotion in the row in front of them.
Isabelle’s paperback novel, Of Love and Shadows, hid her face well 


enough, except for her well-groomed eyebrows, long lashes, and saucer-
sized brown eyes peeking through a few wayward chestnut curls hanging 
down over her forehead. As a child, she hated what she considered her 
“monochromatic looks,” always wishing for her sister’s blonde hair and 
blue eyes girl-next-door vibe. Now approaching her mid-thirties—or as 
the media kept calling it, “middle age”—she had learned to embrace who 
she was, no apologies and no regrets. Although, if she were honest with 
herself, she still wished for that special someone to magically appear and 
sweep her off  her feet; hence, her love of novels that told tales of passion 
and ecstasy especially during times of uncertainty and fear, just like the 
book she now held loosely in her hands. Or, apparently too loosely, as it 
suddenly tumbled into the lap of the man with the spiky gelled hair—black 
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on bottom with blonde tips up top, and in need of a color touch-up—who 
was seated to her right.


“Oh, I am so sorry.” Isabelle absent-mindedly reached over to retrieve 
her fallen fiction novel as the man reacted with a little bop of his body 
upward from the surprise. It was then that Isabelle realized she was about 
to inappropriately grab her book from the stranger’s crotch and quickly 
withdrew her hand without the book, her cheeks immediately turning 
red from her near faux pau.


They both watched as the book fell in between the man’s legs and onto 
the floor, somewhere out of sight.


Isabelle scrunched up her face and shrugged her shoulders to her ears, 
apologetically, just as the man threw back his head and laughed out loud. 
The wireless Bose headphones he was wearing, one ear on and one ear 
off, slipped back, popped off his neck, and nearly toppled over the back 
of his seat and into the row behind them. He caught them with his right 
hand just in time, still laughing through the whole ordeal.


“Well if you wanted to get to know me, all you had to do was say, 
‘hello,’” he said as he rested his headphones in his lap and extended his 
hand to Isabelle. “I’m Damian.”


Suddenly finding herself a bit unnerved, Isabelle started to give him 
her hand and then pulled back. “I wasn’t trying to get to know you,” she 
stammered to the man that she guessed must have been about her same 
age. “My book fell. That’s all.”


“Uh-huh,” Damian dropped his hand and shifted his body over to 
the side to make more room between them. “I didn’t mean…I mean, it 
was a joke. Here, let me get it.”


He reached down with his right hand, fumbling for the book. In doing 
so, he gave Isabelle an overhead view of his coiffed crown. She found 
herself mesmerized by the tiny daggers atop his head and reached out her 
right hand to touch them.


Suddenly Damian’s spikes jetted upward, poking Isabelle’s palm as he 
flung back his head from the search-and-rescue mission below, unaware 
of her touch. He looked over to Isabelle. “Sorry, I can’t get it. It keeps 
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sliding back. Maybe we can ask the pilot to slam on the brakes, so your 
book gets a good shove toward the front?”


Isabelle’s eyes widened as her forehead wrinkled just a bit. She 
wondered: Was he kidding again? She opened her mouth to object.


“Man, I need to work on some new material. Lame joke.” Damian 
flashed a mischievously inviting smile, or so Isabelle thought. He unbuckled 
his seatbelt and started to stand, tossing his headphones onto his seat.


Now, very embarrassed, Isabelle stammered, “Oh, listen, that’s okay. I 
can get my book when we land, after everybody is up and out of their seats.”


Damian tossed a wry smile at her as he slid past her. “What? You’d rather 
lose the very thing that stops you from talking to other people and risk it 
being trashed by spilled drinks, dirty footprints, or worse…being abducted 
by one of these misguided and literary-starved souls?” He unfolded his torso 
and stretched his extremely long legs as he stood in the aisle.


Isabelle unbuckled her seatbelt and rose to meet him. “Wow! I can’t 
decide if you’re funny or if you’re kind of dark.”


Damian looked her in the eye as if it was the first time that he actually 
saw her. Nervously, he said, “Maybe I’m a bit of both. Although if you 
asked my family, they’d definitely say I’ve gone rogue. My family even 
calls me ‘The Black Sheep,’ but when I was old enough to read, I learned 
my birth certificate didn’t agree.”


Suddenly stopping himself from continuing, Damian shook his head 
and widened his eyes. “I’ll stop rambling now.”


“No, no,” Isabelle jumped in without really meaning to. “I like your 
ramblings.” She extended her hand to him. “I’m Isabelle.”


While she expected they would just shake on it, Damian lifted her 
hand to his lips and gave it a gentle kiss. “It’s a pleasure to officially make 
your acquaintance, Isabelle. Consider me, at your service.”


Stunned, it took a minute for Isabelle to find her voice. “I’m Isabelle, 
um, like I said. Um…Except for my sister. She calls me ‘Izzy the bad  
influence.’”


The voices in Isabelle’s head began their rapid inquisition: Oh my God. 
What IS your problem? Why in the world would you say what you just said 
to this perfect stranger? And why aren’t you taking back your hand already?
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Isabelle collected herself, averting her eyes from his, and pulling 
her hand out of his grasp. She suddenly found the ceiling and overhead 
compartments of the first-class cabin so very interesting. She heard Damian 
laugh, and forced herself to look back at him.


He was grinning. “Well then, we black sheep and bad influences need 
to stick together. Isabelle, I’m going in,” he said, as if about to embark on 
some impossible mission.


With that, Damian exaggerated his movements, pouncing like a 
predator down to the floor, practically shoving his head underneath his 
seat. “Ah-ha, I see it.” He looked up to Isabelle with an encouraging smile. 
Extending his right arm underneath his seat, he suddenly gave out a little 
yelp and pretended he was being swallowed up by a creature that lurked 
beneath. “Oh no! It’s got me. Help me, bad influence Isabelle.”


Isabelle covered her mouth with her hand, trying to suppress her giggles. 
“Got it,” Damian lifted up the book and sprang back to his feet. 


His eyes flashed a look of excitement as he connected with hers. He 
slowly delivered the book back to her but as she reached out to take it, he 
pulled it back. “Of Love and Shadows.” He read the title out loud. “That 
sounds deep.”


Isabelle’s cheeks turned pink. She tried to pluck her book out from 
his grasp, but Damian kept it from her, holding it just beyond her reach. 
He turned slightly without really taking his eyes off the book’s cover and, 
with the other hand, lifted his headphones up from his chair. He then 
seated himself before investigating the book further, using his thumb to 
skim the pages.


“Interesting cover. Interesting title. What’s it about?”
She hadn’t expected the question, but then she hadn’t expected any 


of this. She sat back down, turned to face him, and swiftly grabbed both 
her book and his headphones from his hands.


Resting them both in her own lap, she retorted, “Okay, so tell me: 
What does a black sheep listen to in order to keep from being bothered 
by others while flying?”


“‘In Hell I’ll Be in Good Company,’” Damian matter-of-
factly responded.
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“Excuse me?”
“The song I was listening to,” he explained, then started to softly sing 


its lyrics. “…hell’s bells, miss-spells, knocks me on my knees…”
Isabelle found herself mesmerized by his voice. And his lips.
“My favorite bluegrass and classic folk band, The Dead South. Such 


a great song,” Damian offered. “But not at all great at keeping me from 
being ‘bothered’ by others while flying.”


Isabelle opened her mouth. She was about to apologize, but Damian 
stopped her and said with a wink, “I’m actually thanking my lucky stars 
about that.”
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“If you look for it, I’ve got a sneaky feeling you’ll 
find that love actually is all around.”


—Love Actually
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C H A P T E R  O N E


BETTY & LEO


Old School, New School


It took a minute for Betty to realize the car came to a stop. She looked 
up from her vintage Dooney & Bourke handbag, and stared out the 


window, still mindlessly playing with the wispy strings on her bag’s fraying 
red handles. It had seen better days; then again, so had she.


Th e morning sun just broke through the darkness. Ghostlike halos 
outlined the skeletons of dormant oaks and maples that dotted the parking 
lot. Th rongs of bundled-up shoppers—some cheerily chatting, others 
impatiently hopping around to stay warm—stood in lines that wrapped 
around the mall’s main entrance. Braving the icy wind gusts of yet another 
Chicago winter, it seemed as if everyone for miles around had decided this 
was the place to be on the last shopping day before Christmas—weather 
and wait time be damned.


Th e Uber driver’s expressive eyes tried connecting with hers in the 
rearview mirror. “I gotta say, Christmas Eve crowds scare me. Why anybody 
with half a brain would come within a hundred feet of this here Maplefi eld 
Mall today when you got Amazon delivering right to your door—I just 
don’t get it. Look at ‘em… Th ey’re all crazy!”
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Betty’s eyes met his with a twinkle. “Well, I’m perhaps the craziest 
one of them all.” She gathered up her bag and coat, opened her door, and 
stepped out. “For the past forty years, I’ve been the mall Manager here, 
and this is my favorite day of the year. It’s so full of miracles. I still believe.”


“Merry Christmas!” the driver grinned.
He waved as he drove away, his license plate UBERJOE gradually 


becoming unreadable in the distance. Pulling out her phone, she tapped 
on the screen to give him a very generous tip and review: “Five stars for 
you, Joe.”


She straightened the multicolored tweed jacket of her favorite Chanel 
suit and stopped to breathe in the scents of Christmas anticipation—sweet 
cinnamon spiced with seasonal pines. She swore she could smell a hint 
of snow in the air, too, but perhaps that was just wishful thinking. She 
desperately wanted this Christmas to be a white one. After all, it was going 
to be the last holiday season she worked here at this magical mall.


“Spoiler alert, folks,” a booming baritone voice called out to the crowd. 
“It’s Christmas Eve. December 24. The day before Christmas. I know, I 
know: HUGE surprise.”


Betty rolled her eyes. She knew that voice all too well. Every time 
she heard it, she somehow expected it to be coming from something 
other than the walking stick of a man who had been by her side—at least 
professionally—for nearly her entire career. No matter the season, she 
found his silver head of hair and carefully groomed matching beard oddly 
comforting. It was silly of her, but his appearance made Betty feel as if 
she had her own private Santa Claus all year round—even if this Santa 
might be a skinnier, slightly less jolly version. She quickly made her way 
to Leo who stood holding two Venti cups from Starbucks. She gave him 
a mocking look of disapproval.


“What?” Leo blinked his crystal blue eyes, feigning innocence. “Every 
year has the same number of days in it, and yet, every year, the last-minute 
pileup on Christmas Eve gets worse.”


“Well, what about leap years?” Betty said and then laughed. “Oh, 
never mind. Merry Christmas to you, Leo, and please tell me that one of 
those coffees is for me.”
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Leo bowed, as if she were his queen and he her loyal subject, and 
handed her a cup. “One peppermint mocha for m’lady. And please don’t 
tell me this is some surprise to you, too. I’ve been bringing you these 
holiday drink concoctions for decades, almost since the first day we met.”


“Yes, you have. Have I ever thanked you?” Betty laughed again and took 
a sip. Just one taste of her special, minty chocolate beverage automatically 
conjured visions of twinkling lights and sleighs.


“Never.”
“As the mall’s General Counsel, you should remind me to do that. 


Would you please?”
“I’ll have my legal team check into the statute of limitations on 


gratitude in my spare time.” Leo arched one eyebrow and turned up 
the right corner of his lip in response. Pivoting, he followed her to the 
building’s entrance.


Fumbling with her keys, Betty nodded to Elmer, the young security 
guard, who stood behind the glass doors she was trying to unlock. He 
quickly moved forward with his own jangling keys and opened the door 
for her. With a look of gratitude, slipping her keys back into her bag, she 
heard Leo slurp his coffee and give out a sigh of his own. His familiar 
habit always made her smile.


“Enjoying your drink, Leo?”
“You know it. Those frou-frou drinks can’t hold a candle to old 


school mud.”
She already knew his cup contained straight-up black coffee. Leo never 


touched the fancy handcrafted stuff. He was a basic black coffee kind of 
guy, and it was one of the many reasons she appreciated him.


The pair squeezed through the narrow entryway, careful not to swing 
the door open any further than need be, lest some seasonal shopper would 
attempt to get a jump on the crowds and slip through the door along with 
them. Once across the threshold, Elmer locked the doors behind them. 
A soft, low groan emitted from the disappointed crowds still waiting in 
the chilly weather outside.
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Betty chuckled as they made it to the quiet safety of the massive, empty 
mall. “Thank you, Elmer. With all those keys on your ring, you always 
make me feel as if I’m being granted entry through the Pearly Gates.”


Betty couldn’t remember exactly when Elmer started working at the 
mall, but she knew it was more than just a few years ago. She had grown 
fond of his boyish charm, and he repeatedly impressed her with his work 
ethic. He was the kind of young man who, without a doubt, made his 
mom proud. Elmer reported for duty day after day, year after year, but 
Betty still didn’t know him well enough to determine if he worked for 
the paycheck or for the girls. He had made it into college, that much she 
remembered him saying recently. He sure did love to strut around and 
show off his uniform, that much she could see, but beyond that, she knew 
little else about him. Betty smiled at the young man, wishing she could 
see his emerald green eyes more often, but the mirrored aviators he wore 
both day and night were part of his whole fashion statement, and it was 
one she didn’t feel the need to disrupt.


“Just doing my job, Ms. Bryant. And nobody would mistake me for a 
saint,” Elmer chuckled respectfully, lowering his head and peering over the 
top of his glasses. “Merry Christmas to you, and also to you, Mr. Sawyer.”


Betty and Leo made their way across the main lobby which was 
festively decorated in a Winter Wonderland theme. Betty loved it, and 
she couldn’t help but smile as she surveyed the snow-blanketed pathways 
leading to ice castles, gingerbread cottages, elf workshops, and, of course, 
Santa’s golden chair where he and the elves would hear the wishes of so 
many awestruck children. Silver and ruby ornaments, glittering garlands, 
and shiny bows laced a forest full of spruce, pine, and fir trees. Large and 
small, the trees looked so real. Even the snow, created by a flocking effect, 
still fooled her into believing it had freshly fallen from the sky.


Several mall workers were rearranging and putting the final touches 
on this winter scene before the mall opened to the masses. As if playing 
scales on a piano, each staffer called out to them with “Good Morning!” 
and “Merry Christmas!” as they walked by. Betty nodded, smiled, and 
waved in response.


What would happen to all of them when they shut down the mall?
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Betty didn’t want to think about it, especially not today. It was 
Christmas Eve, and this was one she wanted to remember with nothing 
but smiles and good cheer, even if her heart was breaking.


She shook off any trace of melancholy, sipped her peppermint drink, 
and playfully chastised Leo: “You know I’m from the same ‘old’ school as 
you. Although I prefer the word ‘seasoned.’ I’m still hoping for a miracle, 
Leo. One day, you’ll surprise both of us by trying one of these other-
than-old-school coffee flavors. They’re really quite yummy. I bet they’d 
do wonders to soften the Scrooge in you.”


“Scrooge? Me?” Leo flashed his crooked smile.
Betty widened her already big brown eyes and playfully fluttered her 


lashes. When Leo looked at her in that way, she felt like a little kid again—
ready for anything. No matter what the weather—rain or shine—and no 
matter the circumstances —feast or famine—Leo brought a fairy-tale kind 
of joy to her day. What would her days be like without him?


Turning her attention back to business, she stepped onto the escalator 
with Leo close behind her. As they slowly ascended to the second-floor 
executive offices, Betty surveyed her surroundings, taking it all in for what 
she feared might be the last time. A look of longing swept over Betty’s face 
as she dwelled on the future of the mall and her own professional fate.


Betty’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt as she felt an unexpected jolt 
in the middle of the escalator ride, causing her to lose her footing and fall 
back into Leo’s tall frame.


“Betty, you okay?” Leo asked, balancing himself—and his coffee—with 
one hand gripped onto the rail and his other hand supporting Betty’s bent 
elbow, making sure she remained upright. The two exchanged the briefest 
of glances, sharing more than one emotion without speaking a single word.


Betty momentarily lost herself in his eyes, wishing she could tell him 
what she felt for him. But that would be strictly unprofessional. She shook 
her head, steadied herself, and then held up her mocha, smiling as she 
joked, “Phew. Not a drop spilled.”


As they distanced themselves and took their first steps up the now-
disabled escalator, a high-pitched, sing-song voice rang out: “I am 
sooooo sorry.”
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“Nothing to be sorry about, Ms. Timbers,” Leo said, using his soothing 
voice. “It’s not as if you stopped the blasted thing on purpose.”


With an iPad and stylus pen in hand, the childlike voice continued, 
“Oh, but that’s just it. I did stop it on purpose. As soon as I realized it had 
been accidentally left running all night.”


On the landing, Betty stopped with a quizzical look as her gaze set on 
the young woman she knew was here to facilitate the mall’s closing. And if, 
by some miracle, they did manage to keep the place open, she figured she 
was looking at her successor. Color-blocked from head to toe, the 25-year 
old’s exterior projected a level of “Girl Boss” confidence today’s professional 
millennials wielded like a medieval suit of armor. Betty knew this attitude 
well, thinking back to when she was so young and felt so much in charge. 
“Darci, why would you stop the escalator, especially while we were on it?”


“The mall doesn’t open for another thirty minutes,” Darci replied, 
glancing at her rose gold Apple Watch. “Escalators are one of our biggest 
energy zappers.”


“You’ve got to be kidding…” Leo scoffed.
Darci’s eyes widened. “No, I’m not. Our average unit has a 7.5 


horsepower motor and runs 16 hours each day, seven days a week. That’s 
10,000 kilowatt-hours of electricity in a year. Do you realize how much 
that adds up to in terms of our budget?”


Betty suppressed the urge to burst out laughing at the earnestness 
before her. Darci was so young, so ambitious. She was smart for sure but 
in all her book learning and data-driven analytics, she somehow missed 
the chapter on common sense.


“I understand. Tell me, Darci, had Leo and I rolled head-over-heels 
down the escalator when it stopped, aside from the dry-cleaning bill 
to get peppermint mocha out of my suit, what other costs might we 
have incurred?”


Darci nervously shifted her weight from one foot to the other, tapping 
her stylus against her hip. She was just as aware as Betty of the newly 
minted crack in her armor. “I didn’t realize you and Leo—or anybody—was 
on it, Ms. Bryant. I’m sorry.” The apology didn’t sound terribly sincere, 
but it was an effort nonetheless.
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Leo shook his head, this time raising both eyebrows. He knew he 
should officially do something about Darci. After all, this wasn’t the first 
time her short-sightedness had put people in harm’s way and the mall in 
jeopardy. But given that she was hand-picked to work here by the real 
estate tycoon who owned this and many other shopping centers, he knew 
his efforts would be futile.


“No harm done,” Betty said, a touch of benevolence in her smile. She 
had crossed swords with Darci before.


Repositioning her winter coat on her arm, Betty took a deep breath 
and led the way down the corridor as Leo and Darci trailed behind.


“Mr. Wiggins called to say he’s flying in from Dallas this afternoon,” 
Darci said. She hesitated, expecting a reaction. When she didn’t get one, 
she continued. “He said he’d be here in time to wish you bon voyage.”


“You mean, he’ll get here in time to give her a kick out the door no 
matter what his General Counsel advises,” Leo mumbled under his breath 
but loud enough for everyone to hear.


Betty chimed in, robotically responding, “Oh. Yes, Darci, how 
thoughtful.” She turned the corner, finally arriving at the office that she 
had called home for so very long. Standing in the doorway, she took 
another sip of her mocha to subdue the sigh that threatened to spill out 
from her chest. Rows and rows of stacked moving boxes leaned up against 
one wall like giant-sized Jenga blocks, just waiting to fall. All of her years 
of overseeing the mall were now filed away, her memories packed up and 
seemingly littering the floor. The antique desk’s richly polished mahogany 
top peeked out from the mound of beautifully wrapped gifts that sat atop 
it, all of them patiently waiting to be opened.


“What’s this?” Betty took a few steps closer to admire a potted cactus 
sitting on her desk. She hung up her coat on the free-standing wooden 
rack in the corner, all the while keeping her eyes on the mystery plant. It 
seemed a bit out of place growing in a red-and-white candy-cane-striped 
planter. Do a cactus and Christmas candy belong together?


“That’s a Christmas cactus,” Darci answered her unspoken question.
“Really? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it.” Betty’s eyes twinkled. “So 


lovely. Thank you, Darci.”
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“Oh, no, it’s not from me. I saw it earlier sitting on your desk and 
Googled it. It said it’s only supposed to bloom on Christmas Day.” 
Darci shrugged.


“Hmmm. I don’t see a card…” Betty said upon further investigation. 
“You didn’t see who left it?”


Darci shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”
“Leo?”
“Not me. I gave the gift of coffee.”
Betty set her bag on the chair, bending down ever so slightly so as not 


to drop it. Given its aging state, she knew its days were numbered. It was 
then that she saw him, nestled into the folds of the cactus, peeking out 
between its shiny leaves.


“Oh, too funny! Elf on the Shelf.” She said, feeling the joy flow up 
through her from her belly. “Here you are again.” She turned with a grin 
to eye Darci and Leo. “And still no one is taking responsibility for your 
daily spying on me this entire month?” She bent down to whisper in the 
elf ’s ear, “Has there been any ‘undesirable behavior’ reported back to the 
big boss? Can you tell me who’s on the naughty list and who’s on the nice 
list this year?”


Darci lowered her head, avoiding Betty’s glare.





		C H A P T E R O N E



