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Prologue

Hollaway, New Hampshire Fall 1980


Nine year-old Mikey Sutton stopped running only long enough to look for the baseball cap that had fallen from his head.  He turned in small circles, his brown eyes scanning the area until he saw the flash of red peeking out from between a break in the brush.  Scooping it up with one hand, he restarted his mad dash toward his house.  In a few hours the World Series would begin and his mom said he could watch it until bedtime if he finished his homework.  

Some members of the small New England town’s Little League Teams traditionally gathered at the ball field in the morning before school to talk about the previous night’s game.  Mikey loved baseball, but wasn’t very good at it.  However, he was good at talking.  Maybe he could talk himself into an invitation to try out for one of the teams for next season. Sure, he could just show up at the field in the spring and get in line, but with an invitation he just knew he’d make it.


He started up the front steps of the small white colonial style house in which he lived with his mother and sister. He had just put his hand on the aluminum handle of the old storm door when his foot slipped off the edge of the concrete steps.  Still hanging onto the handle, he jerked backwards, his knee slamming into the edge of the brick border.  He let go of the handle and fell sidelong into the flowerbed landing in a mixture of mulch and weeds just as the door caught the mailbox.  He felt a sick feeling in his stomach when the screen tore. 

Righting himself, he winced when he looked down and saw a tear in the patch his mother put on the knee of his blue jeans.  She’d put it on to hide the first rip he’d put there sliding into third base playing stickball down the block.  He bent over and stuck a finger into the hole feeling the warm sticky feel of blood.  

He looked up just as his mother came to the door.  “Michael James Sutton, I should have know you were at the root of all the noise out here.”  She had on her coat and hat.  

“Are we going somewhere?”  He asked.

His mother caught the door before it hit the house for a second time.  She joined him in the flowerbed.  “The seasonal merchandise has come in at the department store.  Mr. Colton asked if I could take on some extra hours and help out in the storeroom for a few months.  You and Sissy have to go to Mrs. Hall’s everyday after school.  Weekends, too.  Your sister’s already there.  I was waiting for you.”  

“Mom, the World Series.  Phillies-Royals.  Tug McGraw, Mike Schmidt.  You said I could watch it after I do my homework.  Mrs. Hall never watches anything but the shopping channel.

“I know, honey, but we could use the extra money.”  She reached down and took his hand, noticing the blood smear on his fingers.  “What is this?”  She followed his guilty gaze to his knee.  

“It was an accident, honest.”

“I’m sure it was.  Just like before.  No one breaks a nose or tears up a knee on purpose.  We’d better get that cleaned up.” 

They walked back inside the house and she shrugged off her coat and headed for the bathroom, appearing a few moments later with hydrogen peroxide, some tissues, Bactine and some Band-Aids.  

Mikey slipped off his jeans and perched himself on the old plaid hassock in the living room.  He watched the first aid efforts as he spoke.  “I can stay here.  I’ll do my homework and watch the game.  Nothing else.  Promise.”

“You can do your homework at Mrs. Hall’s.”  She dabbed at his skin with the tissue, gently cleaning off the dried blood.


“But mom, the game.”


“There’ll be other games, honey.”


Mikey pressed his lips together.  “I never get to do anything.  You work all the time and I hardly get to see you this time of the year.”


“It’s October, honey.  The store needs help to get ready for Christmas.”


“Christmas isn’t until December.  Why do you have to go now?”


“Because now’s when the season begins.  I get extra work when it’s available.  You know that.  And the holiday time brings steady work for three months”

“But then Sissy bosses me around until after New Year’s.”

She gently placed the Band-Aid in the center of his knee and peeled the covering from the adhesive.  After patting the strip in place, she tousled his sandy brown hair.  “I’ll talk to your sister and tell her to be nicer to you.  Now, let’s go. I don’t want to be late.”

Mikey pulled on his jeans with an angry tug.  “I hate Christmas.”

His mother stooped down so her gaze met hers.  “You don’t mean that.”

He pursed his lips.  “Yes, I do.  And I always will.”

Chapter One 

Concord, New Hampshire, Present Day


There comes a time in everyone’s life when he or she is forced to accept the fact that Santa Claus is reserved for small children and adults who still want to believe.  Holly Winters wasn’t a child.


“Dad,” she called out, “We’re going to be late for the meeting.”  She yanked open the closet door in the bedroom.  Standing on tiptoes, she jabbed at the red box on the top shelf with her fingertips until it angled forward and fell into her outstretched hands.  “Dad!” she called out again when she didn’t hear him answer her.  She stepped into the hallway, box still in hand, and heard the water running in the bathroom.


Satisfied her father had heard her, she walked to her nearly made bed and gently set the box on the quilted comforter.  She flung off the lid and smiled at the sight.  The red velvet costume with white fur at the collar and cuffs reminded her how much she loved her seasonal job as an elf at the mall.


She dug out the matching hat.  Perching it neatly on her head, she stared at her reflection in the mirror.  Tucking blond curls behind her ears, she adjusted the angle so the fur-trimmed ball wouldn’t bounce around and hit her in the eye as she walked.  “The meeting’s in an hour,” she called out to her father as she heard the door to the medicine cabinet over the sink in the bathroom slam shut.  “We’ll have to step it up if we’re going to be ready on time.”


“I’ll be done in a minute,” he called back.  “Can you get me a towel from the closet?”


The white ball swung back and forth like a seesaw in motion as she walked down the hall of the house she shared with her father.  Grabbing a green towel from the middle of the pile, she smiled.  May as well get into the spirit of the season.


“Here you go, Dad,” she said, as she prepared to toss the towel through the bathroom doorway.  

But when she stepped onto the blue tiled floor, she stopped the motion top-arc.  Her father stood facing the large mirror on the wall.  His white-hair curled down to his collar and joined with the snowy white beard that tumbled down his face like a New England snowfall to rest on the banded collar of the red Henley-style shirt he had on.  He turned toward her, apples of his cheeks rosy from the steam rising from the hot water running in the sink, his blue eyes framed by eyebrows that looked like slashes of fluffy white cotton.

There was only one thing wrong.  The beard was slathered with heaps of frothy shaving cream.  

“What are you doing?  There’s only four-weeks until Christmas!”  “I know,” he replied glancing at her reflection in the mirror.  He lifted his chin.  “Maybe I should cut some of this beard off with the scissors first or else it won’t come off easily.”  He angled his head first to the right and then to the left, intently surveying his handiwork.

Holly watched as her father dabbed the long bristled soap brush he held in one hand into the soap in the ceramic mug on the countertop.  She dropped the towel and grabbed onto his wrist.  “Stop.  You can’t shave.  Not now.  Not for another month at least.”

“Don’t need a beard this year,” he replied calmly.


She followed his gaze toward the floor and could see the white fur of his own red velvet hat peeking out of the wastebasket next to the sink.  She pointed to it, a puzzled look on her face.


“I quit.”


“You can’t quit.”  She pulled the hat out of the trash by the white furry snowball on its point.  “You love playing Santa.  You love Christmas.”


He took the hat from her hand and dropped it back in the trash with enough dramatic flair to win an academy award.  “Loved,” he emphasized.  “Past-tense.  It’s already been Christmas for three months in the mall.  Teenagers are clamoring for the latest video gadget that always costs more than it’s worth and lasts just long enough to get through the holiday season.  Parents are waiting in long lines to buy some toy that compliments some movie.  The holiday spirit has been ruined by merchandising.”  He jabbed at the air, the brush in his hand splattering soap on the mirror until it look like sprayed snow.  “I’ve decided that I can’t be part of the commodities blitz any longer.”


Holly inched the trashcan behind her with her foot so none of the soap spray would get all over the hat. 


“Maybe I used to love the holidays, but…” he pursed his lips and shook is head, “not any more.  All synthetic and no heart these days.  Let them use one of those hot-air blow-up Santas this year.”

* * *


Michael Sutton, Vice President of Property Management for the Colton Mall, shot a sidelong glance at his assistant.  The man was hunched over an Excel spreadsheet, stoop shouldered, cradling it like a high school final exam.  The assistant looked up and gave Michael a nod, the signal intended to assure him that everything would be fine.


Somehow Michael was not convinced.  “Well, Phil?  What’s the bottom line?”  His answer was the rhythmic tap of fingers on calculator keys.  


“Give me a few minutes,” Phil replied.  


Michael held up his fingers.  “You have two, Phil.”  

Phil nodded, the calculator keys clicking faster.

“I need to know what the increase in utility costs will be if I keep the mall open an extra hour from now to Christmas before the meeting for the stakeholders begins.”

Phil didn’t look up, but kept on running the numbers.  “One more minute,”

Michael shifted in his seat, stretching is arm across the back of an empty chair next to him.  No one ever sat next to him at these meetings, and that was just fine with him.  He angled the face of his Rolex toward him.  Just as well, in about five minutes he’d have no time for chitchat anyway.  

* * *

This was not good, Holly thought as she approached the employee’s parking lot at the mall.  Her father was apparently so serious about quitting, that he was skipping the seasonal staff meeting.  Although she did manage to secure a no shaving promise, she got the feeling knew it wouldn’t last if she didn’t do something to change his mind soon.  

He was wrong.  Christmas still had heart and a lot of it.  Sure, maybe the Christmas in July sales were a little over the top, as were the decorations in some of the stores by Labor Day, but the heart was still there, she just knew it.  It may take some convincing to get her father back into his red, velvet suit, but she could do it.  She was sure of that, too.  

She tugged open the heavy metal door at the employees entrance and stepped into the long corridor dotted with the back doors of some of the stores in the Colton Mall.  Her heels tapped on the tiled floor as she headed for the Community Room.  She could hear the low drone of voices hush and a distinctly male voice take over as she got closer.

Resisting the urge to burst in and apologize, she opened the door wider and tried to slip inside unnoticed. It didn’t work.

“You’re late.”  

Holly spun toward the source of the voice and dropped her purse in surprise.  “Yes, I guess I am,’ she replied.  “But only a little,” She nodded her thanks to a co-worker who picked up her bag and handed it to her.  “If I missed anything important, I can stay and catch up.”

“That might be a good idea, Ms….

“Winters.  Holly Winters.”  She felt her brows furrow in inquiry as she looked around the room.  “Where’s Sissy?  She usually organizes the holiday staff.”

“My sister can’t be here this morning, so she asked me to fill in.”

“Oh, then you are…”

“Michael Sutton.”  

His tone seemed stiff, his body language shouted uncomfortable.  Holly grimaced.  “I guess I should have known that.”

“I don’t know why.”

“Sissy said she had brother who was a bit uptight about the holidays, and you’re the only one in the room who fits that description.”

A few people laughed.  Michael frowned.  “And when did she tell you that?”

“Last year.  We were talking about family and she mentioned that her brother didn’t like this time of year.”

A low drone of voices speaking in an undertone buzz rose like a swarm of approaching bees as some of the people in the room reacted to Holly’s comment.

“Hum.  I’ll have to speak to Victoria about that,” he said, his mouth creasing in obvious disapproval.  

Her green eyes darkened in bewilderment.  She couldn’t image why he sounded so irritated.  This meeting was a formality. Everyone in the room worked together at holiday time for years and knew what to do and when.  But she guessed Michael wouldn’t know that.  He never dealt with the Christmas Crew.  She pointed to the back of the room.  “Maybe I should sit down.”

Michael nodded.  “That would be a very good idea.”

She made her way to an empty seat, most of the twenty or so people in the room acknowledging her scolding with a comment or smile in her defense.  She laughed when Louie, a crusty retired army vet, hired because he was short and could be an elf, whispered “the man needs to be scrooged” as she passed.  

In response, Michael stopped talking and waited until she was settled in a seat in the back.  As noiselessly as possible, she hung her jacket on the chair back and tucked her purse under it. She clasped her hands in her lap and followed his movements as he paced back and forth at the front of the room.  

He didn’t seem at all comfortable speaking to them.  He read from prepared note cards and didn’t look up much.  She’d never actually met him in the five years she worked the holidays at the mall with her father.  He kept mostly to himself, in the executive offices on the top floor.  Never having a reason to go up there, she had conjured up an idea of what he must look like from the stories she’d heard about him. 

He wasn’t as tall as she expected, perhaps a smidgen over six feet, and not as lanky.  From what she could tell by the perfectly tailored fit of his obviously expensive suit, this man was well muscled.  If it weren’t for the scowl, he would be rather handsome.  His hair reminded her of the color of warm apple cider and she’d never forget his eyes.  Irritation at her being late had wiped some fire into their warm brown color, but that’s not what had surprised her.  It was the flash of indecision she saw there when he looked at her.  

She watched as he turned his back to get some forms from the corner of the first table and noticed how his broad shoulders filled out his jacket, the lines of his upper body tapering in lean contours.  When he began passing out some paperwork, his gaze locked with hers.  She smiled and he quickly looked away from her.

“Is everything all right?” she asked him when he held out a payroll form and work schedule to her.

“Yes,” he answered as though he was surprised that she would ask.  

Their hands met when she took the form from him and he dropped them.  They bent down reached down for the papers at the same time, and this time, their fingers first tangled, then entwined.  

Warmth spread up Holly’s arm.   His hand felt solid, his grip strong.  She looked into his eyes and became almost spellbound by the intensity of their golden brown color.  For a few moments their gazes held firm, his eyes delving into hers almost intimately.  Neither broke contact until she smiled at him again.

“Fill these forms out and have them back to payroll in a week,” he said, his voice wavering just the smallest bit.

“Sure,” she replied.  “Oh, and I’ll need one for my father.”

“Your father?”

“Yeah, Clausie,” Louie piped in.  “His name’s really Jack, but we call him Clausie ‘cuz he hasn’t missed a Christmas in fifteen-years.”  He looked around the room.  “Where is he anyway?”  

“He, ah, slept late today,” Holly offered.  “But he’s ready and raring to go.”  At least I hope so, she silently added when Louie nodded his approval.

“Good,” Louie said, scanning the forms he’d been handed as though he were about to take a test in a foreign language.  “Wouldn’t be Christmas without him.”

Michael closed the door to his office, unsure why he was so irritated.  On second thought he did know.  It was holiday time and his sister was out of town.  But that wasn’t everything.

He looked down at his hand and furrowed his brow.  He still felt the softness and feather-like touch, reinforced by what almost seemed to him now like a caress when be bent down to pick up the forms he’d dropped.  But it wasn’t the touch of another hand that gave him that impression.  It was a few strands from the veil of Holly Winters’ golden-red hair that had brushed the back of his hand.  The strangest urge to drop the forms again so he could touch the incredible curls that looked the color of molten copper had welled up so suddenly that he almost acted upon it.

But he’d looked into her eyes instead.  Big mistake.  He became mystified, instantly captured by a pair of crystal clear green eyes fringed with dark lashes.  When she smiled at him he swore he could see light sparkle across her eyes.

He blew out a long breath of air he hadn’t realize he’d been holding and shook his head.  He must be working too much.

* * *

“Dad, I’m home.”  Holly tossed her keys on the table near the door.  

“In here,” he called back.

She found him sitting in the living room, pipe in hand, looking at a fire he’s just built in the fireplace.  The glow in the hearth warmed his skin, whipping a ruddy red onto his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose.  To her, he belonged on a Christmas card.  

“I’ve been thinking,” he said when she sat next to him. 

“About the holidays, I hope.”

“Yes, and about how much you like a good adventure.”

She smiled.  “I remember a few that didn’t turn out so well.”  She pushed up the sleeve of her blue sweater and ran her forefinger over a two-inch scar by her elbow.  “Got this one when Tommy Miller dared me to climb the tree in the center of town square.”  She pushed the sleeve back into place.  “Would have made it too, if he didn’t throw that rock at me.”  She laughed.  “Hope you don’t want me to climb something.  My gazelle days are over.”

“No, this challenge isn’t a physical one. It’s harder than that.”

“Sounds serious.”

“It could be.  That is if you mean what you said about Christmas still having heart.”

“You know I do.”  

He puffed on his pipe.  Wisps of smoke curled the air like gray ribbons.  “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Of course I do.  You said it wasn’t a physical challenge, so what is it?  Beat you at checkers?  I’ve done that. I know, a cryptogram race.  I know how much you love those and they’re a little cerebral.”

“Neither of those.”  A smoke ring curled in the air before he spoke.  “I’ll be Santa again this year if you can get just one person who doesn’t believe in the spirit of Christmas to change his heart.”

Holly brightened.  “I can do that.  Everyone gets jolly at Christmas.”  She rose and clapped her hands together.  “Okay, I have to get your red suit to the cleaners, polish the belt buckle and..”

“Not so fast,” her father warned.  “There’s one catch.”

Holly dropped into a chair opposite him.  “And it is?”

“I get to pick the person.”

She eyed him suspiciously.  “I’d say you’ve already picked him.  Who is it?”

“They call him the Colton Grinch down at the mall.  Hard-nosed, hard-hearted as well.  All business and no pleasure as far as anyone can tell.  Grumpy as all get out this time of year and, quite frankly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the man smile.”  He took another puff on his pipe, the rich scent of good tobacco filling the air.  “You up for it?”

“Dad, I met someone today at the staff meeting who sounds a lot like the person you’re describing.”  

He set the ebony pipe in the ashtray on the table next to his overstuffed chair.  “Did you now?”

“Victoria Ames couldn’t be at the meeting, so her brother had to run it.”  She leaned closer to him when his smile broadened.  “Dad, surely you can’t mean…”

“I most certainly do,” he replied, a hint of satisfaction in his tone like a game already won.  “I choose Michael Sutton.”

Chapter Two


“But I just met the man,” Holly exclaimed.  “I don’t know anything about him.”  She cocked her head to the right to make sure she was in her father’s field of vision.  “I suppose you put a lot of thought into this while I was at work.”


Jack nodded.  “Wasn’t all that hard.”


“How about Mrs. Rearden down the block instead?  She purposely doesn’t shovel her sidewalk so the kids from the high school can’t go caroling at her door.”


“Nope.”


“What if I throw in Barb Hawkins, like a two-fer.”


“Just because Mrs. Hawkins led the fight to limit Christmas decorations in the condos doesn’t mean she should be on your Grinch-list.  You could read a book at midnight by some of those Christmas light displays.”


Holly squinted one eye.  “So it has to be Sutton then.”


Jack reached over and picked up his pipe.  “Unless you want to stop at the store and get me some shaving cream on your way home tomorrow.”  He loosened the spent tobacco in the bowl of the pipe and tapped it out into the ashtray. 

“You sure I can’t change your mind another way?”


“I am.”


She blew out a long breath of air and dropped her shoulders.  “How much time do I have?”


He eyes her suspiciously.  “You haven’t put up much of a fight.”


“Would it do any good?”


“No.”


“Do you really want someone else to sit on that wonderful gold chair, listen to the children’s Christmas lists, and give out candy canes?”


She saw distress in his eyes.  “I’m tired, honey.  Tired of too much demanding and not enough giving.  Real giving.  Not presents, but heart and kindness and compassion.  It’s not really the people’s fault we’ve gotten away from that.  I can hardly blame them.  Stores, commercials on TV, they parade big, flashy toys that whirl and blink and make the kids think that’s all to the season.”  His mouth tightened.  “I don’t want to be a part of that any more.  It has to go back to the way it was.  Even if it is only one person at a time.”


Holly felt her heart twist.  She knew he meant it.  They were so alike in so many ways, same determination, same sense of conviction.  Successfully navigating this gauntlet he threw at her feet would be the only way he would change his mind.  She have to prove to him that Christmas could be saved.

“Okay,” she said taking his hand, a one sided smile curving her lips.  “You’re on.”

Michael Sutton tapped the page-down button on his keyboard, scrolling through an account’s payable report list.  He shook his head.  The energy cost projections were incredible.  If they went much higher, he’d have to raise the store rents.  Four specialty stores had closed already.  He didn’t want another empty window in the mall.

“Michael, are these all the W-4 forms for the seasonal help?”

The sound of his sister’s voice made Michael glance away from the monitor on his desk.  “When did you get back?”

“Last night.”

He straightened in the chair.  “Then why did I have to do the meeting this morning?”

Victoria Ames, Sissy to her brother and her friends, perched on the edge of his mahogany desk.  “I thought it would be a good idea if you got out of this stuffy office and met a few people.”

Michael frowned.  Though his sister disagreed, he preferred to keep some distance between himself and staff.  He respected the employees and their service to the store, but he didn’t want friendships to interfere with decisions that had to be made.

“I meet people everyday,” he corrected.

Sissy shuffled the forms she held, searching the names as she spoke.  “Buyers, account reps, an occasional philanthropist and the more frequent askers of favors.  Business associates, not real people, Michael.”

She straightened and settled into the chair opposite him.  As he looked across the desk at her, he couldn’t help but think how she was so much like their mother, dark hair, dark eyes, heart-shaped face.  He started to smile then stopped himself.

“You do that a lot, you know,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Catch yourself smiling and quickly turn it into a scowl.  You’re much too young to be such a grump.”

“I’m just trying to do a job.”

“I don’t have time to go through that argument again.  I came to tell you that Dennis and I are going to Parents’ Weekend at Josh’s college.”

“And how is my nephew doing this semester?”

Sissy shrugged.  “It’s early yet.”   

“Are you taking Skylar?  I don’t think a four-year old would like hanging around her brother’s college.”

“She doesn’t mind.  She adores her brother.”  Sissy smiled broadly.  “Just like I adore you.”

Michael furrowed his brows.  “What are you softening me up for this time?”

“Nothing.”

“The innocence is your voice is a bit forced.”

Sissy laughed.  “It is not. I can be very virtuous.”

“Right.  That’s how Skylar joined the family.  If I remember correctly, she’s a most adorable remembrance of your twentieth anniversary celebration.”  Michael reached for the oak-framed photo of his niece on the bookcase behind him and angled it toward him.  

Sissy took it from him and repositioned it on his desk.  “She does love her uncle.”

“Enough heartfelt home,” Michael said, leaning back in his black leather chair.  He clasped his fingers and rested his hands in his lap.  “I know you too well, Sis.  What’s up?”

She flipped through the forms she’d brought with her.  “I was going through the W-4’s and I noticed that Jack Winters’ isn’t here.  He is coming back for the season, isn’t he?”

Michael shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  He didn’t show up for the seasonal meeting.  Michael’s eyes moved slowly over his sister’s face.  She looked horrified.  “He’s a Santa right?”

“Not just a Santa, the Santa.  Jack’s a staple around here, especially with the children.”

“What do you mean?  The Santa?”

“You haven’t met him then?”

Michael shook his head.

Sissy smiled.  “When you do, you’ll understand.”

“Miss Winters, a moment please.”

Holly glanced up from the table in the stockroom where she had been marking down sparkling Christmas decorations with a purple pen.  “Mr. Sutton, twice in one week.  To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Michael ignored the snicker of the people helping her. “A moment,” he repeated, tossing his head toward the employee’s break room.  

“Sure.”  The chair made a screeching sound as she pushed back from the table.  Michael reached over and held it for her as she rose.  “Did I do something?  You have a strange look on your face.”

Louie laughed.  “Naw, that’s how he always looks this time of year.”  A few people laughed and then quickly stopped as the expression on Michael’s face tightened.  Louie appeared not to care as he started up the forklift in which he was sitting.  “He’ll relax around New Year’s.”  He made a right turn down a line of shelves and disappeared.

“I’m sure Louie was only joking,” Holly offered, walking with Michael until they were well clear of the tables.  

“I’m sure,” Michael agreed wryly, holding the door open for her and waiting until she moved passed him before he entered.

She motioned to the soda machine at the back of the room.  “Do you mind if I get something to drink first?  I’m really thirsty.”

“I’ll get it.”  He opened his jacket and reached into the inside pocket.  

Holly waved him off.  “No need.”

He watched her walk to the back of the room, amazed at how much he enjoyed seeing her long hair sway against her back.  Each strand seemed like a thread of liquid.  A surge of some kind passed through him like an electric shock as he recalled how soft it felt brushing against the back of his hand.  What was it about this woman that resonated in him so profoundly?

She sipped the diet soda straight from the can as she approached him.  She lowered the can and his eyes were drawn to her mouth with its full lips, moist from the liquid she’d been drinking.  As his gaze slowly rose back to her eyes, he saw the color in her cheeks rise, and thought she could not be more beautiful than she was at this moment.

She cocked her head to one side, a fall of hair sliding down her arm.  “Mr. Sutton, is something wrong?”

At her question, Michael felt a bomb go off inside him, filling him with warmth.  He could feel heat radiate around him.  Almost on instinct, he leaned toward her, his gaze locking with hers.  With her lips only inches from him it would be easy to close the distance between them and kiss her.  He felt his control slip.

“Did you bring me in here to ogle me?” she asked. 

Her words reverberated in the room and brought him back to his senses.  He rocked back on his heels and ran a hand through his hair.  He hated feeling out of control.

“Of course not,” he snapped back.  ”I called you in for a reason.”

“And that would be?”

“I understand your father is our mall Santa.  He hasn’t filled out his W-4.”

“I know that.”

“The policy manual is clear.  We need it before he can be paid.”

“I know that, too.”  She tossed her head, the halo of her hair moving as though a gentle wind were blowing.

He crossed his arms, determined not to let he magnificent picture she posed get to him again.  “Is there a problem?”

“No.”  She moved to a chair near the long table in the middle of the room and sipped her soda.  She set it down and clasped her hands on the tabletop.  “He’s been a little busy since officially arriving in the Thanksgiving Day Parade in Concord.”

“Making toys I suppose?” Michael said. His tone challenged.

“Maybe.  He is Santa this time of the year.”  

“And I suppose you’re an elf.”

She stood, her mouthing tightening.  “Also this time of year.”

Michael looked at her from the top of her head to her feet.  “Aren’t you a little over the height limit for that?”

“ I wouldn’t think you’d notice things like that.”

“It seems my sister made it impossible for me not to get involved this year, so it seems I have to notice.”  

The deep green eyes that had held him mesmerized a few moments ago widened.  “Not that you really care if the North

Pole ever comes to the Colton Mall this year, as long as the shoppers do.”  

“That’s right,” he reminded her.

Holly felt a muscle tighten along her jaw.  From the way he was talking, hard-hearted certainly did describe Michael Sutton.

“My father will be there.”

“He needs to come in early on Tuesday, fill out his paperwork and get in costume in time for the first photo session after lunch.”  He set his fists on the table and leaned forward.  “As I said, I don’t get into this holiday much.”

Holly was taken aback.  “You aren’t that impervious to the importance of tradition, are you?”

“Someone has to think realistically and rationally this time of year.”

Holly blinked and opened her mouth to protest, but nothing came out.

Michael straightened and held up a hand.  “Nothing personal.  Its just business.”

She suddenly rallied.  “Certainly you can do what you feel is best, but that doesn’t change the fact that most people look forward to this time of the year.  Bringing their children to sit on Santa’s lap here at the mall begins the holiday for a lot of families.”

  “Christmas will come whether we have a Santa here or not.”  He tried to temper his words, but could not.  “It’s just another season here at the mall.  Stores bring in the red and green things and mark down the brown and orange things, while preparing to change everything over for spring once the January White sale is over.  I don’t have time to dwell on a tradition that mostly hinges on the TV ads that get people to the counters to buy the latest gadgets and gizmos.  I simply have to make sure they buy the stuff here.”

Holly’s fingers covered her open mouth as she stared at him for several minutes.  She lowered her hand.  “You don’t mean that.”

“I most certainly do,” he assured.  “Stores are already planning the after-Christmas sales to move the stuff out.”  He swept his hand toward the warehouse floor.  “The stockholders want to hear that the store made a profit.  Christmas simply helps everyone achieve that goal.”

“Then I do apologize,’ she said simply.  

“I’m glad you understand.”  He replied.

“Actually, I don’t. I suppose it’s some sort of business tycoon gene kicking in. Or maybe…” Her chin set at a definite angle, “you just are some sort of Scrooge who doesn’t like Christmas because you didn’t get what you wanted one year.”

He felt himself heading toward being angry with her now.  She had hit a nerve.  It wasn’t merely a matter of not getting what he wanted, and he didn’t want to go there at the moment.  Blast her for making him even think about it.

“Please, Ms. Winters, I can do without the psychology lesson right now.  Which brings up a point.  You do your job, I’ll do mine and we’ll both get through this season without a scratch.”

“Point taken, Mr. Sutton.  But that brings up another matter.  If you dislike Christmas so much, why bother to even have a display at all?  Why do you go through the motions if it bothers you so much?”

The question hit him like a blow to the stomach and left him feeling a little vulnerable.  It was why he never got personal with people.  “Because it’s expected, I suppose.”

The answer seemed to stun Holly into silence expect for a muttered, “I see.”

The silence continued and Michael felt compelled to fill it with something so she wouldn’t try to delve any deeper.  “Now you know,” he said stiffly.

“Yes,” she said with an out rush of air.  

“I don’t know why you would care.  It’s not your fault I dislike Christmas.”

“And I don’t think it’s yours either,” she said gently.  Her green eyes echoes the sadness that could be heard in her voice.  Before he could react to what he probably considered an absurd remark, she continued. “I hope someday you find out how wrong you are about this time of the year.  People have a lot more to give than a gift if you let them.”

Michael stood transfixed as her hand reached out to him.  His gaze briefly lifted to her face and in her eyes he saw a mix of kindness and understanding that unnerved him.  So many emotions began to swirl inside him that he wasn’t sure what he’d do if she touched him.

But apparently she thought better of it.  She dropped her hand to her side.  Michael cleared his throat, almost disappointed that she had stopped herself.

She inhaled sharply, looking a little troubled.  “Is that all, Mr. Sutton?”

“Yes, I suppose it is.”  

He stood silent for a moment and then, almost as an afterthought, reached out and brushed back her hair with his fingertips.   It felt as soft as liquid and, as he pulled his hand away, a few stray locks moved across his skin making him want to surround himself in the coppery mane. He waited for her to move away or at least say something, wondering what impulse made him do that. But neither happened.

He looked back into her eyes.  He saw confusion and knew he’s put it there.  He dropped his hand and stepped back.

“Just so you know,” he continued, “I guess I do understand why this is important to some people.”

“Well that’s a surprising and sudden change of heart.”

“Neither,” he said quickly, “but I really don’t have to explain it to you.”  He took a step toward the door and opened it.  “Shall we get back to our respective jobs?”

As he followed her through the door, he realized that for the first time in a very long time, his practical side had given into to a small voice inside his head that was urging him to do something completely out of character; explain his side and ask someone to understand.  

Holly paged through the receiving tickets not really focusing on the numbers.  The loud sounds of forklifts passing by and shouting from the stock area did nothing to replace the problem rolling around in her mind.  

“You should have see her,” Louie said coming up from behind her with a few other people.  He dropped some inventory sheets on the desk.  “At one point I thought she was going to bite Sutton’s head off.”

The seasonal workers laughed.  Holly laughed with them.  She transferred some paperwork into the “IN” basket.  “Were you eavesdropping, Louie?”

“We all were.  To a point.  Then the shift supervisor in the stock room came in and shooed us all away from the door.”

“Do you suppose he got coal in his stocking or something?” Louie asked.  “To make him so….Scroogey.”

Holly tapped a pencil on her chin.  “No, it’s something else,” she said.  “Something deeper.”

 “What makes you think so?” Louie asked, unwrapping a candy bar.

 Holly declined an offer of a square with a toss of her head.  “Just a feeling, that’s all.”

“Don’t know why you even bother to care.  Usually Sissy takes care of us.  Dunno why he even is this year, but I don’t like it already.”

“Let’s give him a chance, Louie,” she offered.  “I bet he comes around.”

“Yeah, even a broken clock is right twice a day,” Louie quipped as he tossed the wrapper into a trashcan next to the desk.  “Unless it’s digital.”

Holly smiled as he walked away.   She tried to settle into the numbers on the forms in front of her, but her mind shifted to Michael Sutton.

No denying it, something tugged at her when they were together.  Maybe she’d overstepped a little, but there was something underneath those eyes.  They appeared the color of good coffee when he let down his guard and his tone softened, but darkened to an almost dusky color when challenged. She saw it when he offered to buy her the soda and when he held the chair out for her.

And when he looked deep into her eyes.

There was definitely something hiding inside him.  Something deep and vulnerable.  It was what compelled her to reach out to him in the break room.  His eyes told her this might be a particularly significant time in his life, maybe time to look inside and find out why he reacted so intensely during the holiday season.

Maybe this challenge her father issued had another purpose other than getting him back to work.

Chapter Three


“Watcha doin’?”


Holly peeked out from behind the large red and gold throne in response to the soft voice and saw an angel.


The little girl looking back at her had hair the color of a wheat field that fell in unruly curls to her shoulders.  Hands behind her back, she moved her shoulders in a playful motion, her curls dancing around her face like sunlight.  A fringe of bangs ended at eyes so bright they almost seemed golden, and Holly stared in amazement.  They were Michael’s eyes.  She had the same oval face, the same small cleft on her chin.  Holly’s felt her breath catch with the physical suggestion.


She stepped around the chair and bent over, her hands resting just above her knees.  “I’m getting Santa’s chair ready for him.”


“Are you’re his wife?”


“No, I just help him,” Holly replied.  The little girl smiled and Holly’s heart nearly stopped.  It was Michael’s smile.  “I’m Holly.  Who are you?”

“Skylar.”

“Well, hello Skylar.”  Holly straightened.  She put her hands on her hips.  “You’re a cute one.  How old are you?”

Skylar folder her thumb down and held up her hand.  “Four.”

“Four, huh?  Are you married?” she quipped.

“Nooooo,” Skylar said laughing.  “But I have a boyfriend.”

“I’ll bet you do.”  

“What’s that?” Skylar asked, pointing to a large brown bag next to the throne.

Holly reached inside and pulled out a string of candy canes.  “Something Santa asked me to get ready to give out to the good boys and girls.”

“I’m good.  Can I have one?”

“Sure.”  Holly split one off and gave it to her.  By the little girl’s mannerisms, Holly could tell she wasn’t frightened and she didn’t seem lost “Where’s your mommy?”  Holly’s gaze searched the area as she spoke.  

“Right over there.”  Skylar turned and pointed toward the security booth.  “Talking to that policeman.”

Holly followed the gesture.  It was no wonder that Skylar looked like Michael.  Sissy Ames was her mother.  Sissy waved and Skylar waved back.  She probably had had an eye on Skylar all along and that, too, made Holly more comfortable.

“You know my mommy?” Skylar asked.

“I do.  She’s nice.”

“Yep, she bought me these new shoes.”  Skylar took hold of pant legs of her jeans near the knees and tugged them up.  “I need them ‘cuz we’re going to see my brother in college and he plays something outside that we have to walk to see.”

Holly laughed.  “They’re very nice.”

About that time Sissy had walked over to retrieve her daughter.  “I hope Sky’s not giving you too much trouble.”

“Not at all,” Holly said, watching Skylar grab onto her mother’s legs with one arm and spin playfully around her.

Sissy put a hand on Skylar’s shoulder to stop her.  Skylar responded by throwing both arms around her mother’s legs.  Resting on cheek on her mother’s thigh, she became content just to watch the early morning shoppers.

“Sky thought maybe Santa had come and she wanted to see him.”

Holly’s mind briefly flashed to a vision of an empty chair with a line of anxious children waiting.  “He’s not here yet, but we’re working to correct that.”

“I have to tell him something really important,” Skylar said, turning back toward them.

Holly dropped to one knee.  “Maybe you can tell me and I can tell Santa.”

Skylar furrowed her brow.  “When do you see him?”

“We talk often,” Holly assured.

Skylar shook her head.  “No, I’ll tell him when we get back from Josh’s school.”  She unwound one hand from around her mother’s legs and cupped it alongside her mouth.  “Mommy said we can look for rain-deer ‘cuz Josh’s school is way up north.  Almost by the North Pole.”

“That’s the only way I could convince her to go.  She insists she has to talk to Santa about something important,” Sissy offered.

Skylar tugged at her mother’s skirt and pointed.  “Uncle Mike’s coming.  “Can I go?”  Sissy nodded.

Holly watched as Skylar ran toward him.  Michael dropped to one knee and opened his arms, accepting the hug of his niece as she threw her small body against his.  He waited until she curled her arms around his neck before scooping her up and standing.

As he came toward her, Holly could not imagine a more breathtaking picture.  His tailored suit fit flawlessly in all the right places.  He walked with long strides, his broad shoulders remaining perfectly squared, his arms protectively around his niece. She preferred denim and leather to Armani or Ralph Lauren on men, but on him, anything would probably look good.  

“Holly, this is my boyfriend,’ Skylar announced when they got closer.  She placed a kiss on Michael’s cheek.  Leaning out so she could look at her uncle, she asked, “Uncle Mike, do you know Holly?”

“We’ve met,” he replied, obvious enjoyment of his niece in his eyes.

“She’s really nice.  She gave me this, but you can have it.”  Skylar opened her hand.  The candy cane had broken through the compressed and twisted cellophane wrapper.  The exposed end had become becoming sticky in the heat of Skylar’s hand.  She closed her fingers around it, shoved it into the handkerchief pocket of Michael’s very expense looking suit and rested her very sticky hand on his shoulder.  

Michael seemed not to care.  He put Skylar down and patted his jacket pocket.  “I’ll keep this forever.”

Skylar reached up.  Holly’s heart jumped when she saw Michael gently take his niece’s hand, sticky fingers and all.   “You can get another,” Skylar said.  “Santa will be here soon.  You can ask him.  Oh, and when you see him, can you tell him that I’m coming back after I go to Josh’s school?”  

“I’m afraid I won’t have time,” Michael replied, clearly struggling with his answer.    

“But I have to talk to him about something important before Christmas.”  She swung his arm back and forth.  “Please?”

Holly saw helplessness in Michael’s body language.  “Tell you what, Skylar.  I’m going to be here helping Santa give out the candy canes, so why don’t I just tell him that you’ll be back.”

Skylar’s face brightened.  “Okay.  As long as he knows.”  She put her free hand on top of Michael’s and waited until he looked down at her.  “I know you’re mad at Santa.  I’ll tell him you don’t mean it.”

Michael pressed his lips together and looked first at Sissy then at Holly.  She saw a flash of helplessness race across his face before he intentionally controlled it, making it vanish into the brown liquid of his eyes.  “Santa and I are just busy doing different things this time of year, honey.” 

Sissy intervened quickly.  “Michael, we need to talk about the coming week.  Why don’t I take Sky up to the office and we can continue there.”  When Michael nodded his approval, she took Skylar’s hand and walked away.

Michael watched his sister and his niece board the escalator before turning fully toward Holly.  The half-smile on his face faded when the security guard came up to him.  

“I’ll be with you in a sec, Ms. Winters,” he said, taking a clipboard from the security guard’s hand and scribbling something on the papers there.

Holly’s gaze was drawn to his hands.  She’s noticed before how strong they were.  The moment when she’d made of note of that feature came tumbling back into her mind as she remembered his fingers touching her hair, caressing a lock of it almost in fascination. It was as if he couldn’t tear his eyes away.  

Her heart stepped up its beat, as neither could she now.  As she noticed how the vibrant yellow of his shirt brought out the golden highlights in his eyes, she wanted to touch him.  

He looked at her with a raised eyebrow.  “Ms. Winters?”

She felt her cheeks warm when is voice snapped her out of her daydream.  “Your niece.  She’s beautiful,” Holly said, needing to break the silence that held them both immobile for what seemed like forever.

“She looks like her mother,” Michael agreed.

“I think she looks a lot like you.”  

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Michael smiled and Holly could not help but notice again what a handsome man he was.  Angular jaw, well shaped nose, and those eyes.  They seemed to always draw her instantly.  She wondered how she was going to keep her focus on what he way saying.

“Let me get that candy cane out of your pocket before it sticks to the lining and you have to cut it out or something,” she said.  He did not move away when she put her palm on his chest.  

Big mistake, she thought almost as soon as she touched him. She could feel his chest rise and fall in slow breaths.  The faint scent of his aftershave launched an all out assault on her senses.  She fought off a momentary rush of emotions and stepped back.  The last thing she needed was the distraction of his firm muscle beneath her palm, no matter how attractive the distraction was.

Purposely ignoring the way his sandy hair curled behind his ears, she focused on his jacket pocket.   Deliberately only using her forefinger and thumb, she removed the sticky candy cane from it.

“You’ll need the jacket cleaned,” she suggested.  She started to walk toward a nearby trash bag, but he stopped her with a gentle hand to her shoulder.

“Don’t throw it away.” She set the candy cane in his outstretched hand.  “Skylar might ask me about it.”  He took it from her and slipped it into an inside jacket pocket.  He motioned toward the escalators.  “I better get going.”

Holly nodded.  As she watched him walk off, she couldn’t help but think that Michael Sutton was an enigma.  He didn’t even try to hide his aversion for the holiday season, but couldn’t bear to think of disappointing his niece.

It appeared to her that the key to thawing his heart might just lie somewhere in the contradiction in his soul.

“What do you mean you’re going to be gone for two weeks?  I need you here.”  Michael looked at his sister with a mixture of shock and anger churning in his stomach.  He combed back a lock of hair that had fallen across his forehead with the fingers of the right hand. 

“Nonsense,” Sissy said.  She gave Skylar a fresh set of markers from the tray of the Dri-Erase board on the wall of the conference room in the office suite of the mall.  She pulled open the drawer of the printer in the corner of the room and took out a few sheets of white paper.  “You have perfectly capable AVP’s.”  She spread the paper on the large mahogany in front of her daughter.  “You’ll be fine.”  Skylar tugged on the hem of her mother’s suit jacket and angled the paper on which she was drawing toward her. “Beautiful, honey,” Sissy said.  

Michael could see a mother’s approval on his sister’s face.  He took a few steps closer and saw a mass of red and black circles on the paper interrupted by slashes of green.  He felt his lips twitch as he was tempted to smile.  But when his sister faced him again, he narrowed his mouth.  “I don’t do the Christmas thing.  You’re Vice President of Special Projects.  Christmas in the Colton Mall is your baby.”

Sissy took the drawing from Skylar.  “Now it’s yours.”  

“Victoria.”

She laughed.  “You only use my given name in that whiney tone when you think you can get me to change my mind.  It hasn’t worked in the thirty-five years you’ve been on this earth, so what makes you think it’s going to work now?”

“Because it’s Christmas.”

Sissy snorted.  “Sure call on the season when it’s convenient for you.”  She took Skylar’s hand.  “If you don’t think you can do it, get someone to help you.”  Skylar slid from the chair and stood next to her mother.  “I have to go.”

Michael dropped his shoulders in resignation.  “Ok, where can I reach you?”

“I’ll be at Josh’s school in Maine until next weekend.  He’s gotten permission to move out of the dorm next semester, so we have to find him an apartment somewhere quickly.  Then we’re flying to Florida to pick up mom for the holidays.  She hates to fly alone, so as long as we’re traveling anyway, we’re just going to extend our trip a bit.”

Skylar dropped her mother’s hand and ran to Michael.  “We’re going to look for rain-deer.”

Michael slipped his hands underneath Skylar’s arms, scooped her up and spun her around. “Are you now?”  He settled her on his hip and she lopped her arms around his neck.  

“Yep.  Josh’s school is almost at the North Pole.” She fiddled with the knot of her uncle’s tie as she spoke.  “Maybe I can find where Santa lives, too.”  She opened her mouth, eyes wide, and took in a quick breath.  “Oh, do you think he’s still there?”

“Maybe.” Michael said.  “He hasn’t shown up here yet.”

“You still have the candy cane I gave you?” she asked him.

“Right here.”  He reached into his trouser pocket and got it for her.  

She took it eagerly and opened the paper.  She held onto the curved end and put the straight side into her mouth.  “It good,’ she said, biting down.  “But too minty.”  

“Here, let me have it,” her mother said, holding her hand just even with Skylar’s chin.  Skylar tried to aim for the center of her mother’s palm, but missed, the sticky fragment depositing itself on the front of Michael’s suit jacket instead.

“Oops.”  Skylar tried to brush it off, but the candy rolled in a tacky path to the flap of Michael’s jacket pocket.  “Sorry.”

Sissy retrieved a tissue from her purse and snagged the trailing candy.  “I don’t think Joseph Abboud intended for you to use his creation as a candy dish.”  She wadded the tissue shut and tossed it into a nearby trashcan.

“Suits are replaceable,” Michael said quickly.  He kissed his niece on her cheek before setting her down on the floor.  “Nieces aren’t.”

Michael looked down at the center pod of the three-story mall through the glass wall of his skyline office.  He could see shoppers with baby strollers waiting for the elevator, teenagers jamming the escalators that connected all three floors, and the maintenance crew on ladders replacing burned-out Christmas lights in the hanging garland.

He pressed closer to the glass.  Even at this distance, she was unmistakable.  Sissy said he should find someone to help, so that’s what he’s do.

He tapped the center of the remote unit in his right ear.  “Say-A-Command,” the robotic voice of his cell phone instructed.

“Name-dial,” Michael replied.

“Say-the-name,” the voice said.

“Security, second level,” Michael replied with a smile.

“Dialing,” the computer generated voice said.

* * *

“Is this where you want it?” Louie asked, dragging a table across the platform stage.

“Push it about three feet away from Santa’s throne,” Holly said

Louie shoved the table to the right.  “Why do we need this?”

Holly spread a green cloth over it and sprinkled on some artificial snow.  “Because I think Santa’s going to be very late this year, and I’m going to need it.”  She set some pre-wrapped boxes in irregular piles around the table and placed a bucket of candy canes near the arm of the chair.  “I’ll also need a small folding chair, some more green cloth, some paper, pens and a box with a mail slot in the top.”

Louie furrowed his brow.  “This does not sound good.”

“Shh,” she cautioned with a finger to her lips, “I’m thinking.”  She tapped her finger on the tip of her nose.  “We can use one of those heavy cardboard accounting boxes from Finance.  I can get some red paint from the Drug Store on the first floor, and some press-on letters from the craft store.”  She pointed at Louie.  “And you’ll be my assistant.”  

“What am I assisting you with?”

”My dad is being a little disagreeable this year, and we may have to do this without Santa for a while this year.”

“Clausie’s not coming?”

Holly bit down on her lip.  “He kind of quit, but…”

“He can’t quit!” Louie exclaimed “There’s no time to train a replacement.  What’s a mall without a Santa?”

“I know, I know.  He’s a little upset, but everything will work out,” she said in a voice she hoped didn’t belie her doubt.  “I just need a few days to work through a little problem we’re having.  Will you help me?”

Louie looked at the floor and shook his head.  “Christmas without Clausie.  Can’t imagine it.” 

