“Got some bad news, boss.”

Clayton Forrester looked up as his secretary ducked beneath the painter’s scaffolding and played hopscotch across the electrical cords that criss-crossed what had once been his office.

Marie opened her mouth just as the electrician started a high-powered drill. For a brief moment, the ear-splitting electrical squeal seemed to emanate from his secretary’s vocal chords. Clay choked back a laugh as Marie shot the construction worker a look of pure venom. 

The drilling stopped and Clay asked, “Has anyone ever told you that you have a promising future as a ventriloquist’s dummy.”

“You know, walking in here, I felt bad having to tell you this, but I’m feeling better about it now,” Marie smirked. “Doug Franke’s sick.”

“our office Christmas party is in less than an hour, and our Santa is sick?”

“He said you could stop by his apartment and pick up the costume if you wanted to substitute,” Marie offered with a cheeky grin.

Unfolding his six-foot frame from his leather chair, Clay ran a hand through his dark hair. “Do I look like a fat, old man with a beard?”

“If Christmas was for the naughty instead of for the nice, I think you’re exactly what Santa Claus would look like.”

Pulling out his wallet, Clay tossed ten twenty-dollar bills onto his desk. “Go steal some supermarket Santa.”

“You would dare to bribe St. Nick?” Mari gasped in mock horror. 

“Why not? Good ole St. Nick has been putting the thumbscrews to over-worked parents for years. Accepting a bribe would be a step up from consumer extortion and emotional blackmail.”

“Sorry, Tiny Tim, but no can do,” she responded.

“Oh, come on!” Clay exclaimed. “Don’t tell me I’ve insulted your Christmas spirit.”

Marie laughed. “Not quite. The caterers called. Their delivery truck broke down. I’ve got two dozen red and green cheesecakes to pick up.”

“So it’s a toss up between Santa and dessert?”

“Forget Santa. I’m saving the cheesecake,” she tossed over her shoulder as she strode from the office. “See you tonight.” She turned back with a challenging glance. “And it better be in a red velvet suit.” 

Marie closed the door, the sound of her laughter echoing long after she left.

“Mr. Forrester?”

The electrician’s voice cut into Clay’s thoughts. The office remodeling had taken so long Clay had grown accustomed to the ever-present construction workers. So much so that he hardly noticed their presence. Except when high-voltage power tools were involved. And he’d even managed to tune out that noise, though he was beginning to wonder if he’d ever be able to work in silence again. “What is it?”

“There’s been a Santa in the lobby all week. In front of that flower shop.”

Clay glanced at his watch. Floral Fascinations closed at six. He still had a few minutes. “Thanks for the tip.” Grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair, he said, “Are you almost finished for today?”

He felt badly, insisting the electrician work a full day on Christmas Eve, but the remodeling job was taking so much longer that the contractor had promised that Clay hadn’t wanted another delay, holiday or not. 

“I’ll be done in a few minutes.” A shower of sparks flared from the Christmas colored wires. The electrician swore, and Clay shook his head as he left his office.


*     *     *

“One hundred dollars.”

Santa eyed the money in Clay’s hand, looking far more greedy than joy. “I already got another gig lined up.”

Clay pulled five more bills from his wallet. “Does it pay two hundred dollars and include a meal catered by one of Chicago’s finest restaurants?”

Santa snatched the money from Clay’s hand.


*     *     *

Holly Bainbridge flipped the hanging sign to Closed, slipped out of the flower shop, and locked the door behind her. Six o’clock. She had less than an hour to get to the orphanage. Pocketing the keys, she turned and saw Clayton Forrester talking to the storefront Santa. What on earth would the high-powered businessman have to say to him? Holly saw Forrester hand the Santa a piece of paper. Had she misjudged the man? Holly wondered. Was the stockbroker donating to the charity the Santa collected for? Perhaps the holiday spirit had the power to touch even the most cynical hearts. 

Forrester smiled, but the expression didn’t reflect happiness. The faint twitch of his lips gloated in triumph, the preening of a man who accepted victory as his just due in life.

Holly waited until Forrester strode away before approaching the Santa. “We’ll have to hurry to get there in time, Charlie.”

“Sorry, Miss Bainbridge, something’s come up.” His eyes darted guiltily toward Clayton Forrester’s departing figure.

“Charlie! You promised. I have two dozen kids waiting for Santa, and you’re going to disappoint them?”

“Sorry, Miss Bainbridge.”

Throwing her hands up in exasperation, Holly spun on one heel, marching over o the elevators where Clay stood waiting. A bell chimed and the gilded mirrored doors slid open. The rapid tattoo of Holly’s heels striking the marble floors increased as she ran toward the elevator. She squeezed through the closing doors with only inches to spare. Clay Forrester looked at her with a touch of curiosity. 

“Mr. Forrester…” Holly had to stop speaking, embarrassed by the breathless sound of her voice. 

“Do I know you?”

It should have put her at an advantage, knowing who he was when he didn’t know her. Instead Holly felt insignificant, beneath his notice. “Holly Bainbridge. I work at the flower shop.”

“Of course.”

His words were polite enough, but his tone asked, So what?

“You stole my Santa.”

“Excuse me?”

Holly flushed, hearing the stupidity of her own words. “Charlie promised me he would make an appearance tonight.”

“He did mention another job, but--”

The abrupt stop of the elevator cut off Clay’s words. Holly gasped as she lost her balance, falling against him. He caught her to his chest as the elevator plunged into darkness. Robbed of sight, Holly could hear the sound of her own heartbeat and the combined rhythm of their breathing. “What happened?”

Holly felt the slight shaking of Clay’s chest a split second before his laughter filled the small space. Jerking away from him, she demanded, “What’s so amusing?”

“I’ve got the Three Stooges remodeling my office, and my guess is that Larry just blew a fuse.”

“You mean the building’s lost all power?”

“With the luck I’ve had recently, all of Chicago’s probably lost power.”

A faint electronic hum punctuated his words and the dim glow of back up lighting flickered on. Holly’s sigh of relief was short-lived when the elevator failed to move, still hanging suspended between floors. 

Holly grabbed the emergency phone but slammed it back into the cradle, discovering that it was dead. She turned to Clayton expectantly. “You have a phone, right?”

“Sorry, I left my shoe phone in my other pair of loafers.”

“How can you joke about this?”

“It’s Christmas Eve, and we’re trapped in an elevator. 

In a voice deeper than moments before, Clay said, “I’m sorry about the Santa thing.”

His words dimmed the rush of attraction as Holly imagined using that brush off with the disappointed children. Hey, kids, sorry about the Santa thing. 

The casual crushing of hopes and dreams reminded her of her ex-boyfriend’s easy defection. Even after she’d trusted Mark enough to share the truth about her painful childhood, he’d let her down in the worst possible way. “Sorry, Holly, but I don’t even know if I want kids of my own, let alone raise someone else’s kid.”

Those words, spoken by the man she thought she loved, the man she thought she wanted to marry, had instantly dragged her into the past. Into her old insecurities about her self-worth. 

She wasn’t like other people. She didn’t have biological ties to bind her to another living soul. She wasn’t Bob and Carol’s daughter or Jimmy’s little sister.

Holly truly thought she’d escaped those stigmas until Mark’s insensitive remark brought them all back. Now she couldn’t escape the fear that her rootless past might haunt her yet again. What if the system decided a nobody like her wasn’t good enough to be a foster mother? 

“Look, maybe there’s something I can do,” Clay offered.

Do? What could Clay Forrester possibly do? It took a second for Holly to refocus on the conversation and realize he was talking about the Santa-less Christmas party. “I don’t know what,” she said, not putting much hope in the offer as the elevator bell announced their arrival at the top floor. 

“Let’s call Charlie.”

Slipping through the doors the moment they opened, Clay didn’t look back as his long strides carried him into the reception area. Completely focused on what he wanted, he didn’t wait to see if she followed. Holly gazed at the button for the lobby. It would be so easy to push the button and slip away from Clay Forrester, hopefully leaving her disconcerting attraction behind…

“I don’t have his number,” she said as she stepped off the elevator and into the plush office. Her heels sank into the patterned carpet, and she glanced at the leather chairs and a circular workstation. Double doors barred the way to Clay’s inner sanctum. 

“Okay.” Her words barely slowed his stride. “I’ll call the hotel where my party’s being held and tell Charlie to go to yours instead.”

His determination knocked the legs out from under her earlier anger. After all, Charlie was the one who’d broken his promise, but Holly couldn’t forget that Clay’s money had been the deciding factor. As always, money talked, and Holly went through life unheard.

“What time does your party start?” she asked.

Clay twisted his wrist to check his watch, and Holly caught a glimpse of gold and the expensive wink of diamonds. “In an hour and a half.”

An hour and a half before they could reach Charlie--if he showed on time--then the ride from the hotel to the Hopewell House… Holly shook her head. “That would be too late.” 

The children at the Hopewell House were no strangers to disappointment, a feeling Holly recalled all too well from her own childhood. But how she had wanted their last Christmas together to be one to remember!

“Too late?” Clay echoed. “Where are you supposed to be tonight?”

“At a party at Hopewell House.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a group home for foster children.”

He stared at her. “You mean to tell me that I stole Santa Claus from a bunch of foster kids?” Regret etched a line between his eyebrows as he sank back against the reception desk, and Holly had the odd desire to make him feel better. 

“I’ll think of something.” 

Maybe the two women who ran the group home had kept Santa’s arrival a secret. Perhaps she could arrange for a different Santa to entertain the kids. It would have to be soon, though, before the children were separated and placed in new homes. Before Hopewell House closed forever.

She turned to leave when Clay called out, “Wait.” 

He caught her hand for a brief second, and a tingle of warmth shot up her arm even after she pulled her hand from his grasp. Holly longed to wipe her palm against her jeans to dull the sensation. But the sudden intensity in his blue eyes indicated he’d experienced the same flare of attraction. Her mouth suddenly went dry, and she couldn’t look away, the sexual connection far harder to break than the physical one.

“Miss Bain-- Holly,” he hesitated. “If there’s anything I can do…”

She shook her head. “I don’t know how much it cost you to buy off Charlie, but this isn’t a problem money can solve.”

