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THE SOUND OF A SNOWPLOW scraping its way down the street made Penny look up.

“Oh, no, no, no.” Penny leapt up from her chair, and loose pages went flying all over the kitchen. “I can’t be late again.”

She ran to her bedroom, yanking off her sweatshirt and hopping on one foot to get her flannel pj pants off. She pulled the least-wrinkled pants and shirt she could find from the pile of clothes taking up half her bed and dressed while she hastily brushed her teeth, dribbling toothpaste down her chest.

“Shoot.” She blotted the toothpaste with a washcloth and inspected the spot in the mirror. “Oh, well. I’ll be home by six, Chester,” she said to the cat sitting on the vanity. He batted a paw at the stream of water running from the faucet and then licked the water off. She turned the faucet off, leaving the cat glaring at her as she hurried out of the bathroom.

She grabbed her winter jacket from the back of the couch on her way out the door. Taped to the door was a note. She didn’t need to read it. She knew it was a reminder of the rent, which was due today. She’d been late the last two months, and her landlady wasn’t taking any chances. Outside, three or four inches of new snow covered everything. Using a gloved hand, she dusted the snow off the windshield of her baby blue 1979 Ford Pinto and climbed inside. She paused for a couple of seconds to lay her hands on the dashboard.

“Please start the first time,” she begged, her eyes scrunched tight. She held her breath as she turned the key and whooped when the starter cranked and the engine roared. She patted the dashboard, put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb, the Pinto’s tires spinning in the snow before gaining traction.

As she drove, she sang along with the radio, “…not much of a girlfriend… la, la, la, la, la… breakfast in America…” Her stomach growled and the song reminded her that she hadn’t had any breakfast. Or a girlfriend. Not for a long time. But, like the song, the last one hadn’t been much of a girlfriend.

“That was Supertramp,” said the DJ’s voice. “Hey, Columbus, only thirty shopping days left until Christmas! Can you believe it?” His voice droned on about finding the right gift for his wife as Penny continued humming. That song would probably be stuck in her head for the rest of the day.

German Village looked like a Christmas card, with the snow lying like frosting, dusting everything along Whittier Street. All of the houses and businesses were decorated with garlands and lights and wreaths. Penny turned onto a side street and found non-metered parking. Recalling last week when she’d left work to find a dead battery, she slammed the car door extra hard to make sure it closed all the way and sprinted down an adjacent alley.

“Penny, you’re late.”

An older woman, her tight silver bun giving her a severe expression, looked up as the back door to the store opened and Penny blew in, stumbling over a box that hadn’t been there yesterday.

“I know, Mrs. Reinholtz,” Penny said, trying not to curse as she grabbed her throbbing foot. “It won’t happen again.”

“That’s what you said Tuesday.”

Penny pretended not to hear as she tied on a green apron embroidered with “Bavarian Christmas Shoppe” in brilliant crimson.

Mrs. Reinholtz eyed her. “What’s wrong with your hair today?”

“Um, windy outside,” Penny said, combing her fingers through her hair and feeling the tangles left from the couple of hours’ sleep she’d gotten before being awakened by an idea for a new story that she just had to get down on paper. “Shall I stock these?” she asked, picking up the box she had tripped over and hurrying away before Mrs. Reinholtz could scold her again.

“You can dust while you’re at it.”

“Yes, Mrs. Reinholtz,” Penny said, pausing to stick a feather duster in her back pocket.

She was dusting the shelf of nesting dolls, filling the shelves with new dolls from the box, when the shop door’s musical bell tinkled and a woman entered with a little boy. Penny was instantly on high alert as Mrs. Reinholtz engaged the woman. No matter the warning signs and pleas for parents to keep hold of children’s hands, the delights of the store invariably lured the little ones away to explore while their parents browsed. Sure enough, the little boy made a beeline for the brightly colored dolls.

Penny quickly knelt down in front of the display. “What’s your name?”

“Camden.” He tried to peer around Penny.

“How old are you?”

“Free.” He held up four stubby fingers.

She reached up for a reindeer doll. “Want to see what’s inside?”

He nodded.

Penny pulled the top of the doll off to reveal a smaller doll within. His eyes grew big in wonder. She took the smaller doll out and repeated the process to reveal the next doll and the next and the next. She held out the smallest one.

“You want to open it?”

He reached his chubby little hands out. The tiny doll was just the right size for him to hold. He pulled the two halves apart and gasped. Inside, was a foil star.

“Go show it to your mom,” Penny said, catching the dropped halves of the doll as Camden ran off to find his mother. With a shake of her head, she re-nested the dolls and straightened the display.

She heard the bell ring a couple more times as she continued working her way down the Christmas tree aisle, dusting Christmas ornaments made of brass and wood and glass. There were hand-carved Nativity sets, and Santa Claus dolls with ornately sewn cloaks of velvet and leather. There were boiled wool sweaters and jackets and hats from Germany and Austria. One wall was hung with a variety of carved cuckoo clocks, all ticking away as their pendulums swung back and forth. A set of locked glass shelves held collectible figurines: Hummels were the most popular, but Lladró, Swarovski and Lenox also sold well. One side of the shop held sturdy shelves filled with candle pyramids, their lower tiers populated with carved figures under wooden fan blades designed to spin when the candles were lit to create an updraft of warm air. Of all the things in the shop, these pyramids were Penny’s favorites. She twirled the tiers of a Noah’s ark pyramid, smiling at the little elephants and giraffes and monkeys as they spun round and round.

Mrs. Reinholtz called her to the front. “Keep an eye on the cash register, please, while I wrap this.” She peeled the price sticker off a Hummel figurine and placed it carefully in its box.

“I can wrap it,” Penny offered as the customer browsed the boxed sets of Christmas cards.

“No,” Mrs. Reinholtz said quickly, pulling the box out of Penny’s reach. “I’ll do it. You just mind the counter.”

Penny leafed through the Christmas CDs stacked next to the stereo behind the counter. She picked a Mannheim Steamroller disc and put it in the CD player.

“Excuse me. Could you tell me where the owner is?”

Penny turned around. Standing there was an angel – a cloud of blond hair, clear blue eyes, full lips smiling at her.

When Penny just stood there staring, her mouth open, the angel said again, “The owner?”

Dumbly, Penny nodded and walked toward the stockroom, the angel following behind.

“Mrs. Reinholtz?”

Mrs. Reinholtz looked up from where she was tying a bow for the wrapped package. “Oh, hello, Candace. Penny, this is one of the new girls, on break from college. Could you get her an apron?”

Penny reached for an apron as Candace took off her coat and scarf to reveal a blue sweater that matched her eyes perfectly and clung to her body, showing every curve. A cloud of perfume enveloped Penny as Candace handed the coat and scarf to her. Penny was tempted to bury her face in the coat and inhale as she turned to hang it up, but her hand hit the brooms standing in the corner, sending them to the floor with a clatter.

“Sorry,” Penny said, scrambling to pick up the brooms. Her face burned furiously as she stood them back up.

“You can go watch the store, Penny,” Mrs. Reinholtz said. “There will be another new girl coming in. Bring her to me when she gets here.”

“Yes, Mrs. Reinholtz.”

Penny went back out to the front counter, craning her neck to keep an eye on Mrs. Reinholtz as she showed Candace around the store. The bell tinkled and another young woman entered, bundled up in a bulky down jacket topped by an Ohio State scarf. She wore a gray OSU knit hat and large black eyeglasses. The whole gave her the appearance of an owl with its feathers puffed out.

“Hi.”

Penny looked at her curiously. “Hi. Are you the other new girl?”

“No, I’m the new woman.”

Penny smirked. “You’ll be a girl to Mrs. Reinholtz.”

“I’m Mary Crosby.” She pulled the OSU hat off and smoothed down her thick, dark hair.

“Really?” Penny grinned. “Related to Bing?”

Mary shook her head. “No, but I get that a lot this time of year.”

“I’m Penny Havers. Mrs. Reinholtz is expecting you. You can come back here to hang up your jacket,” Penny said, leading the way. She handed Mary an apron and pointed to where Mrs. Reinholtz was showing Candace around the store.

After a while, Mrs. Reinholtz brought the girls to the front counter. “Penny has been with me for a year now. She knows the store almost as well as I do, so you can come to her with any questions.”

Mrs. Reinholtz handed Candace and Mary a cloth and a feather duster each and sent them all out to the floor.

“Do we have to dust everything?” Candace asked, looking at the almost-innumerable objects scattered around the store.

“Mrs. Reinholtz says if we dust as we wander around, everything will get dusted every few days,” Penny said. “She hates it when a customer picks something up and there’s dust on it. Always wipe things off with your dust cloth when you take them up front.”

“Can a store that sells just Christmas stuff really stay busy all year long?” Mary asked, looking around.

“You’d be surprised,” Penny said. “People come in here looking for early Christmas decorations and presents, but in this part of town, they also come in looking for stuff from Germany.”

The three young women spread out around the store. The morning dragged on, and Mary and Candace got to wait on their first customers.

Penny chuckled as she heard Mrs. Reinholtz say to Candace, “What do you mean you need the register to tell you how much change to give? You know how to count, don’t you?”

She’d done the same thing with Penny, teaching her how to make change from the old-fashioned brass cash register.

During a lull, Mrs. Reinholtz opened the Columbus Dispatch and clucked critically at the color newspaper photos of the Clintons posing in front of the White House Christmas tree. “I would have decorated it differently,” she said, peering at the photo through the reading glasses perched halfway down her nose. “But I suppose it will do.”

She glanced up as all of the cuckoo clocks signaled eleven.

“Penny, you and the girls may take your thirty-minute break now,” Mrs. Reinholtz said. “I will take mine after the lunch hour when we’re not so busy.”

“Come on,” Penny said in an undertone to the others. “She means thirty minutes and she already started the stopwatch.”

A few minutes later, the three were seated at a small sandwich shop three doors down from the Christmas Shoppe.

“Is that all you’re eating?” Mary asked, sitting with a grilled ham and cheese sandwich and a bowl of soup while Penny had only a cup of potato soup.

Penny shrugged. “Not very hungry,” she said as her stomach grumbled noisily.

Beside her, Candace set down a tray laden with a sandwich, chips and a large diet Coke. “Don’t they have salads around here?” she asked. “This food will kill my waistline.”

Penny, who thought Candace’s waistline was perfect, said, “Sorry. The only salad you’ll find in this part of town is German potato salad.”

She watched Candace pick the cheese off her sandwich while Mary scowled at the plates and cups on their trays.

“Don’t they know this polystyrene foam is killing the planet? Why don’t they use something recyclable?”

“Don’t know,” Penny said. She added four packs of crackers to her soup, trying not to stare at the warm cheese dripping from Mary’s sandwich. “So, are you guys both students at Ohio State?” she asked.

Mary nodded. “Majoring in engineering.”

Candace took a sip of Coke before saying, “Otterbein. I like a small college better than a humongous university like OSU, plus they have the best theater department around.”

“Theater? I’m sure you’ll be great,” Penny said, gazing at her, but Candace was busy checking her reflection in the glass of a painting on the wall while she dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin.

“What about you?” Mary asked.

“Oh, well… yes. I mean, I graduated last year with my B.A. in English,” Penny said. “I’m thinking about grad school, but I’m too busy right now.”

“Doing what? Working at that store?” Candace asked.

“No,” Penny said. “I’m a writer.” She could feel a hot flush creep up her neck into her cheeks like it did any time she told someone she was a writer.

“Really?” Mary said. “Have you sold anything? I have a friend who’s sold a couple of articles to a small magazine most people have never heard of, Mother Jones. Have you ever read it?”

Penny shook her head.

“I’ll bring you a couple of copies,” Mary said. “They write about important things – political issues, the environment, feminism, things like that.”

“Feminism?” Candace said, laughing. “That went out in the seventies. We don’t need that rubbish now.”

Mary stared at her, looking like she was about to retort, but apparently thought better of it as she just rolled her eyes and turned back to Penny. “Have you? Sold anything, I mean?”

Penny shook her head again. “I have several submissions pending,” Penny said vaguely. “I should be hearing back any time now.” She stared hungrily at her empty cup of soup and scraped her spoon across the bottom to get the last bits of potato and cracker. Mary knew a writer. A writer who had actually sold her writing. She wished she hadn’t said anything.

“Who’s your favorite author?” Mary asked.

“Well, I really like Harper Lee,” Penny said.

“Who?” Candace looked up from her sandwich.

“To Kill A Mockingbird,” Mary said impatiently.

“Oh,” Candace said at once. “Gregory Peck. Great movie.”

“Better book,” Mary muttered, but neither Candace nor Penny seemed to hear.

“What kind of theater do you want to do?” Penny asked, watching Candace spear her dill pickle on her fork and cut it with her knife.

“Stage work at first,” said Candace airily. “All the greats got their start on the stage. Then, I’ll do indie movies. They’re so much more artistic than the big studio movies.”

“That’s really wonderful,” Penny said, her eyes shining.

Mary made a sound that might have been her gagging. “We only have five minutes left. We’d better hurry.”
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When Penny drove back to her apartment that night, she parked one block down and walked to the house.

“Damn.”

A light was on in her landlady’s part of the house on the main floor. She knew Mrs. Sewell was listening for her. She carefully let herself into the stairwell. There, she retrieved her mail from her box. She took her shoes off and crept up the stairs as quietly as she could. Holding her breath, she turned the key in the lock and slipped inside, only breathing again when she had flipped the bolt home.

“Shhh,” she hissed to Chester who came limping into the kitchen on his crooked back leg, meowing loudly for his supper.

She left all the lights off, using the refrigerator light for illumination as she scooped some canned food for the cat. As Chester ate, she kept the refrigerator open and flipped through the mail, pulling out two envelopes. Holding her breath, she tore open the flaps of first one, then the other. The letters inside were nearly identical.

 


Dear Miss Havers,


Thank you for your recent submission. Unfortunately…


 


She closed the refrigerator door and stood in the dark. Sighing, she folded the letters and placed them in a kitchen drawer with all the others. She saw her answering machine light was blinking. Taking the precaution of turning the volume down first, she pushed the button.

“Hi, honey. We missed you at Thanksgiving. I hope you’re not working too hard. We thought we might be able to come to Ohio for Christmas, but your dad just found out the plant is running extra shifts, so he’ll have to work. Your gift is on its way. You go to your aunt’s for Christmas Day, you hear? She’s expecting you. We’ll talk to you soon. We love you.”

Penny stood there staring at the answering machine for a long time. Chester finished eating and wound around her ankles, meowing. She bent over and picked him up. “One bit of good news after another. Bah humbug.”
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“Penny, aren’t you done with that yet?”

Penny snapped to. “Almost, Mrs. Reinholtz.” She hurriedly bent to lift another bird’s nest from the box at her feet and carefully placed it in the Christmas tree situated in the middle of the store. Mrs. Reinholtz imported real birds’ nests to sell as good luck ornaments. Nearby, Candace was squatted down, searching for the box for a Lenox bird figurine a customer was buying to go with one of the bird’s nests. Her perfect backside was visible through the branches of Penny’s Christmas tree, a narrow strip of white, smooth skin visible between the waistband of her pants and the hem of her sweater. Penny paused to admire the view again.

“Want a camera so you can take a picture?”

Penny jumped at the sound of Mary’s voice in her ear. “Geez, you scared me! Stop doing that.”

Mary shook her head, her arms laden with Christmas stockings to replace the ones that had sold. “She doesn’t even know you’re alive.”

Penny bent over. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said to the box of birds’ nests.

“Right.”

Waiting until she was sure Mary had gone, Penny peered again in Candace’s direction, watching as she smiled at the customer, a handsome man buying his wife a Christmas present. She laughed at something he said and laid her hand on his arm, allowing him to walk her to the front of the store. Penny sighed and rubbed her own arm. What would it feel like to have Candace touch her like that?

Penny picked up her empty bird nest box and carried it back to the stockroom to break down and fold flat in case it was needed later. “We never know what’s going to sell and what we’ll have to store,” Mrs. Reinholtz always said.

Candace came back into the stockroom with the Lenox box. “I have another customer waiting. Could you wrap this for me?” She tilted her head and gave Penny a smile.

“Sure,” Penny said. She felt a tingle as she accepted the box from Candace’s hands and they touched briefly. She set about selecting the best wrapping paper they had and took extra care as she cut and folded it, making the corners nice and neat.

“Who’s that for?” Mary asked, coming back to wrap another boxed ornament.

“Candace,” Penny said. “She asked me to wrap it for her.”

Mary looked over sharply. “Why isn’t she wrapping it herself? She sold it.”

Penny shrugged. “I don’t mind.” She selected a nice ribbon and snugged it around the box, adding a matching bow. She held it up to inspect it.

“Where is that –” Candace hurried into the stockroom as Penny held the box up for her. Candace grabbed it and hurried back out to the store where Mrs. Reinholtz’s voice could be heard saying, “What a beautiful wrapping you did, Candace.”

Penny gathered together the trimmed scraps of wrapping paper as Candace said, “Thank you, Mrs. Reinholtz.”

“You heard that, right?” Mary said, glancing at Penny as she finished tying the ribbon on her own package.

“Doesn’t matter,” Penny mumbled.

Mary carried her ornament out to the customer waiting for it while Penny swept the floor. “Mrs. Reinholtz wants us to take our break now,” Mary said when she returned.

She and Penny donned their jackets and headed out into the cold.

“So, why aren’t you in grad school?” Mary said as they walked to the sandwich shop.

Penny ducked her chin deeper into the scarf wrapped around her neck. “I told you. I’ve been too busy writing.”

“And working in a store,” Mary said doggedly. “That’s a career maker.”

“What’s it to you?”

“Don’t be mad,” Mary said. “I just wanted to know more about you.”

They had arrived at the shop. They waited silently in line to place their orders. When they were seated, Mary picked up where she’d left off.

“So, how old are you?”

“What?”

“How old are you?”

Penny sipped a steaming spoonful of her soup. “Twenty-three.”

“And you’re living here on your own?”

Penny frowned. “Do you always ask so many questions?”

“Engineering,” Mary reminded her. “I like to figure out what makes things tick. So, yes. I do. Where’s your family?”

“My parents and my younger brothers and sisters had to move to Iowa last year for my Dad’s work,” Penny said.

“Really? What does he do?”

“Um, I don’t really understand what he does. Something with airplane manufacturing. He was in the Air Force, stationed at Wright-Patterson. When the military downsized, he had to look for civilian work, but –”

Mary looked up, her cheeks stuffed with rye and turkey. She looked like a squirrel – why does she always remind me of an animal? Penny took another spoonful of soup to cover her smile and promptly scalded her tongue.

Mary swallowed with difficulty. “But what?”

Penny’s face burned. “His new job doesn’t pay as much, and there are still six of us at home…”

“You have six younger brothers and sisters?”

Penny nodded.

“Why didn’t you go with them?” Mary asked, reaching for her drink.

“I didn’t want to leave Ohio,” Penny said. “I was already enrolled at Ohio State, and I wanted to stay here.” She glared at Mary. “I won’t be working at the store forever. Just until I get a book contract.”

“Sure.” Mary paused her questions to allow both of them time to eat, but she couldn’t seem to be quiet for long.

“Are you going to Iowa for Christmas?”

“No,” Penny said. “I can’t af–”

She stopped abruptly.

“And they can’t come back here?” Mary was watching her closely.

Penny shook her head. “My dad has to work.”

“Oh.”

They finished their lunch and cleared their table.

“Tell me more about what you’re writing,” Mary said unexpectedly as they walked back to the Christmas Shoppe.

“Well,” Penny said hesitantly, “I’ve finished a novel. I’m expecting to hear back from agents any time about that. And I’m just finishing a series of short stories. They’ll be published as a collection.” She looked to see if Mary was laughing at her.

“What are they about?”

“Kind of about my family, growing up with my brothers and sisters,” Penny said vaguely, her ears turning red.

“Could I read them?”

Penny coughed. “Sorry. You want to read them?”

Mary looked at her. “Yes. Isn’t that why writers write? To have people read their work?”

“Well, it’s just that, no one ever has. Read my work.”

Mary grinned at her. “Then I’ll be your first.”
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Penny heard footsteps in the stairwell above her. Mrs. Sewell was waiting for her, probably taping another note to her door. She pulled her mail from her box and forced a smile onto her face as she climbed the stairs.

“There you are, Mrs. Sewell. I’ve been hoping to run into you. I’ve had my rent for the last few days.”

The tactic worked. The scowl on Mrs. Sewell’s face softened. “You’ve had the rent?”

“Oh, yes. I hate to just slide it under the door in case it gets lost,” Penny lied. She had just come from cashing her paycheck. “Here you go.”

“Thank you, Penny.” Mrs. Sewell looked in bewilderment from the envelope to Penny’s face and back again.

Penny turned to unlock her apartment as the landlady began descending the steps. “Oh, they’re calling for more snow overnight,” Penny said. “Would you like me to shovel the walk in the morning?”

“That… that would be lovely, Penny. Thank you.” Mrs. Sewell actually gave her a smile before closing her own door.

Penny sagged against her door, exhaling a relieved breath. She reached into her pocket where the remaining twenty dollars from her paycheck was carefully folded. She was going to have to get another job. There was just no way around it. She could hear Chester meowing for her as she opened her door.

“Were you lonely?” she asked, scooping him up and feeling him immediately start to purr as he nuzzled into her neck.

She set him down and leafed through the mail. There were no more letters from agents or publishers, but her heart leapt when she saw a padded envelope addressed in her mother’s familiar handwriting. She tore the flap open and pulled out an envelope and a wrapped package with a big DO NOT OPEN UNTIL CHRISTMAS tag dangling from the ribbon. It felt soft and squishy. A hand-knitted sweater. She opened the envelope. Inside was a check for twenty-five dollars and a note.

 


Wish it could be more. Treat yourself to a nice dinner. Love you, Mom and Dad


 


Blinking hard, she sat at the table, a powerful wave of homesickness washing over her. Chester leapt awkwardly into her lap. There, on the kitchen table, lay her handwritten pages, stacked up story by story. “Mary wants to read them,” she said to the cat who was watching her expectantly. “I’ve never let anyone read my writing. What do you think?”

Chester meowed.

She sighed. “Let’s get dinner.” She scooped a little wet food from a can and mixed it with some dry food before setting it down on the floor. “This has to last us a while.” She did the same for herself with a can of tuna, mixing it with a lot of mayonnaise and spreading it thin between two slices of bread. She sat down at the table. “Someday, my stories will sell and we’ll have more money.”
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“Now girls,” Mrs. Reinholtz paced in front of them like a general inspecting her troops, “these last two weeks before Christmas will be extra busy. We must be extra diligent.”

Mrs. Reinholtz liked the word “extra”, working it into her pep talks multiple times a day.

“We will have to be extra quick with wrapping presents, so I’ve decided we will have one person in the back doing all the wrapping. You’ll rotate an hour at a time while the others work the floor and help me with the cash register.”

The store was now packed most of the day with so many customers that it was difficult to move around without knocking something over. Between keeping the shelves stocked, waiting on customers and wrapping gifts, the four of them were kept busy from open to close.

Christmas music played constantly on the stereo – though after listening to the same discs over and over, Penny was certain she never wanted to hear Mannheim Steamroller ever again. Every few seconds there was the sound of a bell, either the bell on the door or on the old-fashioned cash register every time the drawer was opened.

“Every time a bell rings…” Candace said for the millionth time, ferrying a wrapped present out to a customer. Penny laughed – as she did every time Candace said it – but Mary scowled.

“I’d like to gag her with a bell,” she grumbled as she brought a large Nativity candle pyramid back to be wrapped. “I swear if she quotes another line from a movie, I just might.”

“Don’t be a Scrooge,” Penny admonished. It was her hour to wrap. She’d given Mary her short stories to read over a week ago. “Hey, have you –”

“I told you,” Mary cut in. “I’ll give you feedback when I’m done reading, not before.”

Penny nodded and hurried off to find a box and get the pyramid wrapped. Back in the stockroom, all was chaos, despite Mrs. Reinholtz’s attempts at maintaining order and neatness. Rolls of wrapping paper were everywhere – standing in corners, rolling across the floor. Spare pieces of wrapping paper littered the worktable – “use them for smaller packages if they fit,” Mrs. Reinholtz told them repeatedly, fretting that they might run out in the middle of a busy spurt.

Penny reached for a full roll, knowing she would need quite a bit of paper for the pyramid. The roll fell and tumbled across the floor, toward the coats. Penny raced after it, squatting down to pick it up from where it had come to rest under Candace’s wool coat. Penny looked around to make sure the stockroom was empty. She leaned closer. The coat smelled like Candace. She stood with the roll of paper and lifted Candace’s scarf to her face.

“What are you doing?”

Penny whipped around, her face burning. “Nothing. The paper rolled over here.”

“Were you smelling her scarf?” Mary demanded, holding a boxed pen to be wrapped next.

“No,” Penny lied, turning her back on Mary and pulling a length of paper off the roll, spreading it on the worktable to cut it.

Mary stood there in silence for so long that Penny turned to look at her. There was a curious mix of pity and – “something else,” Penny would think later, but she couldn’t say what it was.

“You realize she barely knows anyone else exists besides her, right?”

 
 

“I don’t know what you mean,” Penny said, but her shoulders hunched defensively, fending off Mary’s words. Her fingers fumbled with the tape. The wrapping looked terrible, but she tied up a length of ribbon anyhow and stuck a bow on the box. “I have to…” She pushed the box into Mary’s hands and snatched the pen to start wrapping it, listening for Mary to leave. She opened the box to gaze longingly at the wooden pen lying on the velvet. She ran her fingers along the smooth walnut, hand-turned into a shape that fit perfectly in her hand.

“I could write great stories with a pen like this,” she murmured. She knew that made no sense. A pen was just a pen and one wrote like another, but still… she twisted it to bring the point out and scribbled a few words on a scrap of wrapping paper.

She jumped as she heard Mrs. Reinholtz’s voice asking where the pen was and hurriedly placed it back in its box to wrap it.

Penny spent the rest of the day avoiding Mary as much as she could within the confines of the store, but she could feel Mary watching her. Near the end of the day, Mary caught her back in the stockroom.

“What are you doing for dinner tonight?” Mary asked her when Penny had to bring something back to the stockroom to be wrapped.

“Nothing,” Penny said, startled. “Why?”

“It’s Friday,” Mary said. “Want to get something?”

“Oh, um…” Penny stalled, knowing she only had seven dollars left in her wallet until they got paid again the next Friday.

“It’s okay,” Mary said quickly. “You don’t have to. I just thought –”

“Maybe next Friday,” Penny said.

Mary turned back to the package she was wrapping. “Sure.”
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Penny sat cross-legged on the couch in her living room. She had moved the coffee table over against one wall where it now held her grandmother’s old Nativity set sitting next to her little artificial tree. She finished writing with a flourish. She re-stacked a small sheaf of hand-written pages and leafed through them. “You think she’ll like it?”

Chester meowed and swished his tail as he lay like a Sphinx on the arm of the couch, his front feet tucked neatly under him.

“Okay.” She carefully rolled the pages into a scroll and tied them with a ribbon. She tucked them inside her backpack and zipped it up. “You be good, kitty cat. Later.”

She put on her jacket and went down to her car. Mrs. Sewell was watching from her window. Penny gave her a smile and a wave as she got into the Pinto. She had to turn the key three times before the starter caught. She found a parking space a block from the shop and hurried to the back alley.

She brought her backpack in with her, hanging it under her jacket. It had become impossible to do much cleaning with the store so busy, so “for this last week before Christmas,” Mrs. Reinholtz had told them yesterday, “I want you all to come in a half hour before the store opens and we’ll clean and dust extra well before the customers come in.”

Penny stalled in the back room, taking her time sweeping the floor and straightening the shelves as she waited. To her disappointment, Mary and Candace came in together. Penny reached into her backpack and retrieved her bound pages as Candace was talking about her family’s house in Upper Arlington, with their ten-foot tree and the formal holiday party her parents were giving this coming Saturday.

“What’s that?” Mary, inquisitive as ever, saw the pages in Penny’s hand.

“Nothing.” Penny stuffed them back into her bag and headed out to start cleaning.

The other two donned their aprons and scattered around the store.

“Oh, I know what I’m getting,” Candace chatted to no one in particular – “except she thinks everybody’s listening to her,” Mary had whispered more than once to Penny – as she waved her feather duster over a shelf of porcelain angels. “I saw a marvelous Gucci bag that I really want, and I’m sure my mother is getting it for me. And I found the cutest baby blue down vest that will look really good with my eyes. Oh, and some diamond earrings.”

Mary turned and looked at her with her mouth agape. “You could feed an entire family for a month on what those things will cost.”

“Why should I care about feeding some other family?” Candace demanded indignantly. “We work for what we’ve got. Let them do the same.”

Penny could feel her face burn as she thought of her parents feeding six kids. She turned back to her own dusting of the nesting dolls.

“What about you?” Candace asked.

Penny looked up to see Candace looking at her. “Me?” She thought of the squishy package sitting under her little artificial tree back at her apartment. “I’m not sure. My parents keep our presents a surprise. I –”

Whatever she was going to say was interrupted by her duster knocking over a doll. In horror, she watched all the dolls start to tumble off the shelves as doll halves came apart, bouncing everywhere, multiplying by the second.

“Penny!”

Mrs. Reinholtz scurried over, staring in dismay at the sight of doll uppers and lowers rolling all over the place.

“I’ll get them, Mrs. Reinholtz,” Penny said, scrambling to pick up the pieces and get them matched back up again.

“We open in five minutes.”

“I’ll help.”

Penny looked over to see Mary on hands and knees, scooping doll halves from under the display case. They reached for the same piece, their hands closing together over a woodsman Santa. Their eyes met, and up close, Penny realized she could see flecks of gold in Mary’s brown eyes behind her glasses.

“I’ve got this one,” Mary said.

Penny nodded and pulled her hand away, feeling a strange tingle in her fingers. From the pile gathered in front of them, she and Mary began matching up the correct halves. Penny glanced around and saw that Candace had moved off to another part of the store.

“Thanks,” she mumbled a few minutes later when she and Mary had all the right dolls nested inside one another again and they were all arranged on the shelves.

“Well, at least now they’re clean,” Mary said, tucking her rag into her apron pocket and turning to greet the first wave of customers. She paused to look at Penny again, who nodded, red-faced. “It was an accident. Oh, before I forget, my mother wanted me to invite you to our house for Christmas Eve and Christmas dinner since your family can’t be here with you.”

She moved off as Penny stood there, looking after her and wondering what just happened.
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“Get out of there.”

Penny plucked Chester out of the box she was packing to mail to Iowa. She sighed as she looked at the few small parcels inside, all wrapped in spare paper Mrs. Reinholtz had given her. It wasn’t much. Second-hand books, CDs, a new tie for her dad. She hated not having money for nicer gifts, but it would have to do. She went to the kitchen for the packing tape and began taping up the box. She heard a muffled meow from inside. Ripping the tape back, she opened a flap to find Chester peering up at her again.

“You almost got mailed to Iowa,” she said, picking him up and quickly closing the flaps before he could jump back in.

She taped the box up and carried it into the kitchen where she was surprised to hear a knock.

She opened the door to find Mary standing there.

“Hi,” she said in surprise. “How did you know where I live?”

“Mrs. Reinholtz gave me your address,” Mary said. She gestured toward the kitchen. “Am I allowed in?”

“Sorry,” Penny said, moving back. “Come on in.”

Mary stepped in, looking around curiously. “I didn’t know you had a cat,” she said as Chester came limping in, meowing loudly as he rubbed around Mary’s ankles. She bent down to pet him. “What happened to his leg?”

“That’s Chester,” Penny said, closing the door. “He got hit by a car when he was a kitten, before I got him.”

Mary stood up. “Chester?” A slow smile spread across her face. “Good name.”

“Um, what brings you out this way?” Penny asked.

Mary unslung her backpack from her shoulder. “I read your stories.” She reached inside and pulled out the stack of papers Penny had given her a couple of weeks earlier. She carried them to the table and sat down.

Penny hesitated a moment and then followed, pushing aside the box she had been packing.

“I thought you might not want to do this at work,” Mary said, taking her down jacket off and hanging it on the back of her chair.

Penny stared at the table, unable to meet Mary’s sharp, owlish eyes that she knew were watching her reaction. She just nodded.

“You can relax,” Mary said.

Penny looked up to find Mary watching her with an amused expression.

“I liked them.”

Penny stared at her. “What?”

“I said, I liked them,” Mary repeated.

“Really?” Penny sat up a little straighter.

“Yes, really. They’re good. I mean, not quite O. Henry good, but they’re good.”

“Really?”

“Would you stop saying that?”

“Sorry,” Penny said. “But you really liked them?”

“You didn’t think I would?” Mary tilted her head. “I thought you were expecting to hear from agents any day now.”

Penny looked at her for a moment and went to the kitchen drawer where she lifted out a stack of envelopes. “I have heard. All rejections.” To her embarrassment, she could feel tears stinging her eyes.

“I’ve read that any writer worth their salt has a stack of those,” Mary said bracingly. “Kind of like an initiation rite.”

Penny shook her head. “All my life, it’s been my dream to be a writer, but after these, I was starting to wonder if I should give up.” She pushed the drawer shut. “I didn’t know if anyone else would ever like my stories. And then, when you wouldn’t say anything, I thought you were just being nice and trying to figure out how to tell me you didn’t like them, either.”

Mary laughed. “You are so weird.” Penny looked up sharply. “In a good way,” Mary added at once. “In a nice way.”

Penny could feel her face getting warm as she stared into Mary’s eyes, remembering how many different colors were in them when she was close.

“Anyway,” Mary said, and Penny broke her gaze.

“Can I get you something to drink? Or eat?” Penny offered.

She prayed Mary would say no to food, as she didn’t have anything but two packs of Ramen noodles and three cans of cat food in the cupboard.

“Maybe something to drink?”

“I’ve got some hot chocolate mix,” Penny said. “Sorry, it’s not the real thing.”

“That sounds good.”

Penny filled a kettle and set it to boil as Mary wandered into the living room and sat on the couch. Penny busied herself getting mugs and spoons out, checking them to make sure they were clean. It took a few minutes to heat the water and mix the hot chocolate. Penny carried two steaming mugs into the living room where she found Mary kneeling in front of the coffee table.

“What happened to this little guy?” she asked as Penny set a mug down next to her. She reached into the stable and held up a lamb with only three legs.

Penny smiled. “This was my grandmother’s Nativity set – or ‘activity set’ as my little sister called it. We played with it for hours, rearranging the figures. I don’t remember when the lamb lost her leg, but now the shepherd boy gets to carry her.”

Mary smiled, and took a sip of her hot chocolate. “This is good, thanks.”

Penny sat next to her, close enough to see the fine hairs on her cheek, gilded by the illumination of the lights on the Christmas tree. Mary turned to her and Penny quickly looked down and blew on her hot chocolate.

“I almost forgot,” Mary said. “You never said if you could come to our house for Christmas. My mom asked again if I had remembered to invite you.”

“Oh, um,” Penny stalled, turning away. “I don’t know. I’m supposed to go to my aunt’s up in Akron…”

“But you won’t go, will you?” Mary said. She reached out and lifted the tag on the lone present under the tree. “There’s no need for you to be alone. I have to warn you though, my family is a little weird. My parents were hippies, and my three brothers are all into computers. We all love to read. No television. And no Gucci, either.”

It took a second for the last remark to sink in. Penny laughed. “I wouldn’t know Gucci if it bit me,” she said.

Mary tilted her head again. “So? Will you come?”

Penny nodded. “That would be nice. What can I bring?”

“My mom said just you, and she meant it. We’ll have tons of food. On Christmas Eve, we always do homemade chicken soup, because it reminds them of when they were first together and had no money. That’s all they could afford. It’s kind of a tradition now.”

Mary reached into her pocket. “I wrote our address and phone number down.”

Penny reached out for the slip of paper in Mary’s hand and again felt that odd tingle when her fingers brushed Mary’s. “Thanks.”

Mary nodded and finished her hot chocolate. “I should go.” She carried her mug back into the kitchen and put it in the sink. She retrieved her jacket, and went to the door. “See you at work tomorrow.”

“See you.”

She closed the door and listened to Mary’s footsteps descending the stairs. She hurried to the living room where she could see Mary walking out to the street. Mary went to her car, a rusty Datsun, and glanced up. She gave a small wave, which Penny returned.

Chester sat next to her, reaching up to paw at Penny’s leg. She picked him up as Mary’s car pulled away from the curb.

“We won’t be alone for Christmas,” she murmured, burying her face in his fur as he purred.
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Mrs. Reinholtz was agitated when the girls arrived at the shop on the 23rd of December.

“Only two shopping days left,” she fretted, wringing her hands. “We must be extra diligent. I need all of you out on the floor, no one in the back just doing the wrapping. We’ll wrap as needed. We’ve had a few things go missing in all the commotion. At least one Hummel and several CDs and ornaments. Keep an eye out for anyone tucking things into a pocket or bag. If you see anything, come and get me at once.”

They all scattered for a frantic cleaning before the shop doors opened. Penny noticed that Mary was wearing a slimmer-fitting sweater than the shapeless, tunic-length ones she usually wore. It looked nice on her. Mary glanced over and caught Penny’s eye, giving her a quick smile. Penny turned away, nearly knocking over a three-foot-tall Santa dressed in a mink cape – “recycled from old mink coats,” Mrs. Reinholtz had said when Mary sputtered furiously about the mink. It was outrageously priced, but soft to stroke, and Penny did whenever she passed by. She stood the Santa back up and hurried off to another part of the store.

Funny, I never noticed how pretty she is, Penny realized as she watched Mary through the branches of a Christmas tree. Not beautiful, like Candace, but pretty, with a nice, straight nose and a mouth that smiled a lot. Even her eyes, behind her glasses, were almost always smiling.

The store was crazy with shoppers, and the morning flew by. When lunchtime arrived, Mrs. Reinholtz asked them to take their breaks one at a time. Penny pulled a peanut butter and jelly sandwich out of her backpack, and saw there the rolled-up pages tied with their ribbon – the story she had written, thinking it would be a present for Candace, until Candace started talking about Gucci bags and diamond earrings, and then she just couldn’t face giving it to her. Penny pulled the scroll out. She could hear Mary’s voice, talking to a customer. I wonder. She quickly tucked the rolled-up pages into the pocket of Mary’s down jacket. She leaned closer and sniffed. When did Mary start wearing perfume? It was nice. She sniffed again and then went to eat her lunch.

She ate quickly, not even taking her full half-hour, and went back out to the floor. She gave Mary a nervous smile as Candace headed back to take her break next.

Penny meant to keep an eye out after lunch for any sign that Mary had found her little gift, but she was so swamped with customers that she didn’t even notice when Candace came back from lunch and Mary left. All four women scurried about the store, retrieving items from shelves, looking for boxes for the collectibles, ringing purchases up at the register. In all the chaos, they tried to watch for shoplifters as well, though Penny couldn’t see how they could tell who was trying to steal something when nearly all the customers held bags.

“My grandson will look adorable in these!” a woman gushed, holding up a pair of children’s lederhosen. She asked Penny if they had them in the next size larger. Penny got down on her hands and knees, searching the cupboards under the display case.

“Found them!” She held up the lederhosen for the woman to inspect.

“Wonderful, or should I say, ‘wunderbar’,” the woman said with a laugh. “Can you wrap them, please?”

Penny took the lederhosen to the back to box them up. She was taping the wrapping paper in place when Candace hurried back.

“Merry Christmas,” she said, handing Penny a small box, and then heading back out to the floor.

Penny opened the box. It was one of the wooden pens, a cherry one. It was beautiful. Penny stared out toward the store with her mouth open. Candace had given her a present. She quickly looked toward Mary’s jacket, wondering if Mary had found the scroll in her pocket. Maybe she could retrieve it and still give it to Candace.

“Penny!” Mrs. Reinholtz’s voice called back. “There’s a lady out here asking about her lederhosen.”

Penny tucked the pen box into her own jacket pocket and hurriedly finished wrapping the lederhosen. “Here they are,” she said, handing them to Mrs. Reinholtz.

Her heart was beating fast as she tried to catch Candace’s eye, but she was busy with a customer. Another customer asked Penny for assistance with the Hummels. Penny was still waiting on that customer several minutes later as she tried to decide between two figurines when she became aware of Mrs. Reinholtz calling to Candace.

“Where is this customer’s pen?”

“I gave it to Penny to wrap,” Candace said.

Penny felt as if she’d been slapped in the face.

“Miss?” Her own customer plucked at her sleeve. “I think I’ve decided on this one. Can you wrap it?”

Numbly, Penny nodded and tried to hide behind shelves as she made her way back to the stockroom. Once there, she set the Hummel down and hurried back to where her jacket was hanging.

“Penny!”

Caught with her hand just pulling the boxed-up pen from her jacket, Penny turned to find Mrs. Reinholtz and Candace standing there.

“What are you doing?”

The shock and disbelief on Mrs. Reinholtz’s face spoke volumes. Penny could feel her face burning fiercely. She stared at the floor.

“Explain yourself,” Mrs. Reinholtz said.

Explain what? That I thought Candace had actually given me a present? That I was stupid enough to think she liked me? Penny stood there miserably, pen in hand. Even letting Mrs. Reinholtz think she was stealing was preferable to admitting what an idiot she’d been. Wordlessly, she set the pen on the wrapping table as Mary came back with a box to wrap.

“What’s going on?” she asked innocently, taking in the expressions on their faces.

Penny turned and grabbed her coat and backpack. Wrenching the back door open, she fled into the cold.
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“Penny, honey, I’m worried about you,” came Mrs. Havers’s voice over the answering machine. “If you’re still at work at this hour, you’re working too much. Please call us, honey. Love you.”

Penny sat in the dark of her apartment, lit only by her little Christmas tree and the single bulb illuminating the Nativity stable, as she let her mother hang up without answering the phone. Chester lay on the couch behind her, one paw resting against her shoulder as he tried to comfort her. She reached for another tissue and blew her nose, adding the crumpled tissue to the growing pile next to her on the floor.

There were other messages on the machine. Mrs. Reinholtz had called once, and Mary had called four times. Penny refused to pick up. She didn’t want to talk to any of them. Fresh tears filled her eyes at the memory of her humiliation.

How could you have been so stupid? Of course, it seemed perfectly clear now, Candace was only joking with the “Merry Christmas” comment. Penny braced her elbows on her knees and pressed her forehead to her hands. And for Mrs. Reinholtz to think… Penny would never be able to face her again. Never.

She and Chester were both startled by a loud knock on the door. She lifted her head, but made no move to get up and answer it. They’ll go away. Four more loud raps on the door made her frown.

“I know you’re in there.”

Mary. She should have known.

“I’m not leaving. I’ll sit out here all night if I have to, but you’re going to talk to me.”

Penny pulled out another tissue and dabbed at her eyes.

“Please.”

Penny blew her nose and got up. She gathered all the crumpled tissues and crept into the kitchen to throw them away.

“It’s freezing out here. If you leave me out here all night, I may die of hypothermia and then how will you feel?”

In spite of herself, Penny smiled.

“Do you know what happens to a person’s blood when they become hypothermic?” Mary’s voice continued from the stairwell. “Their blood crystallizes as it freezes. It’s excruciating. Do you really want to do that to me?”

Penny clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing.

“I can’t feel my feet. I think –”

Penny yanked the door open. “Shut up and get in here.”

She walked back into the living room, leaving Mary to close the door and follow. She sat back down on the floor, her back against the couch.

Mary hesitated, then took off her jacket and sat down beside her.

For long minutes, they sat side by side in silence. Penny could only look at her own knees.

“We know what happened,” Mary said at last, her voice soft and low. “Mrs. Reinholtz doesn’t think you were trying to steal the pen.”

Penny closed her eyes. “The truth is more humiliating,” she whispered. She could feel fresh tears pricking her eyelids, and tried to stop them. She didn’t want to cry any more, not in front of Mary.

“Well, I think Mrs. Reinholtz got it,” Mary said. “She sees more than we think she does. She scolded Candace for being so thoughtless.”

“What about Candace?”

Penny could feel Mary stiffen.

“Does it really matter?”

“No,” Penny admitted, hugging her knees to her chest. “It’s just that I made such an ass of myself.”

“Yes, you did.”

Whatever Penny had expected Mary to say, that wasn’t it. She looked over sharply. Mary’s eyes weren’t laughing at her. They were kind, sympathetic.

“Candace did what Candace does. She forgot about you the second you were out the door,” Mary said, not unkindly.

But you’re here. Penny couldn’t bring herself to ask why. She turned back to the tree, its little lights twinkling in the darkness.

Mary sat silently beside her, neither of them speaking for long minutes. “I found the present you left in my jacket,” Mary murmured at last.

Penny’s hands clenched around her knees.

“You didn’t write it for me, did you?”

Will the humiliation of this day never end? Penny shook her head.

“Why did you give it to me?”

“I’m not sure,” Penny admitted. “I brought it days ago to give to Candace, but I couldn’t. And then today, it just felt like the right thing to do, to slip it into your jacket.”

“It’s beautiful,” Mary said.

Penny turned, not quite meeting her eyes. “You liked it?”

“Yes.” Mary took off her glasses and reached up to the couch where she pulled the scroll from her jacket pocket. She held the pages close to her face in the dim light from the tree. “I especially liked the character of Nelly.”

Penny’s mouth twitched. “I think she reminded me of you.”

“I guess that’s why I liked her.” Mary shifted to face Penny. “And I like you.”

Penny froze. Mary’s hand reached up to her cheek. Penny closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into the warmth of Mary’s palm. It had been so long since anyone had touched her, but nothing had ever felt like this. Softly, Mary caressed Penny’s cheek, tracing her thumb over Penny’s brow and down over her jaw. She gently pulled Penny’s chin toward her.

“Open your eyes,” Mary whispered.

Penny’s eyes fluttered open.

“I need to know that it’s not Candace you want.”

Penny looked into Mary’s dark eyes, the first time she’d seen them without the barrier of her glasses. They were large and soft and, looking into them, Penny felt… safe.

“Not anymore,” Penny whispered.

Mary came closer until Penny’s eyes slid out of focus. She could feel the warmth of Mary’s breath against her mouth and then the incredible softness of her lips. Penny tilted her face to return the kiss, her lips parting a little as she felt the tip of Mary’s tongue. Penny increased the pressure of her kiss, reaching with her own tongue as Mary’s hand slid into her hair.

Penny had no idea how long that kiss went on as she got lost in the sensations of Mary’s mouth and the softness of Mary’s breath against her cheek and the feel of Mary’s hand on her face. When at last they pulled apart, Penny pressed her forehead to Mary’s.

“When? Why?”

She could feel Mary smile. “For a while. I just had to wait for you to figure some things out.”

Penny pulled away. “Like what?” she asked warily, the memories of earlier in the day rushing back over her.

Mary looked at her. “Like what’s real and what isn’t.”

Penny thought about that, about the illusion of Candace’s beauty. “You saw through her from the beginning, didn’t you?”

Mary shrugged. “Candace is nice enough as long as you don’t ask her to think of anyone else. She’s just not capable of it.”

Penny frowned, remembering how many times Mary had seen her making a fool of herself over something so superficial.

“Don’t.”

She looked up at Mary again.

“You figured it out eventually,” Mary said.

Penny scoffed. “Yes, it only took me practically being arrested for shoplifting to figure it out.”

“I didn’t say you were quick,” Mary said wryly.

Penny laughed, in spite of herself.

“Are you coming to work tomorrow?” Mary asked.

Penny sobered up at once and felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “I don’t think –”

“The store is short-staffed without you there,” Mary reminded her. “Mrs. Reinholtz could use your help and… it would be good for you to face Candace again.”

She placed a hand under Penny’s chin, raising her face until Penny met her eyes. Looking into them, Penny saw again that gentleness that made her feel safe.

“You need to face her again,” Mary murmured.

Penny gave a resigned nod.

“And remember, my parents are expecting you for dinner tomorrow evening,” Mary said, getting to her feet and reaching for her jacket. “We can go straight over after the store closes.”

Penny walked her to the door where Mary turned to her. Penny stepped close and they kissed again. It took all of Penny’s self-control not to pull Mary toward the bedroom.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she whispered.

Mary smiled. “Tomorrow.”
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It seemed to Penny later that she had never spent a longer day than that 24th of December. When she arrived at the store, only Mrs. Reinholtz was there. Penny entered the back room and tied on her apron while Mrs. Reinholtz swept the floor. All of the things Penny had rehearsed saying flew out of her head.

“I can do that,” Penny offered.

Mrs. Reinholtz regarded her for a moment and then handed her the broom. “Thank you, Penny.”

Penny was still sweeping when Candace came in. She stopped when she saw Penny, but Penny continued sweeping, giving no sign she had even noticed her. Candace hung up her coat, and hesitated.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said after a moment.

Penny forced herself to look up and was startled. Candace was as beautiful as ever, but it was like looking at someone who was wearing a mask. How did I never see that before?

“I’m sorry, too,” Penny heard herself say. “Stupid misunderstanding.”

Candace nodded and reached for her apron.

And that is that, Penny realized as Candace headed out to the floor. The back door opened and Mary came in. Penny felt her heart leap at the sight of her, still looking like an owl with her thick down jacket and knit cap.

“Hi,” she said, suddenly shy after the kisses they’d shared the previous night. Would Mary still feel the same?

Her answer came in the smile that lit up Mary’s face. “Hi.”

They stood, staring at one another until they heard Mrs. Reinholtz call, “Girls!”

The day seemed to go on forever as customers shopped for last-minute gifts, keeping them busy right up until Mrs. Reinholtz was trying to lock the doors at five o’clock.

“Merry Christmas,” she said to the last customer as she bolted the door and quickly flipped the Closed sign around. “Ach, what a day!”

Penny counted the cash drawer while Mary and Candace straightened up the stockroom. Mrs. Reinholtz was busy in her office for several minutes. She emerged with three envelopes.

“A Christmas bonus for each of you,” she said, handing them out. “Thank you for all of your hard work and Merry Christmas. I’ll see you back here at nine o’clock on the twenty-sixth.”

“Merry Christmas,” Mary said to Candace as they headed out into the cold and dark, leaving Mrs. Reinholtz to lock up.

“Oh, yes. Merry Christmas,” Candace said with a last glance in Penny’s direction.

“Everything okay?” Mary asked Penny as they walked to where she’d parked her car.

Penny nodded. “Okay. Thanks for pushing me to come back today.”

The streets of German Village were picture-perfect. Christmas carols played from speakers on the streetlights, and strands of Christmas lights and evergreen garlands hung from light to light. Most of the businesses were closed and dark, everyone gone somewhere for Christmas Eve. Only a few people walked the sidewalks.

Mary slipped an arm through Penny’s as they walked. “Ready to meet my family?”

Penny gave a nervous laugh. “I’m not sure. You think they’ll like me?”

Mary smiled. “I know they’ll like you.” She pulled Penny to a stop. “But before we go, I have something for you.”

She unzipped her backpack and pulled out an unwrapped shirt box, handing it to Penny.

“Please tell me you didn’t get me that damned pen,” Penny said, holding the box away from her as if it might explode.

“No. Thought about it, though.” Mary stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Open it.”

Penny pried the top up and saw a folded newspaper lying inside. “Just what I’ve always wanted.”

“I think it is, actually,” Mary said cryptically. “It’s an advance copy of tomorrow’s paper. Didn’t I tell you? My dad is an editor at the Dispatch. Open it.”

Penny lifted the paper out and handed the box back to Mary. She moved under a streetlight and shook the paper open.

“Page three.”

Intrigued, Penny turned to page three and gasped. “My story!”

Mary beamed. “The first one. I showed them to my father and he liked them enough to run them as a serial for the next few weeks.” Her smile faltered. “I have a confession, though. I forged your signature on the contract. I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to surprise you.” She reached into her backpack again. “Here’s the check I was supposed to give you.”

Penny’s mouth hung open as she accepted the check. “I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s kind of like O. Henry’s start as a writer,” Mary said. “You even almost did the jail thing.”

Penny laughed. “Almost.” She looked at Mary and shook her head. “I can’t believe you would do this for me.”

Mary stepped closer. “It’s not quite Gift of the Magi, but you said this was your dream.”

“No.” Penny pulled Mary into the shadows between two buildings and kissed her, long and slow, savoring Mary’s softness, her warmth. She drew away and caressed Mary’s face. “This is my dream.”

 


THE END
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