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      “Drinking these things is not a good idea,” Samantha Darling said, swirling a candy cane through her Peppermint Martini.

      “Live a little. It’s the holidays,” her elfish friend, Ellen Patterson, responded. “It’s been a year, babe.” She tossed back her fiery red hair and swallowed half her drink in one gulp, then winked her forest green eyes. “Forget Mark’s sorry ass and move on.”

      “His ass is sorry, and I have moved on.” Samantha took a tentative sip. The minty flavor sliding over her taste buds was surprisingly good, but her eyes watered just the same.

      “Ellen is right, Sam,” her other friend, Amber Evans, chimed in. Amber was the total opposite of Ellen—Amazon tall, dark brown hair, and whiskey-colored eyes. “You’re always so nice, but that only got you cheated on and dumped.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Samantha frowned.

      “You’ve thrown yourself into your work and forgotten how to have fun,” Ellen said.

      “It’s time you got back in the game,” Amber added.

      “I’m happy being single.” Samantha took another sip, wincing less this time.

      Ellen pointed her finger at Samantha. “We love you, but you need closure, babe.”

      “Puh-lease.” Samantha brushed Ellen’s finger aside. “I’m fine. It’s just today.”

      “Right,” they chimed like a mismatched set of bobsy twins with bells.

      Samantha smirked. “What’s this, an intervention?”

      “Of sorts.” Amber patted her hand.

      “Mark ruined my Christmas last year. You guys know how much I love Christmas.” Samantha met their eyes. “I really thought I’d be celebrating my first wedding anniversary, but here I am with only memories of him and that woman in our bed with festive Christmas condoms, for Christ’s sake. I carry the stupid things in my purse to remind me of what an idiot I almost married.” She tipped up her drink and drained the contents without a single wince this time. The straight liquor warmed her throat on its way down to join its many friends in her belly.

      “Just because you two looked good together doesn’t mean you were good together,” Ellen said. “I never liked the guy. Why not get the cheating bastard back by using those festive condoms with”—she searched the room until her gaze landed at the end of the bar—“Mr. Tall, Dark and Sexy who just sat down.”

      Ellen waggled her fingers at the gorgeous dark-haired man who filled out every inch of his expensive suit. He wore a serious expression on his tan chiseled features as he talked to two other men. His dark gaze snapped to Ellen’s hand, and Amber held up her glass and pointed to Samantha.

      “Stop that.” Samantha grabbed their arms then met the man’s piercing stare, feeling the impact in places she hadn’t felt anything for a very long time.

      Her breath hitched. He really was gorgeous, but big and intimidating. She felt her blush flame over her face as she gave him a little shrug. He arched a thick black brow and then turned his back on them all.

      “Ouch,” Amber said.

      “Oh my God, that was so embarrassing.” Samantha fanned her neck and slid her empty glass away.

      “Screw Tall, Dark and Stuffy,” Ellen scoffed.

      “Or not.” Amber wrinkled her nose. “His loss.”

      Christmas shoppers and people getting off work had filled every inch of the popular Boston bar known for its Friday happy hour. Stuffy had looked oddly familiar to Sam, but forget him. He’d shot her down. Not that she was actually interested, but he didn’t have to make it so blatantly obvious he wasn’t.

      Having met after work from the same advertising firm and still dressed in their suits, the women weren’t ready to go home yet. They kept their butts planted to their stools, even though they’d been there for hours and had consumed more Peppermint Martinis than any sane person should.

      “I’ve about had it with men. Getting the cheating bastard back is starting to sound yum-may in my tum-may.” Samantha giggled, clinking glasses with Ellen. Whoa, boy, those mint ‘tinis were kicking into overdrive now.

      “I’ll bet we can find someone to jingle your bells.” Amber looked around the bar. “Help you forget all about that ex-of-yours.”

      “No, no, no.” Samantha waved her hand in front of her face and nearly fell off her stool, which drew another intense stare from Mr. Stuffy. She mimicked his actions by arching her brow high and turning her back on him.

      “Mark doesn’t live in Boston anymore, so it’s not like he’d even find out.” Samantha slurred her words. “Besides, I’m just not ready.”

      “There are other ways to get closure, though I can’t think of a more pleasurable one,” Ellen pointed out.

      “I can’t believe I’m agreeing with her again,” Amber glanced at Ellen, “no offense, hon, but you do have some outlandish ideas.”

      “None taken,” Ellen stated, point blank. “Sam could use a little outlandish right now.”

      “Landish, landish, bobandish. Banana, fana, fofandish. Me, my, momandish,” Samantha giggled, sweeping her hands wide as she sang the grand finale off-key, “Laaaaaan-dish.” Oh Lordy, those drinks had moved way past ‘kicking in’ to flat out taking over.

      “Oh-kay.” Amber quirked a brow. “Just be a little naughty. A little less goody-two-shoes.”

      “Goody, goody, boboodie—” Samantha started, but Ellen slapped a hand over her mouth. Who knew Ellen was such a strong little elf?

      “Didn’t Mark run off with the hussy on the outskirts of town somewhere?” Ellen asked.

      “I don’t remember the town, but I remember the hussy’s shop,” Amber answered. “Stowe’s Boutiques. It isn’t that far from here as I recall.”

      Samantha peeled Ellen’s hand from her mouth. “Yeah, so, bobo?” She grinned at both of them.

      Ellen frowned. “So, bobo, go do something. Embarrass him like he did you. That way all the people he’s duped in that small town will find out what he’s really like. What could Santa possibly do to you that Mark hasn’t already done?”

      “Spank me like the bad, bad girl that I am. Whoops, did I say that out loud?” Samantha stifled a snort, slapping her own hand over her mouth. Damn abstinence did crazy things to her mind when under the influence, apparently.

      “Good Lord, I think we overdid it, Ellen.”

      “Overdid what?” Samantha slurred, eying them suspiciously.

      “Nothing. Just, whatever you do, don’t do it tonight. You really are a lightweight.” Amber flagged down the bartender and paid off their tab.

      “For once, I agree with her.” Ellen shook her head. “You ain’t got the balls to deck the halls, babe.”

      “Awww. I really wanted to deck Mark’s balls,” Samantha said, then scrunched up her face. “That didn’t come out right, did it?”

      “Uh, not so much, but if we see Mark, we’ll gladly give him the message.” Amber helped her to her feet while Ellen called a cab. “Come on, hon, it’s time to go.”

      As they led her to the door, Mr. Tall, Dark and Stuffy followed, his eyes meeting Samantha’s with an amused albeit curious stare. She looked him up and down, then stuck her nose in the air and waltzed out the door with her head held high. She could have sworn she heard him chuckle behind her.

      His loss, indeed.

      Moments later, after insisting she was fine on her own, Samantha sat safely tucked in the back of a taxi with the driver asking, “Where to, ma’am?”

      The last place she wanted to go was home alone. She didn’t want to be safe anymore. The girls were right. It was long past time she quit hiding and began living again.

      “Meter’s running, lady. Where to?” the cabby repeated.

      She narrowed her eyes, and her lips tipped up at the corners. Maybe she did need closure, and she had the perfect idea for what to do with those festive condoms. Leaning back, she settled in, then slurred off, “Stowe’s Boutiques.” She might not have the balls, but knew a thing or two about decorating a hall.

      She was an advertising exec, after all.
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      Ugh! Being naughty was overrated, Samantha thought as she struggled to open her eyes, the blinding light making her headache worse. Peppermintinis might taste yummy going down, but they left a skunky taste in your mouth the next morning and sure packed a hell of a hangover punch.

      She held on tighter to the man her arms were wound around, his facial hair tickling her cheek as she tried to go back to sleep. Wait a minute. Tall, Dark and Stuffy didn’t have a beard. She had a sinking sensation this wasn’t her bed, and she was no longer dreaming. Running her hands over what felt like genuine velvet, she thought, Oh, boy. This wasn’t a man, either. He was too hard and not in a good way.

      Samantha lifted her pounding head to look straight into Santa’s eyes. She had crawled into his padded wooden lap, and now her stiff joints and sore butt were paying the price. Only she wasn’t wearing her clothes. She glanced down at her outfit and chewed her bottom lip. Oh, no. She was wearing Mrs. Claus’s outfit. Then that meant...

      Afraid to look but having no choice, Samantha glanced to the side and winced. Yup, just as she’d feared. She’d dressed Mrs. C in her underwear: black lace bra, matching thong, and garters, as Mrs. C fixed her blank stare on Samantha while holding her martini glass in her hand like a well-earned trophy. Samantha’s thong looked like string as it cut deeply into Mrs. C’s padding.

      “Sorry, Mrs. C,” Samantha whispered, holding her head so it wouldn’t fall off. She glanced at the elves, who were hard at work, and repeated, “Lord, am I sooo sorry.” Samantha gulped, staring at her handiwork in horror. She’d undressed each one, making them look like a page right out of a twisted fairy tale: “Mrs. C and the seven castrated freaks.”

      Elfish manikins were not anatomically correct.

      Samantha had positioned them in precarious poses, resembling The Village People gone wild. Their jolly little faces grinned wide as they massaged parts of Mrs. C no elf should ever be allowed to touch.
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