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CHAPTER ONE

	

	One perk of your best friend also being your boss: she sees when you’re stressed to the max and tells you to cut out of work a few hours early.

	I hardly know what to do with myself as I push through the doors of the high-rise building where Quest Marketing Solutions is housed. Should I go shopping? Get my nails done? Head to the bookstore, aka heaven on earth? As tempting as browsing books is, the only truly appealing thing is a nice warm bath in an empty apartment. And if I want to do that, my window of opportunity is small.

	Alone time has become a novelty in the last few months since I reluctantly took in a roommate. Celia is one of those ‘cousins’ who’s not an actual relative; her parents are good friends with my aunt and uncle who raised me after my parents were killed in a car accident, and our families spent a lot of time together. Between a six-year age difference and Celia’s general snarkiness, we never connected. That didn’t stop me from agreeing to perform my family duty when Aunt Fan informed me Celia was moving back to our hometown of Bellevue, Ontario after dropping out of college, and then not-so-subtly suggested I offer to rent her the spare room in my apartment. Fan Chen is not someone you say no to, even when she’s living halfway across the world in China and I’m here in Canada.

	I try to live my life with no regrets, but saying yes to Aunt Fan and extending an invitation to Celia has caused nothing but regrets. Big ones. Endless ones. In the last four months, Celia has had three different jobs, all of which she’s been fired from for various reasons, including being surly with customers and failing to perform the tasks required of her. When we’re at home, she’s constantly bitching about something, plus she eats my food even though she has her own. Some days I feel like I’m one snide remark away from wringing her neck.

	Alone time is definitely the way to go right now. For my sanity and for everyone else’s personal safety.

	When I reach my car, I toss my purse in the passenger seat, and blast the heater. It’s only early November, but there’s a nip in the air that makes me think Mother Nature has forgotten it’s still technically autumn.

	Something shiny catches my eye from the footwell of the passenger side, and I bend to pick up a gum wrapper. Celia seems to think my car is a garbage receptacle. Our schedules don’t often mesh—thank god—so she grudgingly takes the bus most of the time. Whenever I do give her a ride anywhere, she inevitably leaves a mess for me to clean up: coffee cups, gum and granola bar wrappers, and that memorable time she left a chocolate bar on the backseat in late August, and it melted into a sticky brown puddle. I discovered it after setting my reusable cloth grocery bags on top of it. The chocolate never did come out, and I refuse to carry around a bag that looks like it has a poop stain on it.

	During the ten-minute drive home, I make a plan. Celia should be home around seven, so I need to maximize every blessed moment of my alone time. First, I’m going to have a bath. I’ve been showering since the first week Celia moved in and informed me, lip curled in disgust, that having a bath was like stewing in your own filth. I’ve been hoarding the luxury strawberry-champagne bath bomb my best friend Bridget gave me ages ago, waiting for a Celia-free moment to finally use it. Next, I’ll pour myself a glass of wine—because I’ve never been above day drinking—and then I’ll soak in the tub until I’m all pruny and fruity smelling. After that, I’ll squeeze in a bit of TV if I have time.

	I pull into the parking lot of my apartment building and hurry up to the third floor, smiling to myself the whole way. My smile fades as I reach my door and hear voices inside. I unlock the door and shove it open. There, on the couch, is Celia, wrapped in a fluffy blue housecoat—my housecoat, if I’m not mistaken—with the TV playing some crime show, and her bare feet elevated on the coffee table.

	My dreams of a nice relaxing afternoon pop like the soap bubbles I won’t be seeing any time soon. Holding back a groan, I close the door with more force than intended, causing Celia to jump and whip around.

	“Jeeze, you scared me!” She clutches her chest dramatically.

	“Why are you home so early?” I ask, dumping my purse unceremoniously on the floor. The excitement of leaving work and envisioning a few hours alone has drained from my body, leaving me feeling wilted.

	A flash of guilt passes over Celia’s features before she turns back to the television. “Oh, you know, they let me leave early today. Why are you home so early?”

	Ignoring her question, I say, “They fired you, didn’t they?”

	Her shoulders slump. Without looking at me, she reaches for the remote to mute the TV. “They started playing Christmas music today, Ivy.”

	I wait for her to elaborate. When she doesn’t, I say, “Okay…and?”

	Celia huffs out an annoyed breath. “It’s practically the beginning of November! They were playing the same songs over and over. This woman in my checkout line mentioned how she’d heard whatever song was on twice already since being in the store. So I said it was way too early for them to be playing Christmas music. As she was nodding along, all agreeable, I might have mentioned something about how Christmas isn’t a real holiday anyway because Christians stole Yule from the Pagans and turned it into a Christian holiday, and most modern-day Christmas traditions are actually Pagan ones in disguise.” She says all of this quickly until her last few words are running together and she’s out of breath.

	“Celia.” I groan, letting my head fall back against the front door. “You didn’t.”

	“The woman seemed to think it was funny!” Her voice pitches higher with each word. “She was nodding and laughing, and then I guess the bitch went and reported me to the manager afterward.”

	I let the ‘bitch’ comment slide; I’m a big believer in choosing your battles, and I have more important things to consider right now. “Didn’t we talk about how you can’t say things like that to people? I warned you and the manager warned you when he saw your previous employment record. He was willing to give you a chance, and you blew it two weeks in! You know nobody will want to hire you now, right?”

	Despite still sitting with her back to me, I imagine she’s doing one of her patented eye rolls. “Well, whatever. Maybe I’ll just be a lady of leisure.”

	“And live off what? How are you going to pay rent and bills without a job? And buy food?” I stop myself just short of saying ‘And save up enough money to get a place of your own?’ This arrangement of ours is supposed to be temporary. Celia’s parents thought I’d be a good influence on the wayward twenty-three-year-old and could help get her life together. They refused to let her move back home, and she couldn’t afford to live on her own, which is why she’s currently residing in my spare room and casting a pall over my entire life.

	“I’ve got a bit of money saved for bills and stuff. And besides, you can afford this place without my share of the rent. You’ve been living here on your own for years.”

	My blood pressure spikes. I can feel the blood surging through my veins. My vision blurs, and for a moment I wonder if it’s possible for a person’s head to actually explode. “No,” I say through clenched teeth. “Absolutely not. I’m not going to be some kind of sugar mama while you laze around all day. Not happening. You moved to town to work and save money so you could either go back to school or find a job you can stick with, and that’s what you’re going to do.”

	A bead of sweat rolls down my temple, and only now do I realize I’m still wearing my coat, scarf, and boots. I shuck them all before snatching my purse from the floor. “I’m going to take a bath,” I announce, striding as fast as my short legs will carry me toward the bathroom.

	“Ivy,” Celia calls.

	“I don’t want to hear it, Celia! I don’t know how dirty you think I am, but having a bath is not ‘stewing in your own filth’ if you bathe regularly like I do.” I slam the bathroom door and lean heavily against it. “Deep breaths,” I murmur to myself, massaging my temples and sucking in air like my life depends on it.

	I move to stand in front of the vanity, peering at my frazzled-looking reflection as I remove the bobby pins from my updo. Celia and I look enough alike that it’s easy to believe we could be related. We have the same shade of almost-black hair, although mine has a bit of wave to it while hers is stick-straight. We also have similar brown eyes, and were blessed with a clear complexion. But where Celia is easily identified as Chinese-Canadian, my mother’s Caucasian genes dominated my dad’s Asian roots. I’ve been referred to as ‘exotic’ and asked what country I come from more times than I can count.

	I open the cabinet under the sink and pull out the toiletry bag where I keep my more expensive items, like my special occasion makeup, scented oils, and a few other things. Things like my bath bomb, which is now missing from where it was nestled between my glittery eye shadow and my manicure set. As I’m reaching for the medicine cabinet to see if it somehow ended up in there, my gaze catches the reflection of the bathtub in the mirror over the sink. The curtain is askew, and the tub has a pink ring around it. Pink, like the very expensive, have-been-saving-it-forever bath bomb that’s no longer where it should be.

	“Celia!”

	

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	

	“I can’t believe you’re still pissed about the bath bomb,” Celia grumbles as she buckles her seatbelt.

	It’s the next morning, and I’m heading to work with Celia in tow. She has a meeting at the employment agency later today—a meeting I fear she’ll be laughed out of since they’ve helped her acquire each of the three jobs she’s been fired from so far. In the meantime, I don’t want her getting any more ideas about that whole ‘lady of leisure’ thing. Lounging around the apartment watching my TV, eating my food, and using my things while I work hard is not happening.

	Lost in thought, I forget to respond until Celia huffs out a breath. “I’ll buy you a new one, Ivy. Sheesh.”

	“That’s not the point.” I jam the key in the ignition and twist it hard, the engine firing to life. “You can’t just take stuff that’s not yours. I don’t mind sharing, but you seem to have a penchant for the things that are specifically mine. Like my Greek yogurt you claim to hate, and yet at least three times a week there’s mysteriously one less than the day before. Or my favorite sweater you stretched to hell because you pull on the sleeves to cover your hands.” I glance over at her hands in her lap to see they’re completely covered by her sleeves, which stretch several inches below the cuffs of her jacket. “Then the bath bomb, after you go on and on about how disgusting baths are. I just don’t get you. Are you trying to drive me crazy?”

	She makes a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. “Yes, Ivy, I’m secretly gaslighting you so you’ll snap and I can step into your wonderful life. Perfect job, perfect apartment, perfect best friend.” She says that last bit in a high singsong voice.

	My hands clench the steering wheel tighter. Despite her flippant tone, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s only half kidding. “Anyway, it’s the principle of it. I don’t take your things without asking, so extend the same courtesy to me, okay?”

	God, I hate how school-marmy I sound. My aunt was the Queen of Lectures; even though I tried my hardest to always do what I was told and follow the rules, it was never good enough. She resented having to take me in when I was twelve, and she never made any effort to hide her displeasure. Maybe that’s why she insisted Celia come to live with me: she saw it as some sort of karmic retribution for me being forced on her all those years ago. Who knows, but right now I feel like I’m channeling her and that thought makes me shudder.

	“I won’t take your stuff anymore,” Celia says, her tone surprisingly contrite now. “Or I’ll at least ask first.” She jerks her sleeves farther down over her hands, drawing my eyes back to her sweater. My sweater. The buttery-soft blue one with sparkly silver threads woven through the material. My eyes snap to Celia’s face. The forced, guilt-ridden smile plastered there makes me groan. “Starting now,” she says quickly. “And with my first paycheck from my new job, I’ll buy you a new bath bomb and a new sweater.”

	A sigh escapes me. This time instead of channeling my aunt, I attempt to find my inner Elsa as I chant my new mantra over and over in my head: Let it go. Let it go.

	

	*****

	

	I set Celia up in an empty conference room with a stack of envelopes that need labels affixed to them. The office has people who do miscellaneous odd jobs like this, but I need something to keep Celia busy and hopefully out of trouble until her meeting in a few hours.

	I check on her several times throughout the morning. Despite appearing bored each time I poke my head in, she stays put and does her assigned task. Maybe this is the type of job Celia needs—something solitary, away from other people. The girl should come with a warning label: Does not work well with others. I’m not sure if she purposely tries to be offensive or if it’s just her nature, but she seems to annoy people wherever she goes.

	Her parents were the opposite of my aunt and uncle, which always made me wonder how they could be friends. Where my guardians were strict to the point of being oppressive, Celia’s parents let her get away with anything. There were few rules and even less structure in the Guan household, and Celia was rarely punished for misbehaving. It’s ironic how the Guans did nothing about their daughter’s out-of-control behavior most of her life, yet when she continued making poor choices into adulthood, they decided they’d had enough. That’s how I ended up with the roommate from hell, and feeling like I’m constantly policing her or scolding her.

	When lunchtime rolls around, I peer through Bridget’s office window and see she’s on the phone. She slumps forward when she spots me, pointing to the phone with an exaggerated cringe. By now, I know this means we won’t be having lunch together. Again.

	Trying not to feel dejected, I head to the conference room and find Celia scrolling through her phone. “Wanna grab a quick bite before your meeting? My treat.”

	“Sure.” She gathers all the envelopes she labeled and deposits them in the bin I left for her. “Any chance of that not being free labor?”

	“Nope. Consider it part of the payment for what you owe me.” I smile as I say it, wanting her to know I’m kidding—mostly—and have gotten over the stolen bath bomb. Plus two ruined sweaters.

	She rolls her eyes, but her lips quirk slightly. “Fine. I guess that’s fair.” She joins me at the door and we make our way to the elevators. “Okay, so if I won’t get paid for that, how about an actual paying job? That was boring as shit, but I could do it every day if I got paid. Or I could be a gopher. Fetch coffee for people, do photocopying, sort mail. Or you could teach me the ropes, and I could work for your marketing team.”

	Swallowing a sigh, I jab the down button when we reach the elevators. “We’ve been through this, Celia. You’ve never worked in an office environment and you have no marketing experience. If you go back to school and get a diploma or a degree, I’d be willing to put in a good word. Until then…” I don’t mention working together and living together would probably send me over the edge.

	The elevator arrives and we step inside. Celia stands as far away from me as possible, with her arms crossed and her face set in a petulant pout. When we arrive on the first floor, she pushes ahead to get off first, and then whirls around to face me. “Since you won’t get me a job here—”

	“Can’t, Celia,” I interrupt. “Can’t, not won’t. Let’s just make that distinction clear before you go on making me the bad guy.”

	She gives her standard huff. “Fine, can’t. Since you can’t get me a job here, will you at least drive me to my meeting at the employment office?”

	“I’m afraid I can’t do that either.” I swallow the guilt rising in my throat. I want to help Celia, I really do. Really do. Helping her is the same thing as helping myself; the sooner she has a steady job, the sooner she can get her own place or go to college or do anything that’s no longer living with me. “The office is all the way across town. I need to grab lunch and get back to work.”

	“Ugh, come on. Doesn’t being besties with the boss get you some special treatment? You bailed on work early yesterday. Can’t you take an extra long lunch and help me out?”

	The snide way she says ‘besties’ makes my hackles rise. I ignored her comment earlier about having the perfect best friend, but she’s pushed too many of my buttons this week. For some reason, she’s been down on Bridget since the moment they met. Bridget has been nothing but kind, asking Celia to join us for outings, inviting her along on our friend dates, bringing extra food whenever she comes over with takeout. I can only assume Celia’s issue is jealousy. At twenty-nine, Bridget has a career in which she’s moved through the ranks to become the boss, plus she has a drop-dead-gorgeous boyfriend who treats her like a queen. She’s got her shit together more than anyone I know, not to mention she’s the best friend and soul sister a girl could have.

	“I would if I could, Celia. I’ve got a deadline that needs to be met today, and I’m not staying late to finish. You have plenty of time to have lunch with me and then get the bus. The one that stops outside this building will take you straight to the employment aid office. I can give you change if you need it.”

	She stuffs her arms into her coat and swings her purse over her shoulder, nearly knocking out a man heading for the elevators. “Don’t do me any favors, Ivy.” She spins on her heel and heads for the exit.

	I almost call after her to tell her to at least have lunch with me, but the words die on my lips. Instead, I mutter, “I’ll remember you said that next time you ask me for a favor.” Ignoring the funny look from the guy Celia almost wiped out with her purse, I shake my head and make my way to the cafeteria. Foregoing the healthy options I’ve been trying to stick to lately, I make a beeline for the soup station, choosing an everything bagel and cream of broccoli soup. Calories and carbs be damned. At least there are chunks of broccoli floating in all that cream and cheese. If the cafeteria had a liquor license, I’d probably opt for a glass of wine right now, if not something stronger.

	After paying for my lunch and finding a seat far from anyone else, I dig in, trying to swallow my irritation along with the creamy soup. Sometimes I wonder if I’m too hard on Celia. If I’m bitter because I’ve been saddled with a whiny, snarky, demanding roommate when I was perfectly happy with my life the way it was. But then we have conversations like the one that just transpired, and it leaves me wishing Celia realized how lucky she is to have walked away without me throttling her.

	It was her comment about Bridget that made my defenses snap up quicker than usual. Celia is always making little digs about her, along with comments about how she doesn’t believe I’m not jealous or resentful of Bridget’s success. I’m not, though. Well, most of the time anyway. And whenever I do get jealous, I quickly remind myself I wouldn’t want to be the boss. The better pay doesn’t outweigh the long hours or the responsibility of overseeing a big team.

	I do, however, miss how things used to be. Before Bridget was promoted a year ago, she was a marketing consultant like me, and we worked side by side for five years. I miss the days of chatting while we worked, and meeting in the break room for a bit of gossip or to make plans. Now she’s so busy I feel like I practically have to schedule a meeting just to talk to her during the day. Not to mention since Bridget started her relationship with our former boss, David, we’ve gone from hanging out most evenings and weekends to seeing each other a couple times a week if we’re lucky.

	A chair screeches across the linoleum, startling me out of a daze. The spoon in my hand hovers halfway between the bowl and my mouth. My stomach gurgles, and I push the rest of my lunch away, my appetite fading. All this heavy contemplation is going to give me indigestion.

	Nothing feels like my own anymore. My apartment certainly isn’t my own. And as much as I try to deny it, it’s harder than I thought having to share Bridget. We’re still as close as ever—I don’t think anything could shake the sister-like bond we’ve formed over the last six years—and I don’t begrudge her being in a relationship, especially since David is pretty much the personification of Prince Charming. I just wish I had something that was all my own that I didn’t have to share.

	Gathering my things, I dump my tray at a cleanup station and head back to the elevators. There’s something else I’m beginning to realize I can no longer deny: I don’t like the person I’m becoming. At times, it feels like the air around me is toxic and I’m the one giving off the radioactive vibes. I don’t want to become my aunt: bitter, nasty, and downright insufferable. Something has to change. I just don’t know what, or how to make it happen.

	

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	

	Over the weekend, I was treated to silence from Celia. And it was a treat; her previous attempts at the cold shoulder have never lasted long, probably because she’d burst if she kept her snarky comments to herself. This time, though, from the moment I arrived home on Friday and asked how her meeting went—“Fine”—and what she wanted for supper—“Don’t care”—she didn’t utter another word. It allowed me to make plans without feeling guilty, so I spent most of the weekend with Bridget and her mom, watching movies and eating junk food. It’s always been our thing, even though it’s become less frequent in the last year. After feeling sorry for myself over my lack of recent girl time with Bridget, it was exactly what I needed.

	On Monday when I arrive home from work, Celia is sitting on the couch. Her stiff body language—as if she’s ready to spring to her feet the moment I walk in—paired with the way she whips around at the sound of the door, tell me she’s been waiting. That in itself would be enough to make me wary, but the Jack O’Lantern grin she plasters on her face turns the wariness to suspicion.

	“How was your day?” Her voice is pitched so high it sounds like she inhaled a dose of helium.

	“Fine…” I say slowly, setting my purse down and bending to undo my boots.

	Celia jumps up from the couch. “Wait!” I jerk upright so fast I nearly wrench my back. “Don’t take off your boots and coat. I was thinking we could go out for a bit. I know I’ve been difficult lately, and I’d like to make it up to you.”

	I bite my tongue to keep from correcting her about the ‘lately’ part. “That’s not necessary, Celia.”

	“I want to, though. An apology and a thank-you rolled into one.” She comes around the couch and leans against the back, studying me. “Do you remember that time my mama took us to the fair? She told your aunt she was taking us shopping for back-to-school clothes, but we went to the fair instead and completely ruined our dinner with slushies and cotton candy?”

	A smile tugs at the corners of my lips. “I remember.” I’ll never forget that day. It’s one of the few happy memories I have from my teens, likely because it doesn’t involve my aunt and uncle. It was even worth the hour-long lecture from Aunt Fan when I got home.

	“I was thinking maybe we could go spoil our dinner,” Celia says. “I know just the place. My treat.”

	It’s clear she’s up to something. Celia and I don’t hang out. We spend a lot of time in each other’s presence because we live in fairly close quarters, but I wouldn’t say the time we spend together is necessarily by choice. By some miracle, we like a lot of the same TV shows and movies, and since there’s only one television in the apartment, we both end up in the living room a lot. We don’t go shopping together or out for lunch or any of the things I do with Bridget. Still, maybe she’s actually trying, and I should stop always assuming the worst from her.

	“I suppose having dessert first is one of the perks of being an adult,” I say.

	She squeals in response and hurries over to grab her coat and boots.

	

	*****

	

	“This is some kind of joke, right?” I put the car in park and stare with wide eyes out the windshield.

	“Of course not!” Celia says, her voice taking on that high pitch again. “Why would you think that?”

	“Celia. Seriously?” I scoff, waving my hand toward the window. “This is where you want to eat? Here?”

	‘Here’ is Santa’s Village. Celia wouldn’t tell me where we were going when we got in the car, instead simply directing me as I drove. We had made it almost to the outskirts of Bellevue before she motioned for me to get off the highway. When we pulled into what looks like an elaborate movie set of the North Pole, I thought I must have been hallucinating. I know about Santa’s Village—a holiday theme park set on several acres of land and open from November through December—but I’ve never seen it firsthand. Now that I think about it, I’m surprised Bridget, being the Christmas lover she is, hasn’t dragged me here before.

	“Isn’t this place for little kids and families?”

	Celia shakes her head quickly. “No, plenty of adults come without kids. It’s a great date spot or a place for groups. There’s a café that has the best hot chocolate you’ve ever tasted.”

	“How do you know?” I ask, unable to keep the suspicion from my voice.

	Ignoring my question, Celia unhooks her seatbelt and reaches for the door handle. “You coming or not?”

	A clear sign I’ve been spending too much time with Celia: my first thought is to respond ‘or not’. My sense of adventure wins out over my desire to be contrary, though. I also have to admit I’m curious what Celia is up to. I unbuckle myself, stuff my keys in my purse, and follow Celia to the front gates. We approach a small red hut, where I expect we’ll have to buy tickets, but the elf inside—yes, elf, a young woman bedecked in red- and white-striped stockings, green and red dress, matching hat, and red pointy-toed booties—simply greets us with a hearty welcome and tells us to enjoy our visit.

	We step through the gates, and I have to force my feet to keep moving instead of stopping so I can stare in awe. I feel like I’ve been transported to the North Pole. An open space inside the gates is home to various food carts advertising everything from hamburgers and hot dogs to funnel cakes to eggnog and hot chocolate. Past that, several street-like lanes branch off with shops lining either side.

	“This place is unbelievable.” I spin in a slow circle to take it all in. Given the fantastical sight of this place, the people rushing past us, and the Christmas music filling the air from unseen speakers, I think I’m about thirty seconds away from sensory overload.

	“That’s one word for it,” Celia says. She gives my arm a tug and sets out in the direction of one of the food carts. “Ice cream?”

	“It’s November.”

	She shrugs. “We’re Canadian.”

	She has a point. There’s a chill in the air, but as we draw closer to the food carts, I feel heat coming from…somewhere. Like the music filling the air, the source of the warmth is a mystery. Celia orders a chocolate cone for herself and a mint chocolate chip one for me. I guess I’m predictable enough that she doesn’t need to ask. I feel like a little kid as we begin to wander, my head whipping back and forth to take in everything around us. There are shops with toys and games, an arcade, a chocolatier, and even a store dedicated to Christmas tree ornaments.

	Smiling elves roam around, stopping to take selfies with people and hand out candy canes. Laughter and happy voices fill the air, making me feel lighter than I have in weeks. This place is magical. What I can’t understand is how Celia is tolerating all this merriment. Just a few days ago, she was fired for complaining about Christmas music in November, and now she’s here in this fairytale-like place, surrounded by cheerful people, which usually makes her gag and roll her eyes.

	“Why are we here, Celia?” I ask, stopping abruptly.

	She nearly plows into me. “I thought you’d enjoy this place.” Her voice rises at the end, making it sound almost like a question.

	“I love it, but this type of thing usually makes you crawl out of your skin. Why are we really here?”

	She opens and closes her mouth wordlessly. Finally, she blows out a long sigh. “Okay, okay. Finish your ice cream and we’ll go get some hot chocolate. I’ll fill you in there.” Without waiting for a response, she starts walking again, this time with more purpose. I’ve just finished my cone and tossed my napkin in a garbage can when Celia ducks into a building and motions for me to follow.

	Inside, I’m greeted by warmth and the smell of fresh coffee and baked goods. There are mostly adults in here, sitting at tables or the counter that overlooks the street. Celia tells me to grab a seat while she goes to the front counter, where a man my age—the first employee I’ve seen who isn’t dressed as an elf—takes her order.

	Celia joins me a minute later at the small table I’ve chosen, carrying a tray with two mugs and a plate of sugar cookies. She sets one of the mugs in front of me. I can’t help but grin at the mountain of whipped cream and the scent of mint that tickles my nose. I’m already riding a sugar high from the ice cream, so I’m half tempted to tell Celia to forget whatever it is she needs to tell me, and we’ll just carry on with our evening as if I don’t know she’s keeping something from me.

	She chooses the moment I bite into a cookie to blurt, “I’m going to be working here.”

	Crumbs slide into my windpipe, making me splutter and cough. Celia watches with wide eyes as I take a sip of cocoa, which luckily isn’t scalding because of all the whipped cream. I clear my throat and let out a quiet laugh. “Thanks for that, Ce. Next time save your jokes for when I don’t have a mouthful.”

	Her brows form a V. “I’m serious, Ivy. I’m going to be working here.”

	Her insistence, paired with her serious expression, set me off. This time when I start laughing, it rolls out of me in uncontrollable giggles. Celia, working here. Here! The Canadian Christmas equivalent of the Happiest Place on Earth. A place where elves wander the streets greeting people with smiles, and an undeniable feeling of cheer and goodwill fills the air.

	Tears collect in my eyes from the force of my laughter, which I’m trying and failing to contain. The couple at the table a few feet away eye me with amusement, which doesn’t help. Finally, I manage to suck in a few deep breaths without lapsing into hysterics. As I wipe the moisture from my eyes, I glance at Celia, freezing when I see her sour expression. “Oh my god, you’re serious.”

	She gives a jerky nod. Her lips are compressed tightly and her cheeks are flushed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Celia blush before.

	“Wha—how—wh—” Shock prevents me from forming a coherent question. “How did this happen?”

	Celia picks up her hot chocolate and takes a long drink, avoiding my eyes. When she sets the mug down, she plucks a sugar cookie from the plate. Instead of eating it, she begins picking it apart, letting the crumbs collect in a pile on the table. “The employment agency wasn’t much help,” she says, still avoiding my gaze. “They didn’t even bother to hide their disdain when I went in. Let’s just say after going through my résumé, realizing I don’t have references from my last few jobs, and eliminating the things I’m not qualified for, there were slim pickings.”

	Celia is usually full of bravado—chin up, eyes blazing, ready to take on the world. Always ready for a fight, even when a fight isn’t necessary. Now, though, her shoulders are hunched and her chin has dipped so far it’s nearly touching her chest.

	“An older woman in the office took pity on me and offered me a ride home,” Celia continues. “We drove around for a bit and ended up passing by here. She asked if I’d ever been, and I told her this is the type of place my nightmares are made of.” She raises her head and gives me a small, rueful smile. “She didn’t say much after that. When we got to the apartment, she stopped me before I got out of the car and told me an attitude adjustment might go a long way in helping me get my life together. I was kinda pissed at the time, but then her words spun around in my head all night, and my thoughts kept coming back to this place.”

	Her cookie is now a heap of fine crumbs. I expect her to leave it or maybe collect them in her napkin to dispose of later. Instead, she scoops the crumbs into her hand and pops them in her mouth. Well. Okay then.

	“So on Saturday, I found the number for this place, and I called,” she says, bits of cookie flying out of her mouth. “I asked to speak to whoever was in charge of hiring new people, and I told them I was exactly what they never knew they needed. They were intrigued enough to agree to meet with me.”

	My mouth nearly drops open. “That takes more backbone than I thought even you had.”

	She snorts. “Right? I surprised myself too. Anyway, I mustered up all the confidence I could manage and I marched into management’s office and told them my idea.” She pauses, and I swear it’s for dramatic effect. She’s finally meeting my gaze again and the light is returning to her eyes, so I wait patiently for the big reveal. “I told them all the happy, smiley, sparkly-cheeked elves were great. That fairytale quality is what people expect when they come to a place like this. But every fairytale needs a villain. I told them what they’re lacking is a character like the Grinch or Scrooge. Nothing too scary or sinister—I’m not suggesting they add a Krampus to their roster of employees—but someone to wander the Village and spread a little bah humbug, you know? They could make it interactive and get the word out that if you ‘catch’ the character, they’re forced to spread some good cheer by handing out a ballot to enter a daily or weekly draw for a gift basket from one of the shops. Winner’s choice—one for adults, one for children, and one for families.”

	She pauses again, this time to take another sip of her hot chocolate. I’m speechless. Her idea is absolutely brilliant. “You came up with this all on your own?”

	“Yeah! My mind was spinning, desperately trying to think of what I could do for a job. I don’t want to work in retail. I’m not good with people, plus the repetition is so boring. I’m not qualified to start my own business or work from home, and I don’t have experience for an office job. Even if someone was willing to train me, my résumé is a joke. Between thinking about that and what the woman from the employment agency said about my attitude, this idea popped into my head. I figured at this point, what do I have to lose, you know? And it paid off, because they were interested in my ideas.”

	“Celia, that’s amazing. I’m impressed.” Really impressed. She’s been bugging me for ages about getting her a job at Quest, but I keep putting her off, not only because I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to work together, but also because she’s not qualified. With innovative ideas like this one, coupled with her spine of steel, she might actually be an asset to a marketing team.

	Her lips lift in the beginnings of a pleased smile, then quickly wobble and fall. “They said they truly did love the idea and think it would work well. They’d be taking a big risk, though—hiring someone with my lackluster employment background, plus the extra expense of the gift baskets. They said they’d be willing to give me a shot, but there’s a catch.”

	I attempt to ignore the voice in my head that says there’s always a catch when it comes to Celia. My pride in her clever idea and her bravery in approaching the management of this place overshadow my negativity. Celia is her own worst enemy most of the time; she knows she needs to work, and yet she always does something to sabotage each job, whether she means to or not.

	She seems excited about this job, though. Despite being a short-term gig—Santa’s Village closes just before Christmas according to a sign on the front gate—it would be something positive to add to her résumé. It might open up other employment opportunities for her, or perhaps the boost in her morale would encourage her to go back to school. Either option would mean her moving out, which would allow me to return to a life of blissful solitude. I’m all for that. This is my moment to be the encouraging, guiding presence her parents hoped I’d be when they begged me to take her in.

	“What’s the catch?” I ask.

	Celia drops her gaze to the crumbs left over from the decimated sugar cookie. She pokes at them, shifting them around until they form a tiny mound. “They’re still short a few part-time elves,” she says. “You can imagine the number of people it takes to keep this whole place running. They have plenty of full-timers, but not many people want to cover the short shifts because they’re only a few hours long.”

	She peers up at me. The imploring look she gives me makes my stomach drop. “They said if I could recruit at least one part-time elf, they’d hire me, complete with a bonus for coming up with such a great idea. And I…” She sucks in a deep breath and says the rest in a rush. “I told them I knew just the person.”

	“Who?” I croak, even though I already know the answer.

	“You.”

	

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	
	I’m wearing an elf costume. And not just any elf costume—the most elaborate elf costume I’ve ever seen. If Santa himself saw me right now, he’d scoop me up in his sleigh and take me to the North Pole.

	For what feels like the millionth time, my eyes rake over my reflection from the top of my red and green hat to the bells of my pointy-toed felt shoes. I’m standing on a small round platform in front of a full-length mirror in the dressing room of Santa’s Village. I’ve had a whole twenty-four hours to let Celia’s emotional blackmail—because let’s be honest, that’s what it was—sink in, and now here I am, being fitted for costumes for my new part-time job. Because the full-time career I already have isn’t enough, now I’ll be spending weeknights from six to nine thirty roaming Santa’s Village, doing a myriad of odd jobs until Christmas.

	The costume designer, a middle-aged woman named Bree, whose hair is as red as the stripes on my candy cane stockings, re-enters the room. “Here we go,” she says, brandishing a box with pins inside. “Just a few more adjustments and you’ll be set.” She slips her glasses from the top of her head into place on her nose, and sticks a few pins between her lips while assessing me. The costume—a long-sleeved green dress with red trim that hits me mid-thigh—is made out of thick material that’s surprisingly soft. 

	After some swift pinning, Bree steps back and does a visual sweep of me. “I think you’re good to go. I’ll have these ready for Monday. Come in a bit early to pick them up and get dressed, and then they’re yours to keep until Christmas.”

	I attempt to muster some enthusiasm as I say, “Great. Thanks, Bree.” The costumes are truly a work of art; it’s not her fault I allowed myself to get sucked into a job that requires me to wear them.

	Bree bustles from the room so I can get dressed in the jeans and pullover I arrived in. As I peel off the tights, I laugh to myself. I haven’t worn tights since I was a little girl and my mother used to dress me. How did I let this happen? How did I let Celia talk me into this?

	I fold the tights and leave them, along with the booties and hat on a chair for Bree. I can do this. Not only does Celia need this job, she also needs the boost in confidence that comes with basically creating her own title. It’s all for the greater good. At least that’s what I kept telling myself earlier as I was led around the grounds for orientation with a handful of other new recruits, most of whom were high school or college kids in need of part-time seasonal work. I’ve reconciled myself to being exhausted and having no life until Christmas.

	A small part of me reasons this will actually be a fun place to work. Orientation was led by Meredith, a woman around my age who’s one of the Village’s assistant managers, and who also happens to be a fellow elf. She made this seem like the ideal place to work. Half the staff have jobs in the same area every day, and the other half get rotating assignments to either wander the Village throughout their shift, or be in a specific area. I’m part of the latter group, which means I could be working as a greeter one day, in the wrapping station the next, in a shop the next, and so on. It all sounded a bit complicated at first, but Meredith assured me the place runs like clockwork and it’s easy once you get the hang of it. Compared to my day job, it seems like there’ll never be a dull moment here. Since I’ll likely be running on fumes most nights, it’s a good thing I’ll be busy.

	A soft tapping draws my attention to the door. I call for whoever it is to come in, and Meredith peeks her head around the door. “Got your costume fitted?”

	“Yep. Come next Monday, I’ll officially be one of Santa’s elves.”

	She gives me a dimpled grin. She’s the
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