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        NOTE:

        If you are reading this, thank you!

        If dirty Christmas themed talk is your thing, then get ready to get your bells jingled.

        I apologize in advance.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my beta reader "Carrie", thank you for indulging in my holiday shenanigans. You are on the top of Nick's...to-do list.
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          ELIVIA

        

      

    

    
      “Now, over your shoulder with a bit more pout, good. Look slightly down and to your right. There! DON’T MOVE!”

      *Click click click click click*

      “Okay, now give me seductive, alluring. Yes, sexy Mrs. Claus, you’ll melt the North Pole in that red lace garter and those heels that scream 'take me'!”

      I giggled, “Sven, darlin’, they’re called fuck me heels… for a good reason.” I should know as I proudly hold up my cherry red six-inch stilettos. Everyone's laughing at my explicit humor, but Sven looks horrified. He frowns, “Such filthy language should not leave those perfectly pouted lips.”

      Right, because pretty girls aren't supposed to curse.

      Whatever.

      Everyone I ever worked with is here to witness my final photoshoot. It's a double issue: A Winter Wonderland spread to send me off in style. It's my favorite time of year, and what better way than to give me my dream theme? We showcased all the best in holiday wear from sexy Mrs. Claus, the gorgeous Grinch, a naughty elf, and a red-hot Rudolph, complete with a cherry red nose and matching thong. Every Christmas fantasy your heart could ever desire. This shoot lasted three days, ending today with the most dramatic look, the Ice Queen lingerie. Think Frosty the Snowman's sexy young wife.

      I'm ready to say goodbye, finally! I’m over this fast-paced lifestyle, commuting from Garden City into metro New York in four-inch heels. I wake up at 5 a.m. to barely get to the office by 7:30 a.m. and work well after the sun goes down.

      I could have lived within city limits, but the thought of seven roommates in a tiny efficiency apartment. No way. Plus, the bathroom would be down the hall. You’ve heard the nightmare stories about filthy communal bathrooms.

      In Garden City, it feels like a noise barrier was placed around the city. I love the peace and tranquility of my apartment. I can hear birds chirping and the water running from a nearby tributary.

      It was a decent place for a small-time model for Sugar Sweet Lingerie, where 'He’ll buy ANYTHING to taste your honey pot.' As corny as it sounds, our quarterly catalog has two million subscribers and over 70 brick-and-mortar stores. Not bad for a company starting from the ground up, not backed by big-name corporations. No, they began with four local sponsors and now have over 100 international companies who love having their products in our magazine.

      But alas, my time is over; I gave them six years, and now I’m too old.

      I’m 28, by the way.

      In this industry, 25 is over the hill. I might as well set my dentures in a glass of Alka seltzer at the door and put on my warming shawl while knitting and watching Golden Girls.

      I have a meeting with my boss to discuss the next steps. I want to hone my managerial skills in a new location. They’re constantly expanding, and I know they have a few stores opening up soon, right before Christmas; maybe I’ll help there.

      “All right, my holiday beauty, I need you on the XXX pleasure pillow with the icy blue lace set. Makeup, it's time for the Ice Queen look! Everyone else reconvene in an hour and a half.” I sashay toward the dressing room to change into outfit #8 and the most detailed look.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nick

      

      

      I’ve barely heard the Chief talking about the upcoming holiday volunteer duties. My focus is on the town’s prestigious holiday decorating contest. My mom and dad participated and made it a family tradition for as long as I can remember. There was a period where they won six years in a row until my dad passed away suddenly, and not even a week later, my mom joined him. It’s the saddest, sweetest love story I’ve ever witnessed.

      When mom was in the hospital, she told me to compete to remind me of the good times, but my heart couldn’t take it. Every year, walking around and seeing the beautiful displays shattered me. I found myself reminiscing about seeing my mom stare lovingly at my dad while she held the ladder as he strung up the lights.

      I’m determined to win it to honor them and their eternal love. I will place it on the mantle next to their wedding photo and a funny picture they took in their ugliest holiday sweaters. Christmas meant a lot to my family, and I will continue the tradition as their only child. I see myself continuing this with my family in the future.

      If I ever find someone.

      Someone who wasn't a lying, manipulative, cheating wh…

      “NICOLAS!”

      “Huh?! Sorry, Chief.”

      “No need to apologize. You just volunteered as Santa for the company party and our week at the shopping center. Congratulations.”

      “But Chief, I got the annual holiday lights competition. I need all my free time to plan and execute.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time. That’s all, dismissed!”

      I groan, not being able to plead my case. I shuffle over to my locker as my buddy checks the gauges on his oxygen tank and buttons up his supplies.

      “Hey, hot Santa, are you ready to be groped and fondled by every woman in town?”

      “It’s not a bad deal unless one of my exes shows up. There’s a good chance Kendra could after having baby number five. Safe to say, I dodged a bullet. Besides, it’s better than being one of the reindeer or, worse, one of the elves in that dorky suit and elf shoes. I’ll be eye candy. I might even snag a date or two. So, what’s your holiday assignment?”

      He scratches the back of his neck, “Umm, I’m one of your dorky elf helpers. Chief even named me…” He was hesitating; it couldn’t be that bad, could it?

      “I'm Jingles McSnowflake.”

      I couldn’t stop the freight train of laughter roaring forward. It was from deep within. I tried my damndest to stop, but the name sounded like, “Jingle my snowflake!”

      This is definitely revenge from when Beckham pranked him by stretching plastic wrap across the Chief’s office door and covering it in shaving cream. Beckham rang the alarm, and Captain rushed out, hit the plastic wrap, slipped on the shaving cream, and the momentum caused him to end up on his ass. We ended up in a power drill session where he repeated that this was a 'one team, one fight' punishment but that this wouldn’t be Beckham’s only punishment. I guess he was right.

      I wipe the tears from my eyes. Beckham was not amused, but I could also see the uptick in the corners of his mouth.

      “Okay, you’ve laughed long enough. You're a terrible friend.”

      I’m trying to talk through the laughter, “And you know we have to take the station holiday photo. It'll hang proudly in the hallway; you’ll never live it down!”

      He smacks his forehead, “Fuck…I forgot! Kelly’s going to laugh like you did when she hears this. Ooh, it’s time for me to head home to see my girl. Four days without her feels like a month. Don’t call me for at least 24 hours. I’ll be busy.” He smirks, and I wave him off, trying to get that image out of my head as I begin my five days on-call at the station house.

      Sometimes, we do a 5/2 split week or the more common 4/3 split. I take the larger chunk because I'm single. It lets married and committed men get time with their families. I pull my blanket and pillow from my locker and throw them on the bed, plopping down to hatch my plan. No one would take this victory from me. I hope it stays quiet, at least for tonight.
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          ELIVIA

        

      

    

    
      *Knock knock*

      “Come in, Elivia.” I walk in and sit in front of his desk, slowly crossing my legs, exaggerating the motion before he shakes his head to focus. “Hey, Danny. The final shoot went well, so now you can put me in the old models' home for washed-up centerfolds.”

      Another quick glimpse, “Ohhh, you are more than a pair of gorgeous legs.” I shifted them a bit, causing him to jolt out of whatever fantasy he and my legs were in. “Right. So, tell me, where am I going? I want my quiet home with the white picket fence.”

      “Yes, I remember. My dear, you will be relocated to Asher Falls in northwest Pennsylvania. The boutique-style store is located in a shopping center, and you’ll be working with the sales associate on all aspects, including advertising, window display, and inventory. Are you really ready to give up the fast-paced life?”

      “More than ready. I’ve always been in the middle of a huge, bustling metropolis. First Chicago, now New York. I love those Hallmark Christmas movies with the beautifully snow-blanketed town, festive with decorations everywhere. I’m hopeful for a happy-ever-after holiday. This will be my first opportunity to decorate a real home for Christmas. I will have a 6-foot-tall Douglas fir instead of my 3-foot plastic sham of a tree. I’m so excited! I mean, I’m excited about the job opportunity, too.”

      “I’m sure. Call the moving company and put it on our account when you're packed and ready to go. Good luck there and thank you for all you’ve given us here.”

      I shake Danny’s hand, “It was my pleasure. I hope I blend in at Asher Falls.” He shrugs his shoulders, and I get what he's implying. To blend in, I’ll have to do something drastic. I can easily say goodbye to this long, straight boring hair and opt for beach waves: new town, new me.

      I’m ready to leave all this behind, the pollution-filled air, the stuffy, packed nightclubs, and especially the arrogant, pretentious douchebags. I wouldn’t tell Danny, but I wanted to fall in love like in those holiday movies. Surrounded by delicate snow flurries as he hoists me up and spins me around after I said yes to spending my life with him.

      But first, I had to find my dream home in my tiny mountain town.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nick

      

      

      Thank St. Florian, the patron saint of firefighters; my shift was pretty quiet. There were only a few calls, including an electrical fire at Mr. Swenson's shed because he was testing out his 47-year-old lights. He sustained moderate damage. We decided to confiscate the vintage hazards to avoid a future inferno. He was gearing up for the lights festival like everyone else in town.

      When my parents died, I angrily tossed all holiday-related materials in heartbroken rage. I didn’t understand what I did to deserve it. In retrospect, I should have stashed the decorations in the attic. I can replicate some of Mom’s favorites and, at the same time, create new memories. I put my bunk stuff back in my locker and headed home.

      When I pulled into my driveway, I noticed the ‘for sale’ sign next door had a big red ‘sold’ across it.

      Oh, joy, new neighbors.

      I turn on the news when I get inside, hoping to catch a promising snow forecast. Although it would make outside setup difficult, I've always loved the first blanket of snow. I sat for a moment to watch Lee Cunningham's report.

      "Well, folks, we're getting close to optimal conditions for a winter wonderland. I predict a snowstorm in the next three weeks, and we should have a white Christmas for the Annual Holiday Lights competition. The official countdown starts now and good luck to everyone entering the steep competition."

      After eating, I cleared all the forward-facing windows. Maybe this week, I'd clean the outside of my white two-story colonial with red shutters and matching door. You'd assume a traditional family lived here from the outside, but only one man is in this four-bedroom, three-bath home. It reminds me of my parent's house, and it's comforting. Besides, it has room to grow when it's time.

      After a few more deliveries over the next few days, I'm ready to show my neighbors how serious I am.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elivia

      

      

      I found the cutest mid-size cottage-style home! Although made primarily of brick and not wood, it is still cozy and comfy. It even has a traditional wood-burning fireplace! I can't wait to make it a boho-style paradise but, most importantly, show off my Christmas decorating skills. I may be the new girl, but I have a small-town heart. I'm so excited I scheduled the move immediately after I closed on the house.

      "Thank you, Kelly, for working around the clock for this to happen so quickly. I'm super excited!"

      "Of course, you're ready to live quietly amongst the trees."

      "Something like that. It's my version of settling down…well, without the man and children part."

      "Do you see that in your future?"

      "As long as he's not hung up on what I used to do as a lingerie model, I'd love that. Let’s keep that little tidbit between us. And to help separate from my former profession, I'm going to the salon for a new look. I'd like to be incognito since I’ll work at the boutique. The only people who might recognize me are the men who come with their wives or girlfriends. And I highly doubt they'll say anything. Could you imagine?" We burst out laughing. I look down at my watch. "Got to run. When you're available, let's have lunch in town. Maybe you can tell me where to find a decent guy."

      "Totally! We have a nice selection of attractive singles. A few officers, EMTs... Oh! The barista at the coffee shop is a hottie. I got lucky with a firefighter to call my husband."

      "Sounds promising. Well, I'll let you know when I arrive. See you soon!"

      As soon as I hung up, I was on the metro and seven stops later at Nancy's salon with only minutes to spare.

      "Elivia! Cutting it close." She greets me sarcastically, knowing my hectic schedule.

      I sat down, "Sorry, I was talking to my realtor. Wrapping up last-minute details." She runs her fingers through my hair, fluffing and shaking it around.

      "So, you're really leaving, huh? You've been saying this since you came here and became a supermodel."

      "I am not a…"

      "Hey, I knew I recognized you!" A guy in the waiting area with the catalog in his hand interrupts us. Nancy made sure her shop was one of our subscribers.

      "You're her!" He shows me the freshly printed issue of me in the sexy Mrs. Claus nightie, holding a plate of cookies and a glass of milk. He has the widest smile. "Because of you, I'm ordering this outfit for my girl. She's over there under the dryer."

      Of course, she is. You wouldn't approach otherwise.

      "So, can…could I get your autograph?" He produces a pen from seemingly out of nowhere.

      You just happened to have a pen? Okay.

      I signed it without a word and smiled. I sigh loudly as Nancy spins me to face the mirror, "Time to say hello to a new me. Shorten, highlight, and give me sexy beach waves, Nancy. I'm so ready!"

      Eight days later, with a couple of boxes and an overnight bag, I’m on Highway 280 in my black with peanut butter interior Lexus ES. The drive was peaceful, with periods of snow-blanketed forests, hills, and mountains. I stopped a couple of times to be in awe of these picturesque views.

      I hit the city limit around 9 p.m. Kelly said she'd leave the key in the mailbox. When I exited my car, it was much colder than New York, as I was north of the Susquehannock State Forest. The neighborhood was quiet and had a few streetlights to illuminate enough of the area not to look like a horror film. I look around and am in awe of how beautiful the houses look. I saw some starting to put up their lights; it was beginning to look festive. I ordered my decorations, which should arrive with my belongings or the next day, weather permitting. I yawn and feel the exhaustion of the long drive hit me like a ton of bricks. I grab my air mattress and overnight bag. Everything else can wait.

      Despite being exhausted, I’m up at 5 a.m., as usual. I moved the remainder of my stuff from the car inside, at 7 a.m. I was dressed in a cozy cream and black checkered knit sweater dress and tan riding boots, ready to find the grocery store. Because it’s such a small town, all the shops were centralized within a few blocks' radius. Maps said it was a five-minute drive. Before going further to the Asher Falls Market, I peeked at the shopping center where my new job would be.

      Judging by the stares at the grocery store, it’s safe to say they know there’s a new girl in town. I smile and say hello as I peruse the aisles for only a few items to get me through the week. I’d do the extensive shopping once I was settled in. The cashier is trying to scan and stare at the same time. He fumbles a few times but eventually gets the food bagged. “Will that be all, ma’am?”

      “Yes, thank you, Devon.”

      “You must be new in town. I've never seen someone so pretty.” His eyes went wide. I don’t think he was supposed to say that part out loud. He’s adorable.

      “Well, thank you. Yes, I got in last night.” He takes my bags and follows me to my car, placing them in the trunk. I tip him and head back home. The movers should be here any moment.
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          NICK

        

      

    

    
      I finished another shift at the station. It was a busy one, three medical emergencies, a call to the woods for an unauthorized bonfire, and a dumpster fire at the high school, damn kids. I thought I could sleep all day, but I couldn't due to all the beeping, clanging, and banging outside.

      On my day off, of course.

      All my current neighbors are usually considerate about my shift work, but of course, not the new guy.

      That’s strike one, buddy.

      I growl out my frustration while getting up. Everything's sore, and everything hurts. I didn’t bother to put on more than the boxers I had on.

      I needed coffee…and a chiropractor.

      When I round the kitchen, I have to shield my eyes against the sun. It was sitting outside the windows like a 10,000-watt searchlight. I yawn as I try to see the action happening next door from the dining room window while starting the pot. It was a small moving truck for a home that size. I spot a nice Lexus parked out front, but it doesn’t give me much context on my rambunctious neighbor. Such a small truck shouldn’t take too long to unload—perhaps another bachelor to hang out with.

      Unless he's a douchebag.

      I head upstairs with my coffee to layer up; it’s downright frigid outside. I glanced out my bedroom window that faces the new neighbors. I watched the movers form a receiving line to put the boxes into the house. After bundling up, I finally go outside to the garage and take the snowmen two by two.

      *Crash*

      "What the hell?! Are you kidding me?! Those are platinum $2300 Chateau Baccarat crystal wine glasses!"

      My ears perk up. That is definitely not a man. I see a dirty blonde in a cream-colored dress and knee-high boots leaning against the door. She hugged herself for warmth and frustratingly voiced her concern about how they handled her stuff. She huffed, throwing up her hands before stepping back inside. From her casual stance but sexy attire, I concluded she had to be married. No one like her ever moves here alone. Plus, $2300 wine glasses? Her husband must be one of those six-figure executives. I can pack away that seven-second fantasy I just had. I was still curious about who she was. Plus, it’s rude if you don’t welcome your new neighbors.

      After dinner, I packed my bag for another shift in a couple of days—first, my snack bag, then my uniforms and basics upstairs. I came out with my travel toiletry bag in one hand while brushing my teeth with the other. I chuck it in my backpack before glancing outside. The moving truck was finally gone, and the neighborhood resumed its peaceful bliss. I go back to finish my routine and glimpse out the window when I return to bed. The top-floor window lights were on. She had only added those sheer white curtains, which were pulled back. I felt like a creeper; any minute, her husband would walk in and see her perverted neighbor leering at his wife. But I took the risk without rhyme or reason, except I wanted to get a better look at her.

      I finally saw movement and switched off my light because that didn't make me look even creepier. She walked in and stopped right in front of the window. She wore a short black silk robe and pulled it up as she looked in the mirror. I don't know if she was judging her looks, but she was stunning from what I could see. She slowly untied her robe and let it fall off her shoulders. What was underneath was definitely meant for someone else. It was a black sheer lace bra and boy short set. I didn't realize I had stepped right into her view until I saw her look at me.

      Oh shit!

      I was frozen! I expected her to shriek like a banshee seeing her half-naked neighbor gawking into her bedroom or calling the cops. We locked eyes for what seemed like forever until she smirked before flicking her lights off. I'm still in shock about what happened. I look down and realize that I’m groping myself. I groaned, hoping I wasn’t doing it while staring, but it felt so good.

      "Great, just great." The most awkward part about this? Knowing I can’t avoid meeting my new neighbor or neighbors...
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elivia

      

      

      I went into town early to the little coffee shop I saw. Plus, I remember what Kelly said about a hot barista. Besides, who couldn't go for a steaming hot cup of Joe?

      I threw on some leather leggings with a tan off-the-shoulder top and matching heels, found my plaid shawl, and hopped in my car that I had auto-started five minutes ago. It is essential when battling even the coldest of temperatures. My breath is visible as I try to lock my front door before freezing to death. I ease down my steps cautiously and glimpse at my peeping tom neighbor's house. The truck that was parked out front yesterday wasn't there. He must be an early riser, but what he wasn't was inconspicuous.

      I'll admit that seeing him stare at me in my lace set was surprising, yet I felt a rush of adrenaline before I turned off my lights. Why wasn’t I freaked out? Being in front of a camera has numbed me and made me enjoy the attention. It's a form of exhibitionism.

      Besides, I have the last six years of my career in my dresser cabinet. It makes me feel like a bombshell. He proved my point when I saw his hand disappear below the windowsill. I smirk, thinking he rubbed one out, fantasizing about me.

      This is crazy. I don't even know him! What I saw wasn't half bad, though. I know the official meeting will be awkward, given the circumstances. No matter: I'll deal with it when it happens.

      *Ding*

      “Good morning, and welcome to Coffee Heaven. What can I get you?”

      Wow, Kelly wasn’t kidding; he was hot. He was of average height, but his smile was perfect, and his green eyes were mesmerizing. I felt myself smiling like a high schooler, probably blushing like one.

      I leaned forward to read his name tag, and he also seemed to inch forward. “Hello, Xavier.” He holds out his hand, and I grab it, thinking he'd give it a friendly shake, but he kisses it ever so gently.

      “Hello, beautiful. You must be new to our town. I would have noticed someone so radiant. What can I make for you?”

      “Double shot espresso macchiato and a banana, please.”

      “Right away. You must be a city girl with such a fancy order. I usually don’t make those, but I'll do my best to satisfy my new customer. So, how did Asher Falls get so lucky?” He faces the machine while preparing my drink.

      “I’m working at the new Sugar Sweet boutique in the shopping center. I have dreamed of the small-town life since I lived in NYC, and now I have my perfect home in a quiet neighborhood. I know I’m going to love it here. How long have you been here?”

      He slides over my order, “All my life, sweetheart. I don’t think I could ever do big city living. Too much, too fast. Besides, I'm a big deal around here.”

      Is he flirting? Am I?!

      “It was very fast paced.” I chose to ignore the flirtation. He had potential, so we'll see.

      “Well, I won’t hold ya. Since I know where you work, I will surely see you around.” I pay and leave a nice tip. “See you around,” I say flirtatiously, or at least I hoped it was. I was never good at it.

      When I got to my car, I set my cup in the holder, scanning for some decent music, thankful my seats were still warm and heating up as I searched. I hear a hiss and see a fire truck parking in the dirt lot. It’s like a clown car but full of sexy, sweaty firemen. They’re all in tactical gear as they enter the shop. Damnit! I knew I should have stayed there. I could have perused the catalog. But I must get to the boutique and introduce myself.
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          NICK

        

      

    

    
      I’m surprised the Chief is treating us to coffee this morning. We came in at 5 a.m. to practice drill, which may have been our most sluggish response yet. We got into the practice house, extracted the family, and put out the fire in ten minutes when the average time was slightly over six. He screams, “Not good enough; what’s the deal?”

      Manning replies, “I need better than our cheap freeze-dried house coffee. I need a double, maybe a triple shot. I haven’t recovered from the last call. Did they find out whose dumb ass kid had the party with the bonfire?”

      “Yeah, Van Redding’s kid. They sold his car and donated the money between our firehouse and the police department. Kid’s going to the University of Chicago without his precious cherry red Camaro.” We all laugh as we hop into the engine. We park in the dirt lot because the shop’s parking lot is too small, and a car is already in a space. We don’t want to damage that nice….Lexus. My mind knows because no one else has that specific type. Not many have a car of that caliber period, except the Van Redding’s, who own the factory that makes all the delicious pastries in the tri-state area.

      I match my steps with Bryson on the way to the door; he’s a tree trunk of a firefighter. He’s the big buff guy plastered on calendars with a tiny, adorable kitten that women buy ten copies of. I needed to confirm it was her without her seeing me. I’m not ready for the 'Nice to meet you, sorry I saw you half-naked while I touched myself’ talk.

      I peek around his torso and see her sipping her drink and messing with the dashboard. Suddenly, she looks in our direction, and I straighten back up to hide before rushing inside.

      “You okay, Nicholas?” Bryson asks while ducking to clear the doorway. I tell you; he is massive. He doesn’t need a ladder to rescue anything from a tree. “Huh, yeah, fine.”

      After we placed our orders, I slid over to the end of the counter where Xavier was working hard. “Hey, Xav, did a new girl come into the shop today?” I didn’t want to seem too obvious.

      “Oh, yeah. A stunningly gorgeous dirty blonde was here not long ago, but I didn’t get her name. Ironic, huh?” As he jots all the names on the cups. “But I did find out she’s working at that new lingerie shop at the center. I'm not surprised. She looks like she could model every sexy outfit, too. I don’t even have a girl, but I’ll be there for the opening.”

      Now, that’s a bit of arousing information.

      “Why, you interested?” He quickly interrupted my thoughts with that jarring question.

      “She lives next door. I should know who’s moving into my neighborhood.”

      “Perhaps checking out the competition? I heard you’re finally entering the contest after all this time. They’d be happy to hear that.” Referring to my parents.

      I think I checked her out enough last night, but he did have a point; she could be another competitor in the contest.

      “Yeah, right. Nobody’s going to take that title from me.”

      “What about Mrs. Lindstat? She’s been champion for the last three years.”

      “I’ll respectfully wipe the floor with Mrs. Lindstat.”

      He chuckled, “Right. All right, fellas, orders are up!” Everyone grabs their cups and returns to the firehouse for more tedious training.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elivia

      

      

      “Hello?” I walked into the quiet shop, but no one was in sight. I gauge the setup and see a few immediate changes that need to be made. The more 'advanced' lingerie was placed on the mannequins, but for such a small town, we should start slowly and perhaps put the bubble gum pink high-quality leather bondage set and electric red fur cuffs away for now. I'll need to call HQ and make suggestions from my immediate observation for future store openings.

      “Hello?” I tried again.

      “Oh, hello, sorry!” I hear a voice coming closer. “I was looking through the inventory to see if we can tame down some already set up displays.” A cute, pixie-cut blonde girl with tortoiseshell glasses puts down a box to shake my hand. She looks like she’s in awe. “Wow. You even dress like a gal from the big city. My name is Angellica. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Elivia, nice to meet you, too. I was thinking the same thing about the display. They won’t come in if they see the Lover’s deluxe leather bondage set. It’s the holidays, so we should display the Mr. and Mrs. Claus set, the reindeer peek-a-boo jumper, the sexy Elf, and some common pieces. Did they send any holiday decorations?”

      She pushes her frames up, “Not that I have seen, but I haven’t gone through all the boxes. There are so many! I hope we can open in time.”

      I set down my cup, purse, and shawl, walking around. The sound of my heels excites me sometimes. “It can be done. You’ve been here the past week and have done an incredible job. Now that I’m here, I can help finish the rest. If there are no decorations, it's no problem; I’ll pick some up.”

      “Ohhh, probably not. I’m sure the store has been wiped clean by now. The annual holiday decorating competition is underway and is serious business in Asher Falls. You’d be lucky to find a candy cane around these parts.”

      Hmm, my competitive side is intrigued. I always loved the movies where friends who secretly love each other decorate the outside of one of their homes. Then the girl slips, he catches her, and they share their first kiss amidst the snow flurries.

      “Elivia?” I snap out of my daydream to see Angellica looking concerned. “Oh, sorry, just thinking about one of those Hallmark movie scenarios. Anyway, I have plenty coming to my house and can always express ship more if necessary. This competition sounds like fun; maybe I should enter!”

      “Well, go right ahead, but it can get vicious. I mean, it’s no joke! Mrs. Lindstat won the last three years; before that was the Nicholas’s, but…” Her face fell, and she clutched her chest dramatically. “Mr. Nicholas died, and not a week later, his wife died of a broken heart. It’s…so sweet and tragic. Could you imagine a love so strong you follow each other into the afterlife?” She wiped a tear away while swooning over their love story.

      I felt my stomach drop and my heart flutter. “Sounds like they shared something extraordinary. I can only hope for a love like that.”

      “Me, too. I heard their son is entering the contest in their memory.”

      “Is there a formal sign-up?”

      “Yeah, down at city hall. I think you better do it today; the deadline is tomorrow.”

      “Okay, only after we get this place set up. I’ll work on the main display case, and you work on the showroom floor. Oh, make sure we have all available sizes on display. A woman of any size deserves to find something and feel beautiful. Let’s get to it.”

      Ten hours later:

      Whew! I am exhausted! We arranged the front display and made the
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