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      An elf with big, pensive eyes and a skinny, waif-like face stared at Kyle from the mirror. Kyle leaned on the counter, palms on either side of the sink, and blinked. The elf blinked back.

      Oh, God.

      A minute ago, he’d been a blond, gray-eyed guy, and now—

      Now he was an elf. And not just any elf, but a girl elf.

      Goddam Vince. He had to have gotten the girl costume on purpose. Plotting a stupid joke to get Kyle back for rejecting his proposal. Was Kyle crazy for saying no? An icy wave of worry broke over his skin. What if Vince left him?

      Well, what if he didn’t? Wouldn’t marrying Vince be like embracing chaos? A crazy rollercoaster of a life when all Kyle wanted was to get off the fucking rollercoaster for once?

      And anyway…

      “He doesn’t care about me getting this promotion,” he muttered to the long-haired chick in the glass.

      Who didn’t look like she gave a good goddam about Kyle’s predicament. Or that he was an elf when he was supposed to be Bob Cratchit. How did the damn costume shop get this screwed up? There was zero connection between a poverty-stricken Victorian era clerk and Bambi the Friendly Christmas elf.

      He was screwed.

      “Isn’t going as Bob Cratchit a little passive-aggressive?” Vince had asked, sipping his morning coffee with sleepy-eyed contentment. One of the few mornings they’d done more than pass each other in the hallway.

      “How is it passive-aggressive? Bob Cratchit is a Christmas character. From Scrooge. The most Christmassy of all Christmas stories.”

      Vince had smiled over the rim of his cup before he swallowed and said, “Christmassy?”

      “It’s a word.”

      “If you say so. I still think it’s passive-aggressive to go to a party where the winner of the promotion will be announced as the penniless clerk of a heartless, anti-Christmas boss.”

      Well, no worries about that now, because Kyle wasn’t going to be the winner. Not in this costume. What the hell would his boss think? His conservative, probably homophobic boss, though Kyle didn’t know that for sure. But Ashwood Grove wasn’t exactly a bastion of gay pride. Kyle wasn’t in the closet really, but this? What if he lost the promotion? Was that Vince’s plan? Hot-blooded, artistic, humanity-loving Vince. The guy was so damn comfortable in his own skin he made Kyle want to crawl right out of his.

      Such a mismatch. What if Vince got tired of him? Stopped noticing him? And why wouldn’t he? Kyle was tired himself too. He’d been fine until that damn proposal had made him act like a complete asshole. Buy me a car first.

      Who said things like that?

      Your mother.

      Oh, yeah.

      “Hey, babe.”

      “You aren’t putting any makeup on me,” he growled through the bathroom door.

      Alissa’s laugh rang out. “Oh, come on. Be a good sport. It’s Christmas.”

      Kyle sighed, swiped his clammy palms off on his red velvet skirt, and yanked open the bathroom door. “This is the men’s room, you know.”

      Alissa cocked her head and flashed him a dimpled smile. “Well, you probably shouldn’t be in there then, should you?”

      “Very funny. I belong where I identify.”

      She grabbed his hand and dragged him down the hall to the office kitchen, which was luckily empty because everybody was downstairs in the main conference room.

      “Sit there.”

      She pointed him to a chair and opened a pink plastic toolbox crammed full of cosmetics and bottles of nail polish. “You see…” He leaned his elbow on the table and peered at her cache of paints and dusts and sparkles. “The boss is going on a month long cruise tomorrow, and his personal assistant is reduced to selling Avon to get by.”

      Alissa barked out a laugh. “I don’t sell Avon, though…” She straightened and tapped her sooty little chin with a tube of lipstick. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      For somebody who adored makeup and shoes with heels that rivaled stilts, coming to the Christmas party as a chimney sweep was an odd choice.

      “What made you pick your costume?”

      She chewed her lip while she loaded a brush with cotton-candy-pink blush, then straddled his knees and smiled. “It was Scotty’s. His class put on Mary Poppins, and he played Dick Van Dyke’s part.”

      Her ten-year-old son, which explained why the costume fit her. She should have come to the party as Tinker Bell or somebody else as equally fluttery. How he’d become such good friends with her was as much a mystery to him as how he’d ended up with Vince. But Alissa was just as unflappably good-natured. All Kyle’s thoughts revolved around money. Not having any. Going without.

      “I’m screwed,” he muttered.

      “You are not.” She pulled back and examined his face with the focus of a diamond cutter. “You’re perfect to manage the team, and you’ve earned it. Look what you did with the Christmas party. Best turnout yet. And on Christmas Eve. A costume party was a fabulous idea.”

      “It kinda blew up in my face. I think Vince planned this.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Why would he do that? Personally, I think you should thank him. Coming as Bob Cratchit is what might have blown up in your face.”

      “Bob Cratchit is Christmas.”

      “Close your eyes.” She tipped his head back. “You need a little sparkle. Christmas elves are fun, Kyle, and taking a dig at your boss is a bad idea.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “That’s how Dave’ll see it. He pays us for shit.”

      Kyle’s eyes snapped open.

      “Hey,” said Alissa.

      “You swore. You never swear.”

      She sighed and put her hand back on his forehead. “Let me finish. It’s almost the new year and maybe time for you to think about a change, even if you do get this promotion. You can open your eyes now.”

      “Why would I do that? I can advance.”

      Besides, Kyle’s thing was rock-solid security, not change.

      “Honey, this is a private company. Dave has a son. Trust me, he isn’t leaving this business to you. Do we make a living here? I don’t. Seriously, I’d be hard put to make ends meet, but I don’t need another job. I live five minutes away, which gives me time at home, and that’s important to me. We make money for somebody else. And I don’t like a lot of our clients. You can do so much better than this, and you’re so young.”

      “I’m thirty, and you’re only thirty-seven.”

      “I feel old.” She laughed and dug a peach-colored jar out of her toolbox. “Look at Vince. He’s happy driving a cab and painting on his days off. You don’t need money to make you happy.”

      Well, that was a lie told so many times to pacify the poor it had no life anymore. Kyle had been poor. He knew what it was like when the cereal box was empty because one of his drug-addled, so-called stepfathers had eaten it all and the only milk in the fridge was sour.

      The lack of food had gotten to the point of scaring him. Scaring him enough to filch it from the grocery store one time. The fear of
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