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Barry stepped through the glass doors of Hillside Junior College with a folder tucked under one arm and his phone in the other. December second, ten-fifteen AM. The visit would take eight minutes...tops. He'd calculated the route, factored in parking, even pre-filled the delivery confirmation on his phone.

What he hadn't factored in was the sensory assault waiting inside.

Tinsel exploded across every available surface. Red and green garland strangled the doorframes. A miniature inflatable snowman wobbled near the radiator, wheezing out air through a tiny tear. Somewhere, a radio crooned about chestnuts roasting, though Barry suspected actual fire code violations were more likely than any festive ambiance.

He approached the front desk, adjusting his glasses.

"Hi! Welcome to Hillside. Can I...oh wow, you look official."

Barry blinked.

The sweater the woman behind the counter wore was a crime against fashion. Bright red, emblazoned with a reindeer whose nose blinked. Her dark hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and her eyes, warm and lively, studied him with open curiosity.

"I'm here to deliver tax documentation," he said, lifting the folder like evidence.

"Right. Of course you are." She grinned, reaching for the folder. Her fingers brushed his, and Barry pulled back just slightly. "I'm Michelle. You must be from Travers & Co?"

"Barry Travers."

"The actual Travers?" Her eyebrows shot up. "Aren't CEOs supposed to have assistants for this kind of thing?"

"I prefer to handle important matters personally."

"Tax forms are important matters?" Michelle's smile widened. "Man, you must throw *wild* parties."

Barry's mouth twitched. Was that... amusement? "Accuracy isn't negotiable."

"Neither is fun, but here we are." She flipped open the folder, scanning the contents with surprising efficiency. "These look good. I'll get them to Linda in Finance."

"Thank you."

He should leave. The transaction was complete. Eight minutes, right on schedule.

But Michelle tilted her head, and the blinking reindeer's nose caught the overhead light.

"That's quite the sweater," Barry heard himself say.

"This?" She plucked at the fabric. "Rudolph here is a holiday icon. You should try it sometime. Loosen up a little."

"I'm plenty loose."

"Sure you are." Her grin turned impish. "I bet you color-code your socks."

Barry said nothing, which was not a confirmation.

Michelle laughed, and the sound did something strange to his chest. He glanced at his watch. Twelve minutes. Somehow, he'd lost four entire minutes.

"Well," he said, backing toward the door. "Good day."

"See you around, Mr. Travers."

He walked to his car, slid behind the wheel, and sat there for a full thirty seconds before starting the engine.

What just happened?

***
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MICHELLE STARED AT the tax forms, tapping her pen against the desk in a rhythm that would've driven Mr. Rulebook absolutely insane.

She pulled out her phone.

**Michelle:** okay so the hottest robot I've ever seen just walked into my office

**Kayla:** It's 10:30 am

**Michelle:** your point?

**Kayla:** my point is you've been at work for two hours. How have you already met someone?

**Michelle:** He delivered tax forms HIMSELF. personally. like they were state secrets

**Kayla:** ...tax forms

**Michelle:** I KNOW RIGHT

**Kayla:** this is the man you're calling hot

**Michelle:** listen, he had this whole Clark Kent thing going. glasses. pressed shirt. Probably, he irons his underwear. but like... jaw for DAYS

**Kayla:** you're bored

**Michelle:** I'm INTRIGUED. There's a difference.

**Kayla:** what did you say to him

**Michelle:** I may have implied he color-codes his socks

**Kayla:** MICHELLE

**Michelle:** HE DIDN'T DENY IT

Michelle grinned at her phone, ignoring the blinking cursor on her computer screen. She had emails to answer, event schedules to complete, and at least three voicemails from parents asking about winter registration. Her desk was a colorful mess of sticky notes, a penguin mug, and multiple staplers.

Beautiful, functional chaos.

Then Barry Travers had walked in with his folder and his schedule and his "I prefer to handle important matters personally," and Michelle couldn't help herself.

She enjoyed poking at things that seemed too rigid. Seeing if they'd crack. Bend. Surprise her.

Barry hadn't cracked. But he'd twitched. Just a little. Right when she'd mentioned fun.

**Kayla:** Are you going to see him again?

**Michelle:** probably not. He delivered the forms, and the job was done. Now he is back in his spreadsheet cave.

**Kayla:** you sound disappointed

Michelle chewed her lip, watching Rudolph's nose blink on her chest.

**Michelle:** maybe a little

**Michelle:** holidays make everyone interesting though, right? even uptight accountants

**Kayla:** you're ridiculous

**Michelle:** you love me

**Kayla:** unfortunately

Michelle set her phone down, glancing at the folder Barry had brought. Professional. Precise. Completely by the book.

Kind of hot.

She shook her head, laughing at herself. "Get it together, Alvarez."

But she didn't delete his name from her mental highlight reel.

Michelle thumbed through the tax packet one more time, sipping cold coffee from her penguin mug. Most of it made sense, vendor payments, payroll reconciliations, the usual end-of-year financial gymnastics that made her grateful she wasn't in Linda's department.

Then she paused.

Line item thirty-seven. Silver Goose, LLC. Payment issued December 25th for landscaping services.

She squinted at the figure. Twelve hundred dollars.

"Landscaping," she muttered, flipping to the attached receipt. "On Christmas Day."

The campus closed for winter break, and everyone knew that. The janitorial staff took off, the cafeteria went dark, and even Professor Rhodes disappeared to visit her sister upstate.

So who allowed landscaping work on a holiday?

Michelle grabbed a neon orange sticky note and scrawled *Silver Goose??? Dec 25???* across it, slapping it onto the page. She pulled out her phone and typed the vendor name into Google.

Nothing.

No website. No business listing. Not even a sketchy Yelp review.

"Weird," she said to Rudolph, whose nose blinked in silent agreement.

She set the packet aside, drumming her fingers on the desk. It could be a typo. Fat-fingered data entry. Linda's assistant had only started in October, and everyone makes mistakes during their first budget cycle.

Michelle glanced at the phone number listed on the receipt. Local area code. She considered calling, but what would she even say? *Hi, are you a real company or did someone just make you up?

Her inbox chimed with forty-three unread emails and counting. The winter festival committee needed her input on booth assignments. Registration forms were overdue. And she still hadn't confirmed the caterer for the staff holiday party.

"Later," she decided, tucking the packet into her desk drawer. "Probably nothing."

But she took a photo of the line item with her phone.

Just in case.

Michelle had learned over three years at Hillside that "probably nothing" had a funny way of becoming "definitely something" right when you least expected it. If Barry Travers showed up again with his pressed shirts and his serious eyes, she wanted to have her facts straight.

Even if those facts involved a mysteriously invisible landscaping company and a Christmas Day miracle nobody remembered.

Michelle arrived at her desk the next morning juggling her bag, phone, and a to-go cup that threatened mutiny with every step. She dropped everything onto her chair, then froze.

A small box sat dead center on her keyboard. Wrapped in brown paper, tied with simple twine.

"Okay," she said to the empty office. "That's not creepy at all."

She poked it. Shook it gently. No ticking. No ominous sloshing. So far, so good.

The paper tore easily, revealing a white cardboard box. Inside, nestled in tissue paper: a ceramic partridge that was hand-painted,and ridiculously charming. It was a pear-scented candle. A small tag dangled from the bird's base, marked with a single number.

*1*

Michelle turned the ornament over. No signature. No message. Just the number and the gift itself, which smelled of cinnamon and winter orchards.

"What the..."

She grabbed her phone.

**Michelle:** did you sneak into my office?

**Kayla:** good morning to you too

**Michelle:** KAYLA. did you leave something on my desk

**Kayla:** ...no? I'm at the gym. why

**Michelle:** because there's a PARTRIDGE on my keyboard

**Kayla:** a what

**Michelle:** like the Christmas song. twelve days. partridge in a pear tree. someone left me the FIRST ONE

**Kayla:** that's actually kind of adorable

**Michelle:** WHO DOES THAT

**Kayla:** a secret admirer obviously

**Michelle:** I work at a junior college surrounded by teenagers and Professor Rhodes

**Kayla:** so you're saying it's Professor Rhodes

Michelle snorted, setting the partridge beside her monitor. The ceramic caught the light, and she had to admit that it was perfect. Not too cute, not too plain. Just right.

She glanced around the office. The building was quiet this early. A few faculty members shuffled past in the hallway, clutching coffee like lifelines. Nobody looked particularly suspicious. Nobody winked or lingered.

**Michelle:** what if it's from a student

**Kayla:** then they have excellent taste

**Michelle:** or what if it's a prank

**Kayla:** free candle. free bird. I'm failing to see the downside.

Michelle picked up the partridge again, running her thumb over the smooth glaze. Whoever left this knew the song. Knew her desk. Knew she'd appreciate something whimsical and seasonal.

That narrowed it down to... basically everyone who'd ever met her.

"Fine," she muttered. "Mystery partridge it is."

***
[image: ]


BARRY LEANED BACK IN his chair, squinting at his laptop screen as if it might offer better advice. The search history told a damning story:

*partridge gifts professional boundaries* 

*Twelve Days of Christmas modern interpretation* 

*how to give gifts anonymously without seeming unhinged*

He closed the browser and then opened it again.

Typed: *what are turtle doves exactly*

"Please tell me you're researching a client."

Barry's head snapped up. Nolan stood in the doorway, coffee in one hand, judgment radiating from every pore.

"I'm working."

"You're Googling turtle doves." Nolan stepped inside, kicking the door shut with his heel. "At nine forty-seven AM. On a Wednesday."

Barry said nothing, which was absolutely not a confession.

Nolan's eyes widened. "Oh, my goodness. You're doing it. You're actually doing the twelve days of Christmas thing."

"I don't know what you're..."

"The partridge. The college. That woman from yesterday who made you lose four minutes of your extremely regimented schedule." Nolan dropped into the chair across from Barry's desk, grinning like he'd just won the lottery. "You delivered tax forms *personally* so you could see her again, and now you're wooing her with themed gifts."

"I'm not wooing anyone."

"Barry. Buddy. A friend of mine who color-codes his socks." Nolan leaned forward. "This is a rom-com setup that ends with either a proposal or a restraining order. There's no middle ground."

Barry removed his glasses, pinching the bridge of his nose. "It's a thoughtful gesture. Anonymous. No pressure. She seemed like someone who'd appreciate..."

"Whimsy?"

"...creativity."

"Right. Because nothing says 'I'm totally normal' like leaving mysterious gifts on someone's desk for twelve consecutive days."

Barry replaced his glasses, meeting Nolan's gaze with what he hoped was dignity. "Are you finished?"

"Not even close." But Nolan's smirk softened. "What's Day Two?"

"Turtle doves."

"Obviously. But what *form* do the turtle doves take? Because if you're planning to leave actual birds..."

"Bookends." Barry pulled up an image on his phone. "Carved wood. Local artisan. Subtle."

Nolan studied the photo, then nodded. "Okay, that's... actually not terrible."

"Thank you."

"Still creepy. But quality creepy."

Barry almost smiled.

"Help me pick something for Day Three," he said.

Nolan's grin returned, sharp and delighted. "Oh, we're doing this. We're really doing this."

"Apparently."

"This is the best day of my life."

****
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MICHELLE SAT AT LUNCH with two other admin assistants, half-listening to complaints about the new printer and someone's disastrous attempt at gluten-free cookies. The partridge ornament gleamed from its spot beside her monitor, visible through the open office door.

She might mention it. Right now. Say, *hey, the weirdest thing happened* and turn the mystery into gossip, let the whole story spill out over reheated leftovers and speculation.

But her mouth stayed shut.

"Michelle? Are you even listening?"

She blinked, refocusing on Janet from Student Services. "Sorry. What?"

"I said, are you coming to the ugly sweater thing on the seventh?"

"Probably, yeah." Michelle poked at her salad, suddenly distracted by the fact that sharing the partridge felt... wrong. Not scary-wrong. Just private-wrong. Like opening a birthday card in a crowded room instead of alone.

She excused herself early, heading back to her desk. The partridge caught the afternoon light, casting a tiny shadow across her keyboard. Michelle adjusted it, turning the ceramic bird to face her instead of the door.

Personal.

That's what this was. Someone had chosen this for *her". Had thought about what she'd like, wrapped it carefully, left it where only she would find it. That kind of attention didn't deserve to be dissected by the break room gossip mill.

Not yet, anyway.

By five-thirty, Michelle had checked her desk drawer six times for no reason, reorganized her pens, and refreshed her email twice in four minutes. She grabbed her coat, slinging her bag over one shoulder.

Paused.

Turned back.

The partridge sat exactly where she'd left it, innocent and infuriatingly silent about its origins.

"Tomorrow," she told it. "If there's something tomorrow, then it's a thing."

But walking to her car, Michelle pulled out her phone and opened a fresh note. Her thumbs hovered over the screen.

*Partridge ornament. Who?*

She stared at the words. Added: *Brown paper. Twine. Number 1.*

Then deleted the whole thing without saving.

Because admitting she cared enough to track clues meant admitting she wanted this to continue. Wanted someone to think about her for twelve whole days. Wanted the mystery more than the answer.

And Michelle wasn't quite ready to confess that.

Not even to herself.
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