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CASSANDRA

“Sappy Christmas movies make me want to vomit.”

I hear my younger sister Nella sigh, and I don’t need to look at her to know she’s rolling her big brown eyes at me. 

“I’m serious. With all their peppermint hot cocoa, romantic strolls in the snow while falling instantly in love with the super-hot guy who owns the toy shoppe down the street... I mean come on... tell me you didn’t just throw up in your mouth a little.”

We’re walking down the wintry morning streets of Westhaven, the town I’ve been trying to call home, to the job I’ve been trying not to hate. Trying and failing.

Nella eyes me sideways. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t you make a living at a publishing house that pumps out books about romantic strolls, hot guy insta-love and peppermint hot chocolate?” she asks.

“Not sure I’d call my job a living.” I grump as we trudge toward another day at another soul-sucking job that feels more like dying every time I walk through the doors.

It’s nearly seven AM as we round the corner onto Mason Ave, just a few city blocks from my office. Nella, stops at a cart with dancing coffee beans on the awning. One thing the town of Westhaven apparently wasn’t short on was coffee—specifically, the foamy, syrupy kind with sprinkles and candy and other crap that has no place being in coffee. Sadly, the same couldn’t be said for nightclubs, casinos or lingerie shops... those were much harder to come by. I’d had to resort to ordering my thongs from Victoria Secret online. No small feat for a city girl used to the limelight. I’d failed there, and since this was my chance to actually work in the publishing world, I’d taken it. But I’ve been here for nearly a year now, and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this town. 

Using her teeth, Nella tugs off one glove, then the other, and rubs her hands together. “It’s on me... whacha want?” Her dark eyes go big as she scans the chalkboard menu. “Oooh, how about a peppermint mocha latte?”

“Just coffee, thanks,” I grunt. “Black.”

She shakes her head and proceeds to order, while I step away to check my phone for messages from my boss-from-hell. She earned the nickname bosshole... boss plus asshole... long before I had the pleasure of becoming her personal assistant. But I adopted it pretty quickly. 

Nella returns to me, two steaming drinks in hand. “Sis, you’re in my town now and Christmas is big in Westhaven, so it’s time you conform. Besides, when exactly did you get so-anti Christmas, anyway?” Her arm stretches to offer me a drink.

I give her a side glare. 

“Oh riiight, I remember,” she pauses to take a sip before continuing. “You’ve been like this since four Christmases ago when you caught that douchebag boning your ex-bestie. But real-talk sis, that was eons ago. Don’t you think it’s time to let it go?” 

“I have let it go,” I say, taking the latte from my sister’s hand and immediately tossing the peppermint stick into the trash. 

Nella watches me as I take a sip. “Okay this...” she points to the scowl my face made after realizing the whole damn latte was peppermint, “this isn’t letting it go.” 

“Maybe not, But I have moved on and that’s the next best thing. It’s like letting-go adjacent.” 

I take another sip because, one, she bought it for me, and two, I hate proving her right. And apparently not enjoying pepperminty beverages during the holiday season basically meant I was Scrooge and the Grinch combined.  

Westhaven is ridiculously festive. It's like a Hallmark movie and a snow globe gave birth to a little crack-baby town. That's where I'm living. Giant Christmas balls on every pole, and flickering lights on every building. The fact that I don’t own a Christmas tree might get be branded a witch and burned in the town square... if it wasn't currently filled with a life-sized nativity scene, complete with real farm animals. 

“Remind me again why I came here.” My bare fingers curl around my cup to keep warm.

“Because you needed to get away from the city that ate you up and spat you out and left your remains to rot in the sun.” 

“Right. Thank you for that vivid and painful account of my life.” 

“Sorry, truth hurts sis. But you're here now. And Westhaven will welcome you with open arms if you let it.”

I shudder at the thought. “I'm good thanks. I don’t plan on staying long anyway. With a drop of luck, I'll get that promotion to work in Italy with my own imprint.” 

Nella elbows my side. “As your sister and only remaining family I think that would suck.”

“You could come visit for the holidays. My treat.”

“Then I think you better get your ass in gear and nail that job. I need a vacay already. Like a girls week out, preferably before my honeymoon.”

I laugh. Nella has been dating Trevor for a couple of years now. She’s pretty sure he’s going to pop the question over the holidays, and that it’s the reason he’s so insistent that she comes home with him to visit his family in the country. No one is more allergic to nature than Nella, so I’m sure she’s holding out for the ring first before she commits.

When we pass by some carolers, I walk faster, as if I can outrun their off-key Santa Baby rendition.

Nella of course pauses the applaud before catching up. “What you need is something relationship-adjacent. You know, like a little somthin-somthin to fill the deep dark void.” She wags her perfectly tweezed eyebrows.

“Please tell me the deep dark void you’re referring to is not my vagina.”

“If the hole fits...”

“Yeah, I’m so not having this conversation with you.” I resume walking and she jogs to catch up to me, her breath fogging in the air.

“Why not?” 

“Because I’m already on the naughty list, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna drag my innocent little sister there with me.” I tug my scarf tighter against the bitter winter winds.

“You do know that Trevor and I have been together for over two years now, right? I mean, we have sex. Lots of it.”

“Okay okay. Yes, I know, and no I don’t need to hear any more about it, thanks.” 

We walk the rest of the way in silence, Nella happily sipping her diabetic coma inducing drink, me secretly wishing I could be more like her and enjoy things for no other reason than the pure pleasure they bring. 

Three blocks later, we stop walking in front of two massive smoked glass doors leading to a sky-scraping building. 

“This is my stop.” I point toward the sign, Pandora Publishing, where inside and a few floors up is my bosshole is sharpening her claws, waiting to slice into me for god knows what this time. I sigh dramatically. “And now the fun begins.”

Nella’s gloved hand pats my shoulder. “Maybe the reason you resist those romances is that it’s what you really want, but don’t think you can have.”

God I hate it when she’s right. I shake my head to convince her otherwise, but she’s always been able to see right through me. Happily ever afters were things good girls got and I’d been reminded my entire life, that I wasn’t one of them.

“Have a good one,” she says before she wraps me in a tight hug. “And remember what I said, a Christmas fling would be sooo good for you, so promise you’ll just give it some thought.”

“Promise I won’t,” I answer, “but thanks for the latte.”

The doors open on their own before I have a chance to reach for them. 

“Thanks Eric.” I nod to the security guard as I stop in front of him while he scans me with his detector wand.

“Nope, no Molotov cocktails in my purse today... but I totally get why someone might consider it.” I wink.

He gestures for me to pass by, smiling. “Merry Christmas Cassandra.” 

My smile wanes. “Right. Same to you.” Then, glancing back outside, I wait til I’m certain my sister is well out of view before I hand the latte off to him with a silent plea to dump it for me. 

Sulking my way past the twenty-foot towering tree to the elevators, I’m already in a foul mood. Because of this damn season, my extremities are frozen and my caffeine level depleted. Now I’d have to wait for at least five hours before I’d have time to drink a decent cup of coffee. Sigh... 

Merry Christmas, my ass.
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CHAPTER TWO
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CASSANDRA

Most bossholes are men, but mine happens to be a woman. Leslie Smith. No gender parity issues here... at Pandora Publishing, anyone can get paid well for being an asshole.

I hear my name bellowed from her office for the fifth time today and it’s not even noon. It’s like the woman is incapable of speaking at a normal volume, and god forbid she gets her skinny butt out of that chair and actually come talk to me. 

“Cassandra! I’m calling you.” 

“What fresh hell is this?” I mutter, hurrying to her office, pen and notebook in hand. 

Being an assistant isn’t nearly as glamorous as it sounds, not even when you work for your dream company. Pandora Publishing is the largest and most successful publishing company on the planet. Perfection for someone like me with a bright and shiny goal of becoming an editor. The sparkle is greatly dimmed by the fact that I don’t get to spend my days pouring over diamond-in-the-rough manuscripts from yet undiscovered future bestselling romance authors. Nope. Instead, I’m basically the personal slave to the assistant of the vice president of marketing. And every Christmas the CEO makes an appearance at the mandatory holiday event. And even I’m now pretty much single-handedly organizing, despite being new to the city and having zero even planning experience. Not that I told my bosshole any of that. So now here I am, standing at her over-sized desk reconfirming all the stuff I just confirmed two days ago. 

By three in the afternoon, I finally have a lull and time to actually catch up on emails, breathe and maybe even go for a pee. Living the dream. Leaning back in my chair, I open an email from work...a generic company message typed in bold. Honestly, don’t they know that bolding is only second in line to all-caps on the totally obnoxious scale? Sigh...

This office memo is to remind all Pandora Publishing employees that attendance and professional conduct are both mandatory at all company events, the upcoming Christmas Gala included. Any lewd or inappropriate behaviors, including sexual liaisons with coworkers on or off the premises will result in a suspension and/or termination effective January 1st, depending on the degree of the disregard for this company policy. We have a human resources team in place who evaluates such infractions, so we encourage you to conduct yourselves accordingly. Please sign and return this notice to your supervising department head at your earliest convenience before 3pm today to confirm your understanding of this policy and indicate your compliance.

Season’s Greetings, from the Pandora Publishing team and CEO.

––––––––
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There’s a ping that pulls my attention and I stealthily pull out my phone... something else forbidden during office house. I open a text from my sister. 

Nella: So, you pick anyone from the office pool to get it on with this Christmas?

ME: Haha, I’d actually be laughing right
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