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        Blurb

      

      

      

      Unlucky Ivy Teague can’t win against her competition’s dirty tactics, and she’ll have to close her flower shop unless a Christmas miracle arrives at her door.

      

      By-the-numbers Hollis Dash has been sent to Whistler, BC, to finalize a business deal with Ivy’s rival, but meeting the feisty florist upsets all his plans.

      

      Can Hollis and Ivy both get what they want for Christmas?

      

      Only Santa knows.

      

      
        
        Join Elle Rush’s newsletter to keep up with her latest releases and other news.
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        Mid-November

        North Pole Unlimited Headquarters,

        December, Manitoba, Canada (25 kilometres southeast of Winnipeg)

      

      

      

      His coffee had the perfect combination of hot and bitter to kick-start his brain after he’d frozen it on the drive to work. Winter had arrived, and the fluffy, ankle-high snow turned the dirty, barren landscape into a glittering, holiday wonderland. Nick Klassen, vice-president of Human Resources at North Pole Unlimited, didn’t have time to appreciate the view. He was heading into a meeting that he’d spent the last week preparing for.

      “Since John won’t be returning to work in a travelling capacity, we need to fill the eastern senior manager position as quickly as possible. I’ve been through your list of candidates and know what I think. How do you feel about Hollis Dash?” his boss asked.

      “I like him.” Hollis was his first choice. Nick had known the former accountant for five years. He knew the Mergers and Acquisitions department inside out and could spot a financial error at twenty paces. As far as Nick was concerned, Hollis’s only flaw was his despicable ability to win every sports pool at the office. Nick was convinced they had all been fixed.

      Adelaide Klassen looked thoughtful at his assessment. “His annual reviews are good, and John also provided a recommendation for him. I’m still not sure, though. I’d like to see how Hollis does in the field.” The steely-haired family matriarch and company president tapped her lower lip. It looked like a thoughtful gesture, but Nick wasn’t fooled. They both knew she had a plan ready to put in motion.

      “Okay. We’re looking at that candy shop in New Brunswick—”

      “No.”

      “How about the game designer in Ottawa who has the escape—”

      “No. I know he can investigate new businesses and bring them into the fold successfully. I’m thinking more of a struggling business under the North Pole Unlimited umbrella which may have to be cut loose.”

      Ending business relationships was more challenging than acquiring them. Nick mulled over the options as he stared into the blaze in the fireplace in the corner. He considered the dozens of reports that crossed his desk every week and thought of a winner. “We have an affiliate florist in Whistler, British Columbia. They’ve had a four-hundred-percent increase in complaints in the last six months. They’ve declined our offers to help, claiming their problems are due to a competitor. They say they’re handling it and should show improvement in the next quarter.”

      “That’s the one,” Adelaide agreed. “I think Hollis should check them out in person in order to decide if the affiliation can be salvaged, or if NPU should terminate our contract with them. We can’t have anyone damaging our reputation, even by proxy.” She gave a firm nod, indicating her conviction of the company she pretended she’d allowed Nick to choose.

      Nick shook his head. “I’m sorry. We were talking about filling the position in Ontario. Did you say you wanted to send Hollis in person? To Whistler?” Anyone who had spent an hour with Hollis knew he hated the mountains. His acrophobia flared if he used a step stool. Putting him on a plane and sending him into the mountains was not a good idea.

      “He’ll thank me for it later,” Adelaide said.

      Nick doubted it, but he knew the decision was made.
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            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Last week of November

        Whistler, British Columbia

      

      

      

      “Hi, Maggie. Hi, Captain,” Ivy called out in greeting as she came through the front door of Teague Flowers and flipped the sign to Open. A blast of warm, flower-scented air enveloped her, chasing away the chill from her walk from the parking lot. November in the mountains was not for the weak of heart, but the scenery made it all worthwhile.

      Whistler was surrounded by beautiful, snowcapped peaks and evergreen mountainsides. It was impossible to find a bad view unless she walked to the other end of Whistler’s upper village and caught sight of Love in Bloom, her competition and nemesis. Instead, Ivy concentrated on the large bird cage in the middle of the store, admiring the yellow and green parrot within. “I hope my beautiful girl had a good night. What do pirates call their vacations?”

      “Arrr.”

      “And?”

      “Arrr,” the bird repeated.

      “Good girl!”

      “Kisses!” the bird said. Ivy blew her a kiss, and the bird hopped from foot to foot in delight.

      She pulled her heavy apron over her shirt and prepared to get to work. The cooler was full of flowers begging to be used. “Did we have any online orders waiting? I loaded my new arrangement designs onto the website over the weekend.” She’d had an idea for some baby’s breath and silver pinecones which would make an amazing, winter-themed centerpiece.

      “Nothing.”

      “Anything on voice mail?”

      Her assistant winced. “No orders, but there was a message. The Wicked Witch of Villa Montague has left two messages already.”

      “We just opened.”

      “Apparently, you should sleep here. Sorry to start your day with bad news, but she wants to speak to you immediately,” Maggie Oh said.

      It was a lie. Maggie was not sorry. She was thrilled that she wasn’t the one who would have to deal with the miserable, miserly hotel manager; the little dance she did when she handed Ivy the message slips gave her away.

      Ivy didn’t blame her. Ellen Franks had contacted her that fall with a Christmas order: twenty dozen poinsettias, one for each room in the ski town’s most expensive hotel. Teague Flowers had been trying to get into the chain hotels for years, but the branded ones had their plants and arrangements done in Vancouver and driven out. Ivy thought she’d struck gold when she got the contract.

      She’d been blinded by success and desperation. Every week since, the hotel manager had called with yet another requirement to fulfill. Currently, Ivy was barely breaking even on the deal. Any more changes were going to put her in the red.

      She took a moment to steel her nerves, then dialed the number which had become much too familiar over the past month. “Miss Franks, this is Ivy Teague, returning your call. What can I do for you today?”

      “I need to let you know we’re cancelling our order.”

      “Cancelling? For the poinsettias I’m supposed to deliver at the end of the week?”

      “Love in Bloom contacted us and offered a better price. I’ve decided to go with them for our holiday decorations. You can our refund directly to me. The mailing address is on our contract.”

      Ivy gulped—twice—but she refused to cry. Not over Love in Bloom. “I’ll look at your paperwork this afternoon.”

      That sounded good, and, technically, she wasn’t lying. She fully intended to look at the contract. Especially the fine print at the bottom, which said she got to keep the deposit if the order was cancelled within two weeks of scheduled delivery. The deposit wouldn’t cover her costs, not even by half. But it was something.

      “I’m glad you’re being professional about this. I thought you might cause a fuss at the last-minute change of plans. It’s just business, you know,” Miss Franks continued, as if her call hadn’t gutted Ivy’s monthly sales and chance of staying open through to the new year.

      “If you can send an email confirming the order is cancelled, I’ll close your file.” Ivy still didn’t promise a refund.

      “Right away. Good luck to you, Miss Teague. Perhaps in the future, you can be more competitive cost-wise. Love in Bloom guarantees the lowest price for the highest quality.”

      “I’m sure they do. Good-bye, Miss Franks.”

      Ivy managed to hang up the phone before she exploded. “I hope all the petals fall off the day after you pay your Love in Bloom invoice.”

      “Problem, boss?” Maggie asked as she tied a green apron over her purple turtleneck.

      “Not at all. Hey, do you know anyone who wants to buy two hundred and forty poinsettias?”
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      Hollis Dash looked out the window of his rented, white four-wheel drive and shivered as he surveyed the winter scene in front of him. A crew with a cherry picker was replacing a string of Christmas lights hanging between two lamp posts. As if the ten thousand other holiday decorations around Whistler weren’t enough.

      He picked up his phone and responded to his last text. Do you know what Whistler’s elevation is? The highway is a death trap. He knew the assignment, which had forced him to make the drive up here, was a not-so-secret attempt on his life. His baseball team had made it to the World Series, and Nick’s was so bad it had been swept in the division semi-finals. But that was no reason for Nick to ship him to the top of the world with no chance of escape.

      The dancing monkey victory video Hollis had programmed to run every time his friend started his computer probably had something to do with his exile, as well. The joke had seemed worth it at the time. Now, not so much.

      Instead of pinging to indicate he’d received another text, his cell rang. A picture of a goofy-looking, Henley-wearing giant lit up the screen. “What do you want now, Nick?” Hollis asked.

      “Are you sure you weren’t a dwarf in a former life? Grumpy, maybe?”

      “Did you call for a reason? Do you need tips on next year’s draft?”

      “Very funny. I
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