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AN APARTMENT ON THE West Side of Manhattan

Aaron North had the best Christmas present humanly possible for his best friend, Patrice Linden. Signed and sealed—the only thing missing was a bow. He’d be bringing Damian Wood to her annual Christmas Eve party.

Damian was a star of stage, screen, and Patrice’s dreams since they were fifteen. Aaron and Damian had kept up a sort of friendship since they attended McHugh High School. The actor had been in town to audition for Broadway, and while they were at lunch together, Aaron had brought up Patrice.

“The flat-chested girl with the skinny legs?” Damian sipped his latte.

“She’s changed.” Aaron had whipped out a picture and slid it across the table. Damian choked.

“Holy shit! This is Patrice Linden?”

“Yep. She’s having a Christmas Eve party, and I want to bring you. As her date. You’re her biggest wet dream.”

“Me?”

Aaron nodded. “Come on. You’re not dating anyone now, are you?”

“Well. Let me check my schedule. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

Damian had agreed. Aaron couldn’t stop smiling.

Every year Patrice would rope him into helping out with planning and decorating. He’d be doing the tree with her this year. And ordering the liquor too.

His girlfriend, Crystal, had stopped over after work. They ordered a pizza and watched a movie. Now, he’d press her into service too.

“I need to order the champagne, wine, and vodka. Call these liquor stores, Crystal. Get prices and delivery schedules, okay? We need the booze there by noon on Christmas Eve.”

“Okay.” She perused the list. “This is a lot of work for one lousy party.”

“It’s going to be a great party. The most monumental party in the world.”

“Just a Christmas party.”

“Not just a Christmas party. A liberation. You’ll see.”

She sidled up to him. “Are we getting engaged at Christmas?”

Aaron avoided her question. “Go on, get started.”

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist.” She picked up her phone and plopped down in the kitchen. His phone rang. It was his father.

“Dad?”

“Your text said you’re inviting me to a Christmas party?” The Christmas party. I want you to be a witness.”

“Witness to what?”

“Them meeting at the party. Then it’ll be over.” Aaron cradled his cell phone while he pulled a beer from the fridge.

“Over for who? Her? Or you?”

“She’ll have the man of her dreams.” He popped the top.

“Come on, Aaron. I know you’ve had the hots for this chick for like fifteen years.”

“You’re crazy. We’re just friends. She’s always wanted to be with Damian. And now she’ll get her chance. He’s finished with his last...can I say relationship? No, probably not. With his last whatever. And when I told him about Patrice and showed him her picture, he went nuts. I couldn’t believe he actually remembered her from high school.”

“So she wants to be with him, and he wants to be with her?”

“Sort of. She’ll finally get her chance.”

“For a smart man, sometimes you can be so stupid.”

“What?” Aaron reached into the cabinet and snatched a bag of potato chips.

“When are you going to make your play?”

“Never. I have Crystal.”

“I hope you’re not going to propose to her.”

“She expects it.” He grabbed a handful of chips and put them on a paper towel.

“On Christmas? Why don’t you just put coal in my stocking?”

“She’s not that bad.”

“Yes, she is, and she hates me.”

“She doesn’t hate you.” He munched on a chip.

“Are we talking about the same girl? The one with the big boobs?”

“Dad!”

“You’re throwing away your chance for happiness.”

Aaron paused before he said, “Patrice wants Damian.”

“Did she say so?”

“She spent five years talking about Damian Wood, constantly, like he’s some kind of god. I got the message.”

“And now?” his dad asked.

“Okay, maybe not so much now.”

“At all now?”

“Well, no. But I know how she feels. She’s marking time with other guys.”

“How do you know?”

He took another sip of his beer before answering, “Said she’s waiting for the right one. She means Damian.”

“You’re an idiot. I can’t talk to you. Go ahead. Throw happiness down the toilet. But don’t come crying to me. I’ve gotta go. Neighbor lady is bringing a casserole.”

Aaron snickered. “Hot and cold running women. Mom would be ashamed.”

“Mom would be thrilled. Of course, I’d rather it was her, but she’s gone. Go ahead. Be a fool. Just don’t tell me about it.”

The phone went dead.
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TWO DAYS LATER IN A townhouse on Riverside Drive in the West 70s

Patrice Linden cradled her phone to her ear. It was her mother calling from Costa Rica.

“It’s all set, Mom.”

“You’re such a matchmaker. Why can’t you do it for yourself?”

“Puleeze.” She plopped down on the sofa in her comfy living room.

“Honestly, you know he’s the one for you.”

“He’s got a new girlfriend of the month.” She stared at the seven-foot spruce tree in the middle of the room.

“Because you won’t give him the green light.”

“We’re just friends, Mom. I’m setting him up with Bella. She talks about him all the time.” She picked up a wine glass on the coffee table.

“Bella? The one with the big boobs?”

“Yep. They’ll be perfect together.” She took a sip of the deep red merlot.

“Why? Does he prefer big boobs? Yours are big enough.”

“MOTHER! No, because they have me in common.” Eyeing the tree, she wondered how many lights would be needed.

“Haven’t they met yet?”

“Bella broke up with her latest. She’s been too busy to hang out with Aaron and me.”

She checked her watch. “Oh, gotta go pick up Aaron. We’re trimming the tree tonight.”

“Are you still lighting up the house so it can be seen in outer space?”

Patrice sighed. “No, Mother.”

“When are you going to get wise to yourself?”

“Are you having a party?” Time to change the subject.

Her mother sniggered. “A party of two.”

“Oh, God, Mom. TMI. Really. TMI. Is it Hank?”

“No. It’s Diego.”

“Whatever.” Patrice took a big drink of wine.

“That’s him now. Gotta go. Love you, dear. Merry Christmas.”

“Same to you, Mom.” Pushing to her feet, she tucked her phone in her purse. She wrapped a white cashmere scarf around her neck, shoved the matching hat over her dark brown locks, shrugged on her red coat and hurried out the front door.

Hurrying along, pushed by the cold wind off the Hudson River, she scooted up the steps at Aaron’s building and pressed the buzzer for his apartment. When he opened the door, she spied the three-inch high cardboard cut-outs of a Christmas tree and a sleigh perched on his coffee table.

“Are those your decorations for Christmas?”

“Yeah. So?”

“It’s pathetic. Get your coat. Time to do some serious decorating.”

“I thought Nigel was doing it this year?” He grabbed his jacket off the hook on the back of the door.

“He went back to London.”

“You let him get away? He was my favorite.” He stretched the garment over his impressive shoulders.

“Yeah. But not mine.” She tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s go. The Christmas party is next week, and I’m way behind.”

“Okay, okay. Let me finish this one text.” Aaron typed a message. His phone dinged, and he typed again.

Patrice tapped her foot.

Another ding. Then he typed one more time.

“Come on! You said one text.” Patrice grabbed for his phone, but Aaron snatched it away. He had seven inches on her, so he didn’t break a sweat holding it above her head.

“Was it Crystal?”

“Yeah.” Aaron twisted the lock.

“She coming to the party?”

“Nope.” He held the door for her then locked it behind them.

She stopped on the front steps. “Why not?”

“We broke up.”

“What?”

“Yeah. She wanted me to go to her parents for the holiday, and I didn’t want to.” He took her arm. “Let’s go.”

“Why not?” They marched up Riverside Drive.

He shrugged. “I don’t want to be with people I don’t know. Ya know?”

She grinned and tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow. “Totally.”

He smiled and fell in step with her.

“I was thinking we’d do the tree first.” She pulled white wool gloves from her pockets.

“First?” His eyebrows rose.

“Yes. Then there’s the staircase. I think I have enough swag to do all the archways. I was thinking about fat candles in holly
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