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      DOT

      Maplewood Grove comes alive in the winter, especially during the Christmas season. As soon as December arrives, the streets are adorned with twinkling lights, wreaths hang on every door, and a giant Christmas tree stands proudly in the town square, its ornaments sparkling like jewels against the frosty air. The town has a way of pulling everyone into the holiday spirit, whether they want it or not. The air is crisp, carrying the scent of pine, cinnamon, and the promise of snow, while the sound of carolers echoes softly from every corner.

      Nestled among the snow-covered hills, Maplewood Grove is the kind of place where everyone knows each other’s name and business, whether they want them to or not. It’s a small town with a big heart, where time seems to slow down just enough for everyone to savor the little things—like the way the snow crunches underfoot or the warmth of a steaming cup of hot cocoa on a cold night.

      This year, the excitement of Christmas hums a little louder, as if the town itself knows that something special is in the air. And if anyone can confirm that, it’s Dorothy Simmons, the unofficial historian of Maplewood Grove. Dot is a woman who knows everyone’s business and has a story for every occasion. She’s in her mid-fifties, though she carries herself with the energy of someone half her age, her sharp eyes always twinkling with curiosity.

      Today, Dot perches in her usual spot at the Maplewood Grove General Store, a mug of peppermint tea warming her hands as she observes the bustle around her. The store is a hub of activity, with townsfolk coming in to pick up last-minute decorations or ingredients for their Christmas feasts. Dot takes it all in, her keen eyes missing nothing.

      She chuckles softly as she watches Mrs. Peterman, the librarian, argue with Mr. Grady over the last string of multicolored lights. She knows the outcome before it even happens—Mrs. Peterman always wins those little tiffs, and Mr. Grady relents with a good-natured grumble, just as he’s doing now.

      “How’s the tea today, Dot?” asks Jenny, the store’s young clerk, as she rings up a customer’s purchase.

      “Perfect, as always,” Dot replies with a smile. “You know, Jenny, you remind me of your grandmother, God rest her soul. She had the same sparkle in her eye when she was your age. And she made the best gingerbread in all of Maplewood Grove. Did I ever tell you about the time she won the bake-off three years in a row?”

      Jenny smiles politely, used to Dot’s stories by now. “I think you might have mentioned it once or twice.”

      “Well, it’s worth hearing again,” Dot says, her voice filled with warmth. “Your grandmother was quite the woman. She’d be so proud of you.”

      Jenny's face goes wistful. “I can imagine. I only wish to be half the woman she was.”

      “You are on your way there, trust me. I would know.” Dot chuckles into her mug.

      “Do you ever wonder…” Jenny begins, faltering.

      “What's that? Out with it, girl, it's not going to bite.”

      Jenny sighs, struggling with the right way to put her words. “Sometimes I just wonder maybe I'm missing out on life by staying in this town. What if there's some other thing I'm missing out on that's out there.”

      Dot shoots her a knowing look.

      “Is that what's got your peaches in a pickle?”

      “Well… yes. It's been on my mind for some time.”

      “Jenny, you're young. You do not have to limit yourself to a place because you feel like you have to be there. The world is out there for exploring and you will only be doing yourself a great disservice by not taking advantage of your youth. I understand the restlessness you feel so well. I once had it too …”

      “What changed?” Jenny butts in excitedly. “Oh, sorry. I should have let you finish.”

      “I didn't do anything about it,” Dot says with a far away look. “I guess I was too scared to try.”

      “Oh.” Jenny face falls.

      “But, you shouldn't.” Dot grips her arm firmly. “If you feel there's something out there for you, then by all means, please pursue it. You will understand better when you're my age.”

      “But you aren't too old, Dot. No one in this town has as much energy as you on a good day. I dare say even myself.”

      Dot face crinkles into a smile. “You're much too kind, Jenny. But flattery won't get you anywhere, so get back to work.”

      “There's no winning with you, Dot.” Jenny grins, now rapidly packing the increasing orders with a light air.

      “That reminds me!” Dot jerks up from her seat abruptly. “I need to visit Cliff. I'll see you later, Jenny.”

      “Alright, Dot. Don't be long.”

      

      CLIFF

      Clifford Barnett deals with a different kind of Christmas cheer—or rather, the lack of it—at the Sip 'n Saw bar. Cliff is in his late forties, with a grizzled appearance that matches his gruff demeanor. He’s a man of few words, preferring the company of his thoughts to idle chatter, but he has a heart of gold that the townsfolk have long come to rely on.

      The bar is dimly lit, a refuge from the cold for those who prefer their Christmas spirit in the form of a stiff drink. The walls are lined with old photographs of Maplewood Grove, and the shelves behind the bar are filled with an eclectic mix of liquor bottles and dusty mementos from the past. A small Christmas tree sits on the counter, its lights blinking lazily as if even they are too tired to fully embrace the holiday.

      Cliff wipes down the bar with a rag, glancing at the few regulars scattered across the room. Old Man Jenkins nurses his usual whiskey in the corner, muttering to himself about how Christmas isn’t what it used to be. Cliff can’t disagree. For him, the holiday has always been more of a chore than a joy. But still, he puts up the decorations, keeps the fire burning in the hearth, and even plays a few carols on the old jukebox, if only to keep the patrons from complaining.

      As he works, the door swings open, letting in a blast of cold air along with a familiar figure. Dot Simmons strides in and a little jolt of pleasure shoots up his chest.

      “Afternoon, Cliff!” she calls, her voice cutting through the quiet like a knife. “I thought I’d stop by and see how you’re holding up this Christmas season.”

      Cliff grunts in response, which Dot takes as an invitation to continue. She slides onto a stool at the bar, her eyes taking in the sparse decorations.

      “Now, Cliff, you can’t tell me this is all the Christmas spirit you’ve got in you,” she says, nodding toward the lonely tree on the counter.

      Cliff shrugs. “It’s enough for the folks who come in here. They’re not exactly looking for festive cheer.”

      “Well, maybe they should be,” Dot counters, her eyes narrowing in thought. “You know, Cliff, I was thinking the other day about that Christmas back in ’92, when we had that terrible blizzard. The whole town was snowed in for days, and your place was the only spot folks could get to for warmth and a hot meal.”

      Cliff looks up, his expression softening at the memory. “I remember. We had half the town in here, and Loretta from the diner brought over pots of stew. We didn’t even close for a week.”

      “Exactly,” Dot says, her voice filled with conviction. “This place was a haven then, and it still is. You may not think it, Cliff, but this bar is part of what makes Maplewood Grove special. And at Christmas, more than any other time, people need a place like this—a place where they can come together and feel at home.”

      Cliff doesn’t argue. He knows Dot is right, even if he won’t admit it. Instead, he pours her a drink.

      Dot takes the drink with a smile, raising it in a toast to Cliff before taking a sip. “Here’s to Christmas in Maplewood Grove,” she says, her voice warm and full of cheer. “I know it will only get better from here.”

      Cliff nods, a rare smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “To Maplewood Grove,” he agrees, his voice gruff but sincere.

      

      ETHAN

      “Pass me the lights there, will you, Ethan?”

      The center of it all is the Maple Grove, where preparations for the annual Christmas Festival are in full swing. The grove itself is a winter wonderland, with towering evergreens draped in garlands, and a huge  Christmas tree standing sentinel in the middle, its branches heavy with ornaments and memories from holidays past.

      Ethan Parker, who owned the town’s beloved auto repair shop, stood near the base of the tree. His steady presence was a comforting sight in Maplewood Grove, especially to those who remembered how he’d kept things running during past crises. Beside him, Noah Harrison, his business partner and long-time friend, chatted animatedly. Their combined efforts had been essential in past community events, making their participation today feel like a nod to the town's unity.

      Noah Harrison, Ethan’s best friend and business partner, had always been the more charismatic of the two. With a grin that could charm anyone and a knack for managing the business side of things, he was well-loved by the townsfolk. His recent involvement in town projects had made him an indispensable part of the community.

      Liam Brooks, meticulous and driven, was a successful contractor and a familiar face at local events. His volunteer work at the animal shelter and dedication to town improvements revealed a softer side beneath his efficient exterior.

      Tyler Reed, ever the joker, brought levity to any gathering. Known for his quick wit and infectious energy, Tyler’s enthusiasm was especially appreciated during the holiday season, where he managed to make even the most mundane tasks fun.

      “Ethan?!” The voice calls again insistently, jarring him out of his thoughts. He turns towards the direction of the voice with a startled look.

      “Sorry, what?”

      Noah Harrison, Ethan’s best friend and business partner had been haggling with a vendor over the price of some Christmas wreaths before noticing Ethan's silence and approaching him. Now looking at him warily, he's puzzled by Ethan zoning out. It's unlike him to be so distracted during festivities.

      “You've been out of it, man. What's wrong?” Noah asks.

      “I'm okay, Noah. I'm thinking about something.”

      “Oh. Do you want to share?”

      “Nah. I'll be fine. It's not a big deal.”

      “You sure? Yes, I am.”

      “You and Olivia okay?”

      “Drop it, Noah. I told you I'm fine.”

      Noah raises his hand in surrender immediately. “Hey, easy tiger. Okay, if you insist.”

      Where Ethan is quiet and reserved, Noah is outgoing and charming, with a grin that could talk anyone into anything. He’s dressed in his usual casual style, a wool hat pushed back on his head, and his hands animated as he gestures during his conversation. Noah has a natural warmth that makes him instantly likable, a quality that has served him well in his ventures—whether it’s managing the business side of Parker’s Wrench or in the other enterprises he’s involved in around town.

      Liam Brooks, the third in the trio is busy directing a group of volunteers who are setting up the stalls for the festival. His dark eyes flicker with purpose as he oversees the setup, making sure everything is just right. Liam is meticulous, almost to a fault, and he takes pride in ensuring that the Christmas Festival goes off without a hitch. His attention to detail is something the others have come to rely on, especially during the busy holiday season. But he suddenly looks at the two men sharply, overhearing their conversation.

      “Are you two fighting again?” Liam’s suspicious look flits between the two of them. Liam is tall and lean, with an air of quiet confidence that precedes his looks. An extremely successful contractor and volunteer at the local animal shelter in town, he’s easily the softest person amongst them, even though he projects a gruff exterior. However, his calm demeanor and sharp mind makes him an invaluable friend.

      “Don't ask me, ask him,” Noah hastily interjects. “He's the one suddenly absent and not talking.”

      “Ethan?”

      Liam's voice is softer. Ethan is the most reserved amongst them but easygoing too. Something must be eating him up for him to snap so easily at Noah.

      “I'm fine, I'm fine. You both should stop looking at me like that.”

      “It's unlike you to be so short with us.”

      Tyler Reed, who’s in the midst of decorating one of the stalls with a string of lights that seem to have a mind of their own, notices them. Tyler is the joker of the group, always quick with a quip or a smile to lighten the mood. His dark hair falls into his eyes as he struggles with the lights, but there’s a playful glint in his gaze that suggests he’s enjoying the challenge. Tyler is the life of the party, the one who can always be counted on to bring laughter to even the most mundane of tasks. His easygoing nature and infectious enthusiasm make him a favorite among the townsfolk, especially during the festive season.

      “Yes, tell us,” He drops a large arm on Ethan’s shoulder, catching on to the conversation. “What's the big news. Trust us, we can handle it.”

      Ethan sighs, looking amongst the men, knowing he can't hide his mood anymore. “It's not really a big deal,” he begins and falters.

      “C'mon, man, it's unlike you to be at such a loss for words.”

      “Olivia is pregnant again.”

      There's a short silence, followed by loud excited exclamations. “You sly fox!”

      “... Such a sharp shooter!”

      “Congratulations, man. This is great news!”

      They clap his back in excitement until Liam, who's been studying Ethan's face, breaks the conversation.

      “But you're not happy?”

      “Of course, I am.” He sputters. “It's great news. More Christmas cheer…”

      His voice trails away as he sees three pairs of eyes on him, nonplussed.

      He sighs, running his hand through his hair.

      “I don't know. We've not been having so much time to ourselves anymore. Liv is always exhausted and work has been taking me away more often. I don't know if a baby at this point would put a strain on our relationship further.”

      “Shit,” Noah says quietly.

      “Have you spoken to her about it, Ethan?” Liam asks.

      “No. I… I don't want her to feel like I don't want the baby. I want the baby, truly I'm beyond excited. But I want us back first.”

      “Hey,” Noah moves closer and places a hand on his shoulder. “Have that conversation with her first. I'm sure you will find a common ground. You know she loves you, right?”

      “Yes, man. That's what makes it super difficult for me.”

      “You should, Ethan. Trust these women, most times all they need is just the thought that you are still present. I would know, after all. I'm living with one.” Tyler quips with a hand over his heart, pretending to fall.

      The others laugh, punching him playfully.

      Ethan brightens up. “You're right, guys. I can't believe I was moping around when I could have talked about it sooner. That was so stupid.”

      “Hey, if you say so. Who are we to argue,” Tyler adds.

      “Smartass.” Ethan slaps his arm and they both laugh.

      “Thank you, guys.”

      “You know we got you, man.” Liam squeezes his shoulder lightly while Noah grins.

      Alex who is at the edge of the grove, carefully inspecting the ice rink that has been set up for the festival, walks into the display and looks at them, confused.

      “What did I miss?”

      “Your wedding party,” Tyler rolls out to peals of laughter from the guys.

      “That was a good one!”

      Alex is a charming local high school teacher with an easygoing temperament. His blond hair is tousled by the winter wind as he carefully places the ice pack on the floor.

      He is the outdoorsman of the group, the one who’s most at home in nature. His rugged appearance and charming nature endear him to the townsfolk, especially the older women, who love having him around.

      “Hey, I can't believe I'm saying this,” Noah begins, looking at the men with a wry smile. “But I'm so glad to have you all. Even more glad because Christmas this year looks very promising.”

      “You can say that again!”
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      DOT

      The evening shadows lengthen as the Christmas lights in Maplewood Grove blink softly, casting a warm, inviting glow over the town. Dot, having waited for Cliff to lock up for the bar, now sits on a weathered bench with him in the Maple Grove beneath the boughs of an ancient oak tree.

      Dot's gaze is fixed on the Christmas tree in the center of the grove, its lights reflecting in her eyes like a constellation. Her silver hair is pulled back into a loose bun, a few strands escaping to frame her face. She wears a woolen coat that’s seen better days but is lovingly patched up, hinting at years of wear. Dot's hands, though slightly gnarled with age, are warm and steady as she clasps them together.

      Cliff, seated beside her, wears a leather jacket that has seen many seasons and a wool cap pulled snug over his graying hair. His hands, large and calloused from years of work at the Sip 'n Saw, rest on his knees, his fingers drumming a slow, absent-minded rhythm.

      The silence between them is comfortable. Dot shifts slightly inhaling deeply the breath of the crisp night air. "Do you ever think…” Her voice trails away as she struggles to put her thoughts together.

      “What's that, Dot?”

      “That maybe we ought to do more?”

      Cliff's forehead crinkles, as he turns to look at her. “I'm not sure I understand what you mean.”

      Dot sighs, placing her hands on Cliff’s, feeling the warmth emanate from them to her soul. Cliff freezes immediately at her touch.

      “I've been thinking, Cliff. We're old and we have fond memories of our life here. But are you truly happy? Do you think maybe we could have done more?”

      Cliff's look focuses on something far away and his voice takes on a wistful quality.

      “I like to think I'm happy. I spent most of my life here and I've not regretted any moment. But you're right. Lately, I've been feeling almost empty. Like there's something important I've missed out on–”

      “Like love?”

      Cliff reddens and tries to cover it up in an awkward chuckle. “Weird that you would say that. I've been thinking of my love interests over the years quite more often than usual.”

      “Naturally,” Dot teases. “Amanda made quite an impression with her red hair and bright personality.”

      “And for some reason, you never liked her.”

      “C'mon, I did. I just thought she was too loud,” Dot protests half-heartedly.

      “And Anna? You lot almost went for each other's head at the Mistletoe party years ago.”

      “She was being insufferable, that one. I never did know what you saw in her.”

      “Really, Dot?” Cliff exclaims with a laugh. “Should we do this? Because I have quite a list of your dating history over the years. Each one cringeworthy or just plain annoying.”

      Dot breaks into peals of laughter. “Not fair. You were purposely riling them all. It's no wonder that neither of them can stand you.”

      “It's the bond, my darling. They lacked the spine to break it,” Cliff jokes.

      Dot swats his arm playfully.

      There’s a long pause, filled only with the soft hum of the Christmas lights and the distant laughter of children still playing. Dot’s eyes drop to her lap, where her fingers play with the edge of her coat. “We were so busy back then,” she says, her voice barely more than a whisper. “And you were always around, but never really... around. We both had our things, I guess.”

      The air suddenly shifts between them. Where it had been filled with companionable silence, now it is thick. Dot inhales slowly, feeling waves and waves of memories rolling over her. The past opens up like a journal and she peers through each page, feeling nostalgic at the intimate moments they shared together.

      They had been so close.

      Cliff shifts, the old leather of his jacket creaking as he moves. “We did,” he agrees, his voice tinged with regret. “I think we both missed our chance that year. I didn’t have the courage to tell you...”

      Dot looks up at him, her eyes catching the soft light from the nearby lamppost. “Tell me what?” she asks, her voice steady despite the tremor of emotion underlying her words.

      Her heart, which she thought lacked to ability to feel something other than warmth, now begins to flutter. There's a heightened awareness of Cliff in this moment that feels different from what she knows.

      Cliff’s gaze meets hers, and for a moment, the years seem to melt away, leaving only the two of them as they once were.

      Their innocence and youth almost regained. Cliff’s eyes are shadowed by a warm gaze and his face reflective. His lips move slowly as if trying to form the right words to say, but nothing comes forth.

      This moment freezes in time till it's just the two of them. Alone in Maple Grove, buried feelings rushing to the surface with brute force.

      The transformation is instant and shocking.

      Dot gasps, her hand reaching up slightly as if to touch his. After a while, he shifts his gaze and the moment disappears. “Nothing, forget about it.” he says gruffly and Dot’s expression falls.

      She had been eagerly waiting to hear something. But the words she longed to hear never came, so she struggles to search for the right response. “Oh,” she whispers, lost for words.

      The disappointment is deep and profound.

      Had she imagined it?

      Was there something between them really?

      Dot’s gaze lingers on the shimmering Christmas tree in the distance, her breath forming tiny clouds in the cold air, her hands resting on her lap.

      Cliff’s gaze drifts to Dot’s profile, and he notes the subtle way her breath hitches, the slight flush of color on her cheeks. It’s a reaction that makes him question the boundaries he’s set for himself, the ones that have kept him from acknowledging the feelings he’s buried for so long.

      The night deepens, and the sounds of the festival fade into the distance. Dot and Cliff continue to sit together, slightly apart now but still holding hands. The silence between them is filled with a shared history and a strong sense of longing.

      With a sinking feeling, Dot knows that this will be a very long Christmas for them.
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      DOT

      The snow continues to blanket Maplewood Grove in a pristine layer of white as Dot and Cliff stand in the middle of Maple Grove, the epicenter of the town's annual Christmas Festival preparations. It’s early morning, and the sun is just beginning to peek over the horizon, casting a warm, golden light on the bustling scene. Vendors are setting up their booths, and volunteers are arranging festive decorations with cheerful determination. They had been recruited into organizing the Christmas festivities together by the mayor.

      Neither of them had known until they met at the Maple Grove this morning. Dot glanced around at the grove, now a flurry of activity as volunteers hurried to hang garlands and set up the final booths. It was just a few hours until the festival would open to the public, and the pressure of time bore down on her. She exchanged a knowing look with Cliff, understanding that they were in the final stretch.

      Dot adjusts her scarf, her breath forming small clouds in the cold air. She glances at Cliff, who is surveying the area with his usual gruff demeanor. Her heart beats slightly at the memory of last night's experience. Somehow, it feels like a dam of repressed feelings has been let open and it's hard to close it again.

      Cliff glanced at the half-decorated tree and back at Dot, the weight of both the festival and his private troubles pressing on him. “You think we can finish this in time?” he asked, a rare note of doubt in his voice.

      Dot’s eyes softened, catching the shadow in his. “We always have, Cliff. But not without a little help.” She paused, looking over at the busy crowd of volunteers, their laughter a balm against the cold air. “Let’s call in some reinforcements.”

      With only hours left until the festival officially kicked off, Dot felt the pressure mount. The stage still needed trimming, and the main decorations were only half done. The sound of carolers practicing in the distance mixed with the shouts of volunteers, adding urgency to the scene. If they didn’t push through now, all their efforts could fall short.

      A stack of Christmas lights and a box of ornaments sit between them, waiting to be sorted.

      “Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us, Cliff,” Dot says, her tone light. She kneels beside the box and begins untangling a mess of twinkling lights.

      Cliff’s gruff chuckle rumbles through the morning air. “You’re telling me. They’ve got us decorating the entire park. I thought I signed up for a simple tree-lighting ceremony.”

      Dot’s eyes twinkle with amusement as she lifts a strand of lights, her fingers deftly working to sort them out. “You know the town, Cliff. They always have grand plans. And you’re always up for the challenge. Besides, it’s not every day you get to work with me on this.”

      Cliff’s gaze meets hers, a flicker of something unspoken passing between them. “Oh, so you’re saying I’m lucky to have you as a partner?”

      Dot chuckles, a soft sound that warms the chilly air around them. “Something like that. But don’t get too comfortable. I’m known for having strong opinions about these things.”

      He raises an eyebrow, his expression both skeptical and intrigued. “Strong opinions, you say? I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      Dot takes charge of organizing the decorations, her eyes lighting up as she discusses the plans for the festival. “I was thinking we could hang these lights along the gazebo. It’ll create a nice backdrop for the carolers. And maybe some wreaths on the lamp posts.”

      Cliff nods thoughtfully, his hands working alongside hers to hang the lights. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll get the ladder. You’re the expert in this, so I’ll leave the design choices to you.”

      Dot grins, her cheeks flushed from the cold and her exertion. “It’s a deal.”

      The two of them work together slowly, enjoying the pace. For a minute, it feels like old times.

      “Pass the white balls, will you, Cliff?”

      “Here,” Cliff stretches out the pack containing the shiny ornaments and his hand brushes against Dot.

      A sharp intake of breath follows, and Dot grabs the balls quickly, avoiding Cliff’s eyes.

      She felt it and she's sure he did too.

      The slight zing of warmth when their hands touched.

      Dot is puzzled. Cliff has been her friend for so long, and there's never been any inkling of an attraction between them. Yet, now…

      She can't quite put the feeling in words, but it's there.

      This slowly building emotion that makes her heart race madly when he's near. Or her nerves tingling when their fingers brush, like now.

      Is this real?

      What if it was? Is she willing to do something about it?

      She focuses on her task, determined to put as much distance as she can between them until she can make sense of the new development within her.

      Soon, the festival preparations slowly take shape. The park begins to sparkle with festive lights and decorations.

      The afternoon sun casts a warm glow over Maplewood Grove as Dot and Cliff continue their preparations for the Christmas Festival. The park, now adorned with twinkling lights and festive decorations, hums with activity as townsfolk bustle about, adding their final touches. Cliff walks to the festival’s main stage to check on the setup, and he is greeted by the town’s mayor.

      “Good afternoon, Cliff!” Mayor Eugene Beckett booms as he approaches, his voice as hearty as his jolly laugh. He’s clad in a Christmas sweater adorned with reindeer and a tie featuring a row of dancing elves. “I see you two are hard at work. Everything coming together smoothly?”

      Dot looks up at the sound of his voice and smiles warmly at the mayor, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Afternoon, Eugene. Everything’s looking great, thanks to everyone’s hard work. But I’m sure you’re here to add your special touch.”

      Mayor Beckett laughs, a sound that seems to echo throughout the park. “Of course! I’ve got some new ideas for the festival’s grand finale. This year, we’re going to have a synchronized light show and a choir singing Christmas carols. We’re going to make sure this festival is the talk of the town for years to come!”

      Cliff raises an eyebrow but can’t hide his grin. “Sounds ambitious, Eugene. I hope you’ve got the logistics sorted out.”

      “Leave that to me!” Mayor Beckett exclaims with a dramatic flourish. “I’ve got everything under control. And if I don’t, well, I’ll just blame it on the Christmas spirit!”

      As the mayor bumbles off to coordinate his grand plans, Agnes and Mabel Carlton make their entrance, a lively duo that immediately draws attention. The elderly twin sisters, dressed in matching holiday sweaters and oversized red hats, are an unmistakable sight.

      “Hello, dear!” Agnes says as she and Mabel approach Dot and Cliff, each of them balancing a basket overflowing with homemade cookies. “We’ve come bearing Christmas cheer—and cookies!”

      Mabel nods in agreement, her voice carrying the same warmth as her sister’s. “And we’re here to help with the decorations. Nothing says Christmas like a little extra sparkle, right?”

      Dot’s eyes sparkle with delight as she accepts a cookie from Agnes. “Thank you, Agnes. And you too, Mabel. We can always use some extra hands.”

      “Oh, we’re just here to make sure everything’s perfect,” Agnes says with a mischievous glint in her eye. “We’ve got a knack for spotting where a little extra ornamentation is needed. Isn’t that right, Mabel?”

      Mabel giggles. “Absolutely. We’re practically professionals at this point. Just ask anyone.”

      As the sisters move off to add their personal touch to the decorations, Dot and Cliff exchange a knowing smile. The sisters’ penchant for matchmaking is well-known in town, and their enthusiastic involvement in the festival is no different.

      “Have you heard their latest matchmaking scheme?” Cliff asks, leaning closer to Dot as they watch Agnes and Mabel work. “Apparently, they’re trying to set up Sheriff Colton with someone they met at the last farmers’ market.”

      Dot chuckles softly. “I heard about that. I don’t think the Sheriff stands a chance. Agnes and Mabel are relentless when they set their minds to something.”

      “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way.”

      The Christmas music flows softly from the extended sound system placed at the center of the makeshift stage currently in the works. A large part of it is still bare, but the townsfolk, awash with excitement at the Christmas cheer, do not seem to mind.

      Dot glances at Cliff, feeling her heart warm with tenderness as she looks at his gruff profile. It's almost like she's seeing him in a new light and a large part of her questions how true her feelings are.

      In the town square, a towering evergreen tree stands. Bare for now, but Dot can picture how colorful it will be adorned by twinkling lights, tinsel, and hand-carved ornaments by this time tomorrow.

      The storefronts are already decorated with wreaths, red ribbons, and strings of lights that frame the windows. There are displays of cozy sweaters, handcrafted toys, and festive treats which makes her mouth water. The scents of cinnamon, nutmeg, and fresh baked cookies from Agnes and Mabel waft through the air.

      As if on cue, the mayor’s voice booms again, this time from the stage where he’s directing a group of volunteers. “Everyone, gather ’round! We’ve got a surprise for you! A special guest appearance!”

      Curiosity piqued, Dot and Cliff make their way to the stage. The volunteers and townsfolk gather around, their faces lighting up with anticipation. Mayor Beckett steps aside to reveal a familiar figure in the center of the stage.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the mayor announces with a flourish, “please welcome our very own resident inventor, Jasper Finch!”

      Jasper, dressed in a mismatched collection of clothing and sporting a pair of goggles perched on his head, waves sheepishly from the stage. His yard-sale creations and eccentric demeanor are well-known in Maplewood Grove, and his appearance always adds a touch of whimsy to any event.

      “I’ve got a special treat for you all,” Jasper says with a shy smile, “a Christmas-themed contraption that will bring a little extra joy to the festival.”

      The crowd murmurs with excitement as Jasper begins to demonstrate his latest invention—a mechanical reindeer that prances around the stage, its antlers twinkling with lights. The crowd’s laughter and applause fill the air.

      Dot and Cliff clap along in enthusiasm, all thoughts of work forgotten.

      “You know we really need to get everyone back to work.” Dot giggles, clapping excitedly at Jasper's next trick.

      “I know,” Cliff says warmly. “But you can't deny that we are having so much fun. Even you.”

      “Yes, but the decorations won't hang themselves. The festival is in a few hours. We still have to add a few touches to pine trees and complete the flowers for the stage–”

      “Shhh, stop worrying.” Cliff stops her midroll with a finger to her lips. Dot’s heart races into overdrive. “Just enjoy the moment. We can complete the work later.”

      With a nod, she turns back to the show, unable to speak but aware of her pulse racing wildly.

      She hasn't been imagining things. Her racing heart is enough evidence of this admission. There's an attraction between them–hot and heavy.

      Oh dear.

      The question is if Cliff feels the same way too.
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      CLIFF

      The first hints of twilight begin to darken the sky over Maplewood Grove, casting long shadows across the Christmas festival grounds. The park, now empty, betrays the worry hanging over Dot and Cliff.

      Dot’s eyes flick over the empty space where a shipment of Christmas lights and decorations is supposed to be. She checks her phone for the umpteenth time, hoping for some reassuring news. The message she received earlier is clear: the truck delivering the crucial supplies has broken down, and the shipment won’t arrive in time for the festival.
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