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FELISA

The most wonderful time of the year, I think, as I put the finishing touches on the first of many decorations for the Christmas fest in town. I wish that it could be, but there is too much else going on, too much that has taken up my thoughts to make me excited as I usually am for Christmas.

“What should I do with this?” Kelly, my assistant, asks, holding out the beginning of a train set.

I look at it and consider just where it might go. I’m partially in charge of decorating half of the downtown Christmas Village, along with having a booth to sell items. I’ve been doing this for years, and usually, I can do it with my eyes closed, but with the drama going on in my business, which is causing it to fail, my mind is all over the place. Hell, I didn’t even consider buying new decorations when I’m fighting to keep the lights on. Nah, I have to work with what I have and hope that the customers would enjoy it as they have every year previously.

“We’ll have it start in the back of our booth and run along the table in front. I think there are some poles that we can use in the back. I’ll go grab them,” I finally answer.

Kelly nods and sets the piece on the table as she continues to unpack more decorations. It would take just the two of us days to set everything up. Time that I honestly should be working on my actual business. Yet, I can’t back out. For five years, I have financed a portion for the month-long fest that features fun family activities, a talent show, and a flea market for people to sell their items. Too many townsfolks count on my funds to pull this off. Not to mention, me backing out would be a big red flag of what’s going on behind the scenes. 

I place the decorations I had been debating on as I move to the storage pod of the town event hall. Years of doing this has taught me what will be available for me to use. The musty scent of the room is a surprising comfort to me. I flick on the light, and it comes on, sputtering to life to dimly light the pod so I can search.

Items have been moved around since I’ve last been here, which is to be expected. I'm not the only one trying to snag one of these neutral items that are up for grabs to whoever gets it first. I move through the too close together rows. I know I’m here for the poles, but I scan the shelves with hawk-like eyes in hopes of finding a real gem. Finally, I find the poles with the stands at the bottom and top that I know will be perfect for holding up a train set. Collecting a few pieces, I head back to the storage entrance. Halfway to the door, I see a shadow, and I slow my steps. I shouldn’t have to gather my wits every time I see this damn man, but that’s the case. 

Cooper Rogen. Why the fuck he’s always underfoot? I wonder. 

Okay, that’s not true. He’s not. It just seems that way because it takes me so long to shake the feelings seeing him has on me. That’s what makes it seem as if he’s lingering. We’ve known each other for years... since we were teenagers. Just a year apart, we bumped heads at school and at his mom’s business after I got a job there. When I was working my ass off, Cooper was the pretty boy with his Mama’s credit card. Whatever the money couldn’t open for him, his stunning, Mediterranean looks did the rest. Our heated and at times insane need to best each other, I’m sure, is born out of both our desire to win and sexual tension between us. It’s no different yearly with who’s Christmas display wins with the most visitors. So much so that it’s become a town’s guilty pleasure of betting who’s gonna win. 

Knowing he hasn’t noticed I’m in the pod, I use the advantage to let my eyes look him over. Although I’ve been wishing obesity on him, Cooper’s 6’2 frame has not an ounce of fat. Pure muscle flexes under his tan skin to cause his light blue turtleneck to breathe and sigh. I’m not too shocked it’s blue...his top. With his mother not only being the owner of a posh clothing store, and also a columnist for Vanity Fair magazine, Cooper knows fashion. I make a face of happy appraisal of his ass in his low riding jeans as he turns to dig around on a shelf.  

“Mr. Rogen,” I call out to make myself known. I give him a stiff nod as I try to make a run for the door.

“Ms. Williams, how good it is to see you again. I don’t think I’ve seen you since the summer fest.”

I frown at his bold-faced lie. Our stores are in the same district. We bank at the same bank. We sat rows apart at the Christmas planning meetings. 

Okay, if he wants to play it that way.

“Yes, good to see you too. Can we talk later? I need to get this to my station.”

“That busy? Promise we’ll talk later?”

Once again, I give him a double-take. I huff while readjusting the poles in my arms, “Yeah.”

Cooper smirks before opening the door wide enough for me to easily walk through. I don’t have to glance over my shoulder to prove he’s still looking at me. I can feel his dark eyes on me.

“I see Cooper is already here,” Kelly says. 

The damn girl never misses a beat when it comes to that damn man. I wish she is that focused on helping my struggling ass instead of straining to examine him.

“Yeah, and he’s already causing me problems. I just hope that he won’t be here when I’m not, but I highly doubt that.” 

Our regular work schedules coincide. I made sure to pick a time slot that would work best for me, and you guessed it. Old boy Cooper just so happened to pick the same time slot. No doubt he’s doing it to throw me off my game in hopes of rattling me into a loss. No sweet cheeks. I’m bringing home the win again to ensure I have 365 days to display that shiny trophy in my store window and in his face.  

Kelly smiles while shaking her head. She has been my assistant for two years now, and this is her third Christmas fest with me. She’s sold out on Team Cooper just months into her employment. She finds the back and forth from me and Cooper as free entertainment. 

“Come on, he’s not so bad. He can be nice at times even.”

“So can the Devil as he’s leading you over a cliff. Don’t you start with me. He’s a prick and is far too full of himself. He has always thought he was better than me even though it was me that his mother chose to be her second hand in her business and not her son.”

“Yes, and then when she was ready to retire, she skipped you over to put him in the seat,” she recites as if she’s tired of hearing that rant from me. 

But she’s damn right. Me! I was the one that changed the shift of her business, which brought in younger spenders. I turned her on to a lot of what the black community wants and needs, and for sure, it showed in her bottom line. How the hell she’s going to give it all to her punk ass son to run? Well, I gave her the biggest, ‘Fuck You’ when I up and opened my own store. Not being too crazy, I made sure not to make it an all-out campaign to destroy her established business, but I have managed to bring those dollars to my place. Or at least I had. I tell ya, the Internet and AliExpress making it easier for people to buy direct from the factory is a bitch. 

“Yeah, I know how you see him. Still, everyone else seems to think he has gotten better over the years. You see each other several times a year. It might be better if you at least got along.”

“Don’t be caught with the enemy,” I warn in a hiss. 

Kelly blinks in shock. 

“Your pussy will thank you,” she ends with a sly wink.

I open my mouth to respond, then close it. I won’t even allow myself to slide down that rabbit hole and bump my head on Cooper’s balls on my way to suck his dick.

I signal I’m done with her by stopping my talk with her to continue to unpack previous years of decorations and to match them up with only a few new items joining in the fray. I hate the fact that I have to use mostly older decorations. I’m always known for my ambitious decorating and for changing things up.

“Going retro, Felisa?” Hearing Cooper’s voice rankles underneath my skin. Of course, his pop eye ass would notice I’m using the same decorations from years prior.

“Yeah, actually,” I start as if I know what I’m talking about. “I wanted to promote the idea of using what one already has. Not everyone can buy new decorations during these trying times, Cooper.”

I make sure to add just enough condemnation to my tone to make him feel like the spoiled little shit he is.

“A good idea,” Cooper replies as he picks up one of my Santa figurines. “Do you think you will catch as much attention with this strategy?”

“I always do, don’t I?” I smirk. “Hell, my display is going to be so damn dazzling, they might not even realize it until I tell them exactly what I’m doing,” I smile. 

Hot damn! His attempt at bothering me has given me one hell of an idea and threw dirt in his eyes at the same time. Most people are in a pickle since the Covid-19 caused loss of jobs and more. I’ll be the one that will use that fact as my platform. You know, a kinda...this isn’t the time to be wasting money. Instead, let’s pull from what we have, the blessings we all already have to spread love, and celebrate the Holidays. Yes! YES!! So, while he’s looking like a fuck boy throwing big bucks around, I’ll appear to be humble and in touch with the community. Oh, the speech I’m going to give. A beaming smile lights up my face as images of Cooper looking like a fool once I’m done dances in my head.

“What do you think if I joined you in that? See who can do better with the decorations we already have?”

And just like that, my smile turns upside down. A deep frown creases my brow at the idea. He’s always the fly in the ointment. Nah, he’s testing me...watching me to try to figure out what I have up my sleeve. It’s this way with the two of us every year, which only adds to the excitement. I ain’t worried. No freakin’ way he’s going to use his old, ugly decorations. Considering it always seems like his family and his family’s business have enough money to buy anything they want, he won’t roll the dice of using old in his hopes of winning. Not to mention, I doubt he needs the savings. 

“What’s your ploy, Rogen?” I ask slowly, hoping he hadn’t read my mind.

“Nothing at all, I promise you that,” he says with a shit-eating grin. “A little friendly competition can make us do even better than we have before. Plus, it makes it even more exciting for the guests, don’t you think?”

Oh, he doesn’t want to know what I think. My facial expression says just that. I tap my finger on the plastic table and let out a breath. “Fine, but how will we decide who has won?”

“Same as every year; by how many customers come to our booths.”

“That can be easily faked.”

“I’m sure we can find some impartial judges. It’s not like there won’t be plenty of people here. A little competition will help drive up business for both of us. People love that shit.”
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