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      Belle Silver can’t artistically express her love of all things Christmas. Her disastrous baking brings all the firefighters to the yard. She won’t even talk about her choir audition. But she refuses to lose December’s annual holiday decorating contest to her nemesis and next-door-neighbour.

      Ever since Jack Foster started at North Pole Unlimited, he’s won every Christmas design accolade there but one - the December Light Spectacular trophy. The only obstacle in his path to victory will be Belle’s unique and unpredictably themed yard.

      Sabotage is the name of the game for these competitors, until they are forced to play nice at work when they draw each other’s names in the office’s Secret Santa exchange. It’s going to take a friend in need and some serious Christmas magic for this pair to put down the snowballs and find a spot under the mistletoe.
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      Saturday, November 26

      

      Jilly Lewis-Fredericks and Ginger Cardinal were at the High Five—December’s budget-friendly “Nothing is priced higher than five dollars” store—on a mission to get a basketful of baby shower decorations before everything in the store was replaced with Christmas decor. They were almost too late. They had to squeeze down rows clogged with their coworkers on the hunt for cheap winter decorations and detour around mobs of children looking for holiday craft supplies. So far, they’d found purple and pink crepe streamers and matching plates, but the coordinating napkins eluded them.

      Ginger volunteered to check the tissue paper and giftwrap aisle while Jilly headed to housewares in the slim hopes that they’d find a pack that had been mis-shelved.

      They didn’t find any napkins, but Jilly did spy something else. Something that interested her tremendously.

      Belle Silver had her booted toes on the base of a rack and was holding on for dear life as she stretched her arm along the top shelf, reaching for something out of sight.

      “Nuts,” Belle said as she came away emptyhanded.

      Jilly had no clue what should be on that particular shelf. It was as bare as a chocolate display at six o’clock on Valentine’s Day. Belle gripped the edge of the metal rack and pulled herself on to her tiptoes to see if any loose packets had been pushed to the back. Her groan indicated she was out of luck.

      Jilly liked Belle. She was friendly in person, but her work emails were short and concise. With the volume of correspondence that Jilly handled for the VP of Human Resources, short was always better. “What are you looking for, Belle? More replacement baking pans? Maybe I can help.” She crossed her fingers and hoped Belle wasn’t experiencing a replay of the previous year, when the volunteer fire department had made a house call to her place in what was now referred to locally as “the Silver event.”

      Belle looked down and smiled, since she was half a foot taller than Jilly, and that was before taking the extra shelf height into account. “I’m looking for zip ties.”

      “What size?”

      “Any!”

      Jilly took another look down the aisle. Belle was right. Every single zip-tie was gone. Not just the large ones. Or the extra-large ones. All of them, even the mostly useless two-inch ones that could barely keep a computer cord bundled together.

      Belle waved down a teenage stockboy wearing a nametag that said “Ryder. “Excuse me. Do you have any more zip-ties in the back?”

      “No, sorry,” he said.

      Belle huffed, and Jilly began to get an inkling of how serious the situation was. The unflappable temperament of the head of North Pole Unlimited’s Special Projects Unit was legendary. “Could you please check?” Belle requested.

      “I just did. The guy at the till bought every single pack we have in stock. But Mr. Marsh puts in orders every Friday, so we should be restocked in a week or two,” Ryder told her.

      Belle’s eyes shot to the checkout counter and Jilly watched her turn beet red.

      “I can’t tell who that is,” Jilly said, staring hard at the back of a woodland green ski jacket trimmed with navy piping.

      “Mr. Anti-Christmas Spirit himself. The most devious person in all of December. Trouble in a toque.”

      That was some first-rate annoyance there, Jilly thought. “He sounds terrible. What’s the miscreant’s name?”

      “Jack Foster. My next-door neighbour.” When Belle started marching toward the counter, Jilly texted Ginger to meet her in housewares immediately.

      Jilly knew that Jack Foster had an impeccable reputation as the head of the marketing department. He was a Yuletide perfectionist, especially when it came to his designs and displays for the holidays. He was so good at capturing the essence of the season that he had a shelf full of awards. Not one of them used the words “anti-Christmas”.

      Belle stood right beside Jack, blocking him from moving to the exit. “Jack, buddy, could you possibly spare me any of those zip-ties?”

      Jack shook his head sadly, his sandy brown locks brushing his forehead. “Sorry, my bestie Belle. They’re vital components to a very special project for the community. You know how it is.”

      “Interesting,” Jilly whispered to herself. When Ginger appeared at her side, Jilly nudged her with her elbow and pointed at the unfolding scene at the register.

      Everybody in December knew about the rivalry between Belle and Jack when it came to decorating their homes for the December Light Spectacular. Jack had thousands of lights, and a two-storey house as a canvas. Belle, on the other hand, tended to stick more to yard decorations that had an interactive component.

      The competition didn’t surprise Jilly. What shocked her was the undercurrent running between the pair.

      “How about one package? You must have twenty there,” Belle said.

      “Sorry, they’re all spoken for.”

      Belle muttered under her breath.

      “I didn’t catch what she said,” Jilly said quietly.

      “I hope your hydro bill bankrupts you,” Ginger responded, her eyes wide with excitement. When Jilly looked at her, she shrugged. “What? I can read lips.”

      “What was that?” Jack asked.

      “I sure hope all those zip-ties are for holding LED lights in place. I wouldn’t want your Christmas decorating budget to go to break the bank with electricity costs.”

      “That’s awfully sweet of you, Belle. Rest assured, they are LEDs. I’m sure you’ll find some zip-ties somewhere else.”

      Jilly snorted. Like Belle had oodles of spare time to drive around southern Manitoba looking for fasteners to keep her bulbs in a picture-perfect position. “Thanks, anyways, pal,” Belle said before she walked away.

      “He’s going to pay for that,” Ginger noted. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Come along, my little protégé. We have work to do,” Jilly ordered. It was a good thing that her capacity for giving was endless at this time of year.
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      Monday, November 28

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters

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

      

      The reception area of North Pole Unlimited’s Special Projects Unit looked like it had been professionally decorated for Christmas, and for good reason. It had been. Belle Silver had scoured the internet looking for the best of the best when it came to holiday décor. She’d then forwarded her vision board to an interior designing friend with instructions to replicate them with a massive budget, provided by Belle personally.

      Now, with only four weeks left till Christmas, Belle looked around in satisfaction. The little vignettes around the reception area—the miniature winter village atop the credenza nestled in a sea of white cotton snow, the quartet of perfectly framed antique Christmas cards hanging on the wall, plus the five-foot pencil-thin, pre-lit tree loaded with silver and mauve ornaments in the corner of the conference room—all flawlessly proclaimed that Belle was participating in the season in the most perfect way possible.

      It wasn’t that she wanted to hire a designer to take care of the task. She didn’t have a choice. Belle needed to outsource it because she was horrible at Christmas decorating. Abysmal. So unbelievably bad that she made Ebenezer Scrooge’s non-existent holiday stylings looked good.

      It wasn’t her fault. Belle loved Christmas. It was her favourite holiday. And she loved her job at North Pole Unlimited. She had been a fan and customer of the world’s best Christmas company since she was a little kid. Getting a job with them had been like winning the lottery because she got to work in a place where it was Christmas every day of the year. She couldn’t ask for more.

      Except for her health insurance to cover the surgery she desperately needed to graft the gene that would make her good at decorating for the holidays into her DNA. Or the gene responsible for succeeding at Christmas crafts. Or the one for baking. Because while her spirit was willing…

      Belle grimaced then laughed as she took in the tiny, self-decorated corner of her private office where she had tried to Christmas-fy her collection of coffee pod stands. Her inspiration pictures resembled a trio of mini trees. The green garland that she’d threaded through the chrome loops made hers look like a particularly nasty mold infestation. She’d tried. She really had. But there was a reason that her trusted administrative assistant was the only person usually allowed in her office. That, and the fact that her coffee pod collection was company-renown and was prone to disappear if left unguarded.

      Speaking of her coffee-loving assistant, Grace appeared in her doorway. “I’m heading out. Jack Foster’s new notes for the Christmastown marketing proposal have been loaded to the server. And Noel from IT messaged to say that he was on his way up. Is there a problem?” the green-haired woman asked.

      “I had a question that I couldn’t explain in writing, so I wanted to show him on my computer in person,” Belle lied. “You go. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Knit Night tonight?”

      Belle nodded. “I’m almost finished the baby hat. It’s a lot better than the last one.”

      “Good for you!” Grace said loyally. She’d seen Belle working on it diligently over her lunch hours. While it was made with a great deal of love, Belle’s skill level meant it was never going to be mistaken as a professionally knit one. “See you in the morning.”

      Belle’s knitting class was supposed to be a peaceful, creative endeavour that she enjoyed once a week. But right now, she had to wage a little war. She already had to drive to Winnipeg for her knitting lessons. That meant that she wasn’t exactly put out if she had to make an extra stop to buy more zip-ties.

      It was the principle of the matter. Jack Foster needed some payback, and she was about to deliver. Since the company’s newest computer guru owed her one, what she had in mind would give Noel a chance to return a favour and her a chance to teach Jack a lesson. Everybody would win.

      “Noel, my friend, come in. Can I offer you a coffee?” Belle offered. She wasn’t expecting him to make a teeny-tiny programming change completely for free.

      “Do you have any of those famous vanilla latte pods?” Noel Sprouse asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Fantastic. What can I do for you?” he asked while she set a visitor’s mug in the coffee maker.

      “There’s a slight correction I’d like you to make on one of the North Pole Unlimited Christmas playlists,” Belle said. She loved that the company had put together several playlists for their employees on their internal servers. They had religious songs, secular popular music, novelty songs for kids, one playlist of orchestral music, and another playlist of Christmas audio books. They even had one for their own holiday albums. Since Belle’s first special project at the company had been to establish their recording division, that one was her favourite.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “It needs a little tweak to one title,” she assured him. She pointed at the playlist she’d already displayed on the monitor. “This song. I need it to say, “Dedicated to Jack Foster.”

      Noel blinked. “You want this song title to read, “Dedicated to Jack Foster” instead of “You’re a Mean One, Mr. Grinch.” Do I have that right?”

      “It’s on the company’s internal intranet. Nobody outside the office will see it. I only need it to appear for a couple days until somebody gets the message.”

      “Is this about the zip-ties?” he asked.

      She’d seen Noel in the High Five; he knew what Jack had done. “It’s not not about the zip-ties. I prefer to think of it as a friendly reminder of the importance of being neighbourly at this time of year.”

      Noel shook his head. He did it laughing, though.

      “I doubt that Jack will even notice. If he complains, switch it back to the proper title and send him to my office. I can handle him,” she promised.

      “I don’t know, Belle.”

      “You don’t know if you can help me after I came in to work on a weekend—twice—to discuss your girlfriend’s new contract so you two could spend your vacations together and not have to interrupt them for work? Noel, I’m shocked at you.” She tried to keep a straight face. She would have come in at midnight to meet popstar Merrily Sweet, so the very apologetic request for a Saturday morning appointment hadn’t been a hardship.

      “Fine, but you’re clearing it with Dave this afternoon,” Noel relented. “Unless he vetoes it, it’ll be done by tomorrow morning.”

      “You’re a gem, Noel. Besides, you never know. Maybe dedications will be the next big thing,” Belle said. She handed Noel a steaming latte.

      “I’m out of here. I’ll return your mug in the morning,” he promised.
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