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        A spicy holiday grumpy sunshine standalone novel by romantic comedy author Gia Stevens…

      

        

      
        ‘Twas a month before Christmas, and all through the town, Everyone was ready to celebrate, except my hot and grumpy new neighbor.

      

        

      
        Christmas is my favorite time of year with the festive parties and holiday cheer. But having Connor Tyler move in next door is as much fun as searching for a burned-out bulb in a string of lights.

      

        

      
        His rugged good looks and guitar can make anyone swoon. That doesn’t change the fact that he slammed the door in my face when I welcomed him with a tray of homemade cookies.

      

        

      
        But I won’t let his bah-humbug attitude damper my holiday spirit. This year, more than ever, I need to deck the halls and revel in being jolly. As I ramp up my holiday cheer, Connor spends more and more time casting lingering glances toward my… mistletoe. When a blizzard hits, a gesture of hospitality leads to exchanging more than presents.

      

        

      
        As Christmas draws nearer, I chip away at his icy facade only to discover a painful truth. There’s an expiration date on his time next door.

      

        

      
        And I’m certain I don’t have enough boxes of tinsel to convince him to stay.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Welcome to Harbor Highlands

        A series of interconnected standalones

      

        

      
        Flirting with My Best Friend -Mark and Liana’s Story- Sparks fly when a bet leads to kissing your best friend. *This is a short novella that can be downloaded for free when you sign up for my newsletter.*

      

        

      
        Flirting with the Playboy - Bennett and Charlie’s Story- One dating app.  Many flirtatious messages. But what happens when the other person behind the screen is actually the office playboy?

      

        

      
        Flirting with the Enemy - Seth and Parisa’s Story- Co-workers and enemies get stranded together only to discover their hatred for each other is fueled by lust.

      

        

      
        Flirting with the Stranger - Van and Hollyn’s Story- What do a fake stripper, a younger man, and a one-night stand have in common? They all end up becoming Hollyn’s new boss.

      

        

      
        Flirting with the Bad Boy - Ledger and Olivia’s Story-  When the good girl falls for the bad boy… too bad he’s also her best friend’s brother.

      

        

      
        Flirting with the Scrooge - Connor and Tatum’s Story- After getting dumped, the only thing Tatum wants to do is immerse herself in holiday cheer, but her grumpy, new neighbor has other plans.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For everyone searching for their soulmate…

      Be sure to find someone who will write a beautiful song for you.

      

      Or at the very least, fuck you under the Christmas tree.

      

      Merry Christmas!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        While this story is a romantic comedy there may be situations that are triggering to some. For a list of those content warnings please visit my website and scroll to the bottom of the page.
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            ONE

          

          
            THE NEW NEIGHBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Tatum

      Some people love Christmas, but I love Christmas. Ever since I was a little girl it was always my favorite holiday. Everything from the delectable smell of vanilla, sugar, and melted chocolate from fresh baked cookies wafting through the air to hunting for the perfectly symmetrical and lush Christmas tree at the local tree farm. And let’s not forget decorations galore, inside the house and out. Honestly, it’s a holiday that should be year-round.

      Rising on my tippy toes, my fingertips scratch at a box sitting on the top shelf in my garage. As I stretch, the step stool scrapes against the cement floor beneath me. Oh, come on, just a little farther. With a one footed hop, I’m able to push the box just enough to expose the corner so I’m able to pull it with my other hand. With both hands I secure the box against my chest. As I step backward, my toe slips off the edge. The box flies from my grasp as my arms flail wildly to regain my balance. The cardboard rips down the side as it hits the floor, spilling plastic ornaments and Christmas lights across the cement. Just my luck. As I tumble backward to the floor, a stack of sharp cornered boxes breaks my fall, instead of the pile of inflatable decorations. A mushroom cloud of fake snow plumes into the air and flutters down around me. It’s like I’m living in my very own snow globe. I blow a strand of hair out of my face. The one thing that should bring me joy this year just tried to kill me. Great.

      If someone told me a month ago this is where my life would be, I would have laughed in their face. Never did I imagine I’d be lying in a heap of cardboard boxes and fake snow. No one expects to not only get dumped but also fired in a span of thirty seconds. But here I am a month before Christmas, single and definitely not in the mood to mingle.

      One day, it was all… gone. The bow on my neatly wrapped Christmas present was catching my ex canoodling with his intern at a charity gala my sister was coordinating. When he told me he was dumping me to focus on his career, it was accurate as long as his career involved a leggy brunette in a pencil skirt. We spent five years together, and he tossed me out faster than an unwanted fruit cake.

      My only goal for the next four weeks is to drown my sorrows in tinsel, lights, and ornaments. And clearly, I’m even having a hard time with that. Any other year I would be stringing up Christmas lights and blowing up the inflatable Santa and all his workshop accessories, but this year my bah humbug is at an all-time high. Which I hate. I’m always the first one to put up my decorations, mostly to encourage my neighbors to do the same so I can have some actual competition for the neighborhood decorating contest.

      I peel myself off the ground and brush off my jeans. Coffee. I need more coffee. Pushing my way through the door that leads from the garage into my kitchen, I pull a cup off my mug tree, and fill it to the brim with the deep brown deliciousness. While clutching the mug with both hands, I leisurely stroll toward the large picture window that faces the street. By now, a tree would be standing tall in this very spot, but this year is different. It’s hard to get into the holiday spirit when your life crumbles to pieces a week earlier.

      I lift the steaming cup of coffee to my lips and take a sip. No more wallowing. No more letting my ex consume my thoughts. I need to immerse myself in the one thing I love and forget everything else. Christmas. As my nana would say, “Only let your thoughts be consumed by someone who deserves them. Give everyone else the middle finger.” Nana was classy like that.

      Whirling around, I stomp across the room and back into the kitchen. It’s time to raise some middle fingers. I slam my coffee mug on the white quartz kitchen island a little harder than normal. I’m surprised it doesn’t crack. Shoving my feet into the fur lined boots, I throw my coat over my shoulders and tug my knit cap over my hair. Time to make the decorations my bitch.

      I press the garage door button. The bright light slowly fills the dark garage as the door rises. I finish cleaning up my previous mess and dig into the other boxes sitting on the cement. I rifle through several boxes, pulling out all the decorations I’ll need and move everything else to the side.

      A light coating of snow dusts the ground as I drag one box out to the driveway leaving a plowed snow path in my wake. From my back pocket I pull out a piece of paper. Unfolding it, I glance down at the haphazard diagram of my decoration set up. The blowup Santa and reindeer will be on the left side and the snow globes, Santa’s workshop, and the candy cane walkway will be on the right. The twenty-foot maple tree in my front yard is already strung with colorful lights, so I only need to add the over-sized fake presents underneath.

      Over the next several hours, I run extension cords, carry out boxes, and set up all the decorations. Once everything is in place, I plug it in for a trial run. I shuffle my way to the end of the short driveway, being careful so I don’t slip, and admire the lights as they faintly twinkle to life. Santa rises to his eight-foot height and the snow swirls around in the inflatable snow globe. Now it’s not Clark Griswold-esque, but it’s pretty close. A triumphant smile covers my face. This may be my best work yet. Maybe getting dumped actually put a little extra pep in my Christmas step.

      I tiptoe around the decorations, careful not to disturb the powdery snow as I inspect each light and electrical cord. Once I confirm everything works properly, I pull the plug, cutting off the power.

      A large black truck rumbles down the road and slows as it approaches my driveway. Instead of entering mine, it pulls into Mrs. Hendrickson’s across the street. My gaze immediately drifts to the California license plate. Soon after, a moving truck pulls in with a storage container on the back. A tall, broad shouldered, dark-haired male steps out from the black truck. He’s got a ruggedly handsome lumberjack vibe to him with the green flannel coat and dark beard to complete the ensemble. A duffle bag is in one hand and a guitar case in the other. Another man, older with a graying beard and a beanie, meets him at the rear between both trucks. He must be a new neighbor. But I never saw a for sale sign in front of the house.

      I step backward, gaze glued to my new neighbors, when my heel kicks one of the empty boxes, throwing me off balance. My arms windmill and I bellow out a screech as I crash to the ground with a thud. Boxes and tubs fling to the side and skate across my driveway. When I glance up, both men’s gazes shoot my way. Heat creeps up my neck and floods my cheeks. I wave them off, yelling, “I’m okay!” Just bruised my ass and my dignity. Without a second glance back, both men turn around and walk inside. Well that’s one way to introduce myself.

      While still on the ground, my phone rings in my pocket, startling me. I pull it out and Olivia flashes on the screen. I press talk.

      “Hey. What’s up?” I wince, rising to my feet. I can already feel a bruise forming on each ass cheek.

      “I’ve set up a client meeting on Friday.” My sister, Olivia, started her own event coordinator business and asked me to work with her, which was perfect timing since I was just fired. I brush the speckles of snow off my butt and thighs. “Okay. Just let me know when and where.”

      “I’ve already added it to the shared calendar. So, what are you doing today?”

      “Just setting up the last of the outdoor decorations.”

      “That sounds boring.”

      Olivia never got into the holiday spirit as much as I did. I loved going to my nana’s house and helping her decorate. There was something special about having a cup of hot cocoa and throwing tinsel on the tree and hanging stockings over the fireplace. Nana always had two trees. One for me to decorate, which was home to every ornament I could find. Homemade. Store bought. If it had a hook, it went on the tree. There wasn’t a branch untouched once I was finished. And then there was Nana’s more elegant and pristine tree. But she always told me she liked mine more. Now that I’m older, I’ve learned less is more. At least when it comes to my own tree. The outside is another story.

      “What if I said I have a new neighbor?”

      “Now that could be interesting. Give me the deets.”

      I stroll back into the garage, careful so no one else can hear me. “Two guys pulled into Mrs. Hendrickson’s place across the street with a truck and a moving container.”

      “Are they cute?”

      “One is older. Maybe mid-fifties. The other is harder to tell because of his beard, but he appears younger.”

      “Get your ass over there and get a closer look. Bring cookies too. Neighbors like cookies. Plus, you’ll need to tell him all about the neighborhood decorating contest.”

      I push an empty box to the side with my boot. “That’s true. He can’t be the only one with an undecorated house.”

      “And while you’re there, you can tell me if he’s hot or not. Perhaps a holiday hook-up is exactly what you need. He can twittle your tinsel. You can deck his balls.”

      I bark out a laugh. “No twittling. And the only balls I’ll be playing with will be covered in glitter.”

      “I’m sure the glitter can be arranged. Some guys might be into that.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “No glitter. I just want to spend this holiday with you and our friends.”

      “Well, you’re no fun. Let me know how it goes and tell me if he’s hot.”

      “You have a boyfriend.”

      “I need to know if he’s hot for you.”

      I roll my eyes even though she can’t see me. “Alright. You’ll be the first one I call.”

      “You better. In fact, put me on speaker when you go over there. Then I can get the play-by-play.”

      “That’s not happening. Kay. Bye.” I press end and shove my phone into my coat pocket.

      I stack all the boxes and totes from the driveway and haul them into the garage. While I’m cleaning up, I steal glances across the street. So far, no one has come out and the curtains are closed, so I can’t see in through the large picture window.

      Once I’m finished, I make my way inside. I glance at the oversized starburst wall clock. It’s still early. Maybe baking will get me out of this funk and I can bring them across the street to meet my new neighbor. Two birds. One stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            SATAN’S BALLSACK

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor

      I toss my duffle bag onto the floor and lean my guitar case against the well worn fabric couch. It’s been years since I’ve been back to Grams’ house. Hell, it’s been years since I’ve been back to Harbor Highlands. I guess that’s what happens when a record producer stumbles into the bar your band is playing at and offers to sign you. It's been a lifelong dream to play music professionally, but it happened so fast. One minute I’m thirty-four, playing local bars, then the next my band is selling out various halls, theaters, and clubs. We’re not filling stadiums, but for a follow up tour, that’s a possibility. Unfortunately, the vanity of it all wore off pretty quick. As fast as I entered Hollywood, I was ready to leave. And that’s why I’m here.

      When I got the phone call saying they were moving Grams to Whispering Pines Assisted Living and they needed someone to fix up her house so they could sell it, I jumped at the opportunity. I’m not Bob Vila or anything, but I know my way around a toolbox. At the very least, there’s always YouTube. Plus, it was the perfect excuse to get away and have some time to myself and contemplate some life decisions about what I want the next step to be.

      I throw myself onto the couch and exhale a sigh. “Thanks for all your help, man. I appreciate it.” My phone rings in my pocket. Pulling it out, I glance down at the screen, sigh, then mute the call. A second later my phone dings notifying me of a voicemail.

      “Anytime.” Devon, a friend and former roadie from the tour, sits in a rocking chair next to the couch.

      We spent the last two days driving from California to Minnesota. Once we arrived in town, we picked up the storage container for all of Grams belongings. The rest of the family will go through it later.

      “How long are you staying?” Devon asks.

      “I don’t know. However long it takes to clean and fix this place up and get it on the market.” I glance around the room. Dated wood paneling covers three of the four walls in the living room. The one mustard yellow painted wall is covered with picture frames that have been there for the last twenty years. I know for a fact when I remove them there will be dark rectangular squares covering the wall from the faded paint. The carpet's color has dulled over time, making it appear like a faded patch of dirt on the floor. This might be more work than I bargained for.

      “Are you sure hiding out in Harbor Highlands is what you need?”

      Sitting up, I peer around the one room I’ve seen so far and all the work that needs to be done. I rest my elbows on my knees and scrub my hands down my face. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. I can’t take it back now.” Even though I’m slightly terrified to find out what kind of state the rest of the house is in.

      “You expect to go undetected here in the middle of nowhere Minnesota?”

      “That’s what the beard is for.” I run my fingers over my newly grown facial hair.

      He barks out a hearty laugh. “Just add some sunglasses and you’ll be incognito.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, let me know if you need anything. My Uber should be here any minute.” He rises to his feet.

      “Thanks for everything.” I stand and hold out my hand.

      His hand firmly grips mine. “Hit me up when you get back to LA.”

      “Definitely.” But truth be told, I don’t know if I want to go back.

      Devon’s Uber pulls into the driveway, and he’s out the door. Silence fills the house. The type of silence where you can hear your own thoughts. This is what I wanted. To be left alone. To be by myself, but I’m not ready to deal with all that right this moment.

      I toss my duffle bag into one of the spare bedrooms, then return to the living room. I glance around. There’s so much shit. I don’t even know where to start. My only task was to box everything up and clean the place up. Maybe apply a fresh coat of paint. As I spin around, this place will need more than some paint in order to get a decent price.

      Harbor Heights has always been a great, family friendly neighborhood. Growing up, there was never a shortage of kids to play with when I stayed with Grams. The three bedrooms, two baths would make a great starter home for a new or young family. But not in its current state.

      I slide on my shoes, throw on my coat, and trudge back into the cold to collect all the boxes in the back of the moving truck. A cloud of breath hovers in front of me and I walk down the stairs. There’s a light covering of snow covering the grass, even more in the shadows. The real cold hasn’t hit yet, but it will soon. I can feel it in my bones.

      Once I reach the back of the truck, I lift the roll up door, and tuck a stack of broken down boxes under my arm. A blistering chilly wind smacks me in the face. Shit. Being away for almost three years, I’ve forgotten what Minnesota winters are like. If I’m going to be going in and out, I’ll need some proper winter clothes. Especially once the snow really comes down. I make a mental note to hit up the local fleet supply store. They’ll have all the winter essentials. But I’ll go later, right before they close, so there will be fewer people.

      Two more trips later, I grab my two other bags and the last of the boxes and drop them on the floor. While I’m here, might as well start with the living room. I grab the packing tape and assemble boxes. I start with the smaller items, wrapping anything that may be fragile with newspaper.

      In the middle of taping up one box, my phone rings from the end table. Glancing at it, Satan’s Ballsack flashes on the screen. Also known as my agent, Spencer, but I prefer Satan’s Ballsack. I roll my eyes, but I know I have to at least answer the call, so he doesn’t send a search party thinking his payday has gone AWOL.

      “Hey Spence.”

      “Thank fuck you finally answered. I just tried to call you. Did you get any of my phone calls or voicemails?”

      I rake my hand through my hair. “Yeah. I’ve been a little busy driving across the country. Once I got settled, I was going to call you back.” But what I want to tell him is I purposely sent each one to voicemail because I don’t want to listen to anything he has to say. And I wasn’t going to call him back. Or at least not right away. If he wasn’t so good at what he does, I would have fired him months ago.

      “So I can expect you back in LA, in what? A week? We need to have a meeting and nail down your schedule. We gotta get the band back into the studio working on the second album. The first tour was a big success, we need to keep the momentum going.”

      I scoff at his use of we. It’s more like I.  He needs to keep the momentum, so the cash continues to flow in. I, on the other hand, couldn’t give a damn.

      “So, I’ll book you a flight back to LA⁠—”

      “That’s not going to happen.” I rub my temples and pace the living room to burn up this anxious energy before I tell him to fuck off and fire him. I inhale a deep breath through my nose, and exhale through my mouth. A technique my therapist mentioned I should try. “I told you I’m taking care of some stuff. I’ll be back when it’s done.”

      “Zane told me that you’re helping your grandma. What’s the big deal? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Fucking Zane and his big mouth. That’s the excuse, but not the reason. “Does it matter? Do you need to keep tabs on me? Should I call you when I’m taking a shit, too? Since you need to know every facet of my life.”

      “Yeah. I need to keep tabs on you. You got two weeks to take care of whatever. Then I’m booking you a flight⁠—”

      I hang up. My patience is wearing thin. For once, I want to be on my own schedule instead of someone else’s. His name flashes on the screen as my phone rings again, but I ignore it. He’ll eventually get the hint and stop calling. In the meantime, I go back to packing boxes.

      Several hours later, I have three stacks of boxes and a good chunk of the living room cleared. I wipe my brow with the back of my hand. At this rate, I'll finish ahead of schedule. But then that means back to LA.

      Suddenly, a knock on my door draws my attention. Who’s knocking? Did Devon miss his flight? I stroll to the front door and rip it open.

      Holy shit.

      Definitely not Devon. Her bright blue eyes sparkle as they gaze back at me, and her full lips pull into a warm smile. Her knitted cap covers her long blonde hair. Then recognition hits. She’s the same woman from across the street who fell on her ass while putting up decorations.

      “Hi. I’m Tatum. I live in the house across the street.” She twists around to point at her house and I get a whiff of her sweet vanilla scent. “I had no idea Mrs. Hendrickson sold her house. I never saw the For Sale sign. Then again, I’ve been a little preoccupied. But you don’t need to know any of that.” She chuckles softly.

      And fuck me. Her laugh is just as sweet as she smells.

      “I want to welcome you to the neighborhood. And I made you cookies as a welcome to the neighborhood gift.” She holds out the plate full of cookies toward me. I glance down and then back up. “Now, I know you just moved in, but the entire neighborhood always hosts a decorating contest⁠—”

      Not even a half a day in and it’s already started. “I don’t decorate.”

      “But it’s for charity. I always helped Mrs. Hendrickson with hers. Plus, I’ve won the last three years so if you need any tips⁠—"

      I slam the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            WHAT THE CRAP?

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor

      Asshole. If there was one word to describe me, that would be it, and I won’t deny it. She didn’t deserve getting the door slammed in her face, but I just got to town and barely got my bags inside before someone came knocking, wanting something from me. After I saw it wasn’t Devon, my first instinct was that I was outed and a fan was looking for pictures or an autograph. But instead, I got a blonde holding a tray of cookies. Something about that piqued my interest.

      Instantly, the sweet smell of sugar and vanilla assaulted my nostrils. I wasn’t sure if it was coming from the cookies or her, maybe both, but I was willing to see what she wanted. After she introduced herself and mentioned Grams, I lowered my guard. It warmed my heart knowing Grams had someone close by to watch out for her. The warm and fuzzies soon died when she mentioned Christmas and decorating. Just like everyone else, she wanted something from me. Well, technically, I never stuck around long enough to see what she actually wanted before I slammed the door in her face.

      I peek through the curtains of the living room and watch as she runs down a few of the stairs, stops, and spins around, her hair fluttering over her shoulder, before she leaves again. This time empty handed. I track her all the way until she disappears into her house. Oh shit. Why does it feel like I’m giving off stalker vibes?

      Yanking open the door, I peer down at the plate of delicious smelling cookies she left, then up to her house. It would be irresponsible of me to leave them outside and attract any wildlife. So, I’m, in fact, doing the neighborhood a favor. Without a second thought, I bend down and swipe the plate off the ground and close the door behind me.

      The bottom of the plate is still slightly warm. She must have just baked these. Unable to resist any longer, I grab one off the plate and bite down. I groan. Son of a bitch. This cookie is fucking delicious. Buttery and soft. The chocolate chips are still warm and melty. These remind me of the ones Grams would make. After I finish one cookie, I grab another and stroll back into the living room, leaving a trail of cookie crumbs behind me.

      I don’t waste another minute and work on packing up the rest of the nick-knacks and removing all the photos from the walls. After a task is complete, I reward myself with another cookie. Two cookies later, the last of the boxes in the living room are taped up. Just then, my phone rings. My first thought is that it’s my agent calling again with some amazing offer I can’t say no to. When I glance at the screen, Zane flashes at the top. I press the green phone icon.

      “Hey man. What’s up?”

      “Did I thank you for running away and giving us all a break?”

      I laugh. “I didn’t run away. You make me sound like a teenager. I had some family shit to take care of.”

      “Family shit. Running away. Either way. Thanks, man. It’s nice to have a few days to myself.”

      Zane’s been with the band for the past year since our previous drummer decided he couldn’t handle the pressure and temptations of Hollywood. After he bailed, we found Zane. His skills on the kit are comparable to Neil Peart.

      “I’m happy to be of service.” I run my hand over my beard.

      “Did Spence get a hold of you? He’s been calling the entire band like a scorned lover.”

      “Oh yeah and all seven hundred of his voicemails.”

      He laughs. “Speaking of scorned ex-lovers, have you talked to yours? Apparently, now she’s⁠—”

      “Nope and I don’t care.” I don’t say anything else because there is nothing else to say. She’s nothing but an ex, or maybe more like a mistake, and that’s it.

      When I don’t give him more, he changes the subject. “So, how’s the cold? I can’t believe you ditched sunny California for what? Canada?”

      “Minnesota.” I stop pacing and stare out the living room window that lines up with my new neighbor’s window. A silhouette of a petite woman moves from one side of the room to the other.

      “That’s practically Canada. Either way it’s cold as fuck and there’s snow.”

      I tug on one panel of the curtain, fully closing it. If I can see her, she can see me and the last thing I need is to get caught staring into her window. “Well, there is more than just snow. A neighbor dropped off some cookies to welcome me to the neighborhood.”

      “Wait? People still do that?”

      “I guess so. If I wind up dead, it’s probably from the cookies Tatum dropped off. She lives across the street, dark blue house, white trim. Can’t miss it.”

      “So, a female? Hot?”

      “She’s alright. But not why I’m here.” Fuck. She’s more than alright. Her bright blue eyes could warm anyone on the coldest of days.

      “I’ll check back in later this week. Make sure you’re still alive.”

      “Fantastic. Later.” I end the call and stroll into the kitchen. All this cookie talk makes me want another. Blindly, I grab one off the plate and shove half of it in my mouth.

      I chew a couple of times. Something doesn’t taste right. Maybe she is trying to poison me?

      I chew again and my teeth sink into something soft that isn’t a chocolate chip. I gag as I frantically search for a garbage can. When I come up empty handed, I rush to the sliding glass door, yank it open, and spit out everything. Bits of cookie speckle the pristine white snow. Glancing down at the other half of the cookie in my hand, I see it. What the crap? Raisins. Fucking gross. She is trying to kill me. Okay, maybe not actually kill me, but who disguises oatmeal raisin cookies as chocolate chip? Slamming the door shut, I stomp back to the plate and toss the half-eaten one on top. I rest my palms on the mustard yellow Formica countertop and glare at the cookies as if they did something wrong. Pushing off, I rip off a piece of paper towel and collect the last three good cookies and leave the other vomit patties on the plate. Since I don’t want these in my house, there’s only one reasonable place for them to go.

      I slide on my boots and coat. With the plate of cookies in hand, I mosey across the street and set the plate on her doorstep. Two of us can pass cookies in this neighborhood. Granted mine are the same ones she gave me. But it doesn’t matter.

      Snowflakes fall from the sky as I trek back to my house. I stifle a yawn. Seeing as this is my first day here, and I already got most of the living room cleared out, I’m calling it a day. Tomorrow I’ll work on moving the furniture and ripping up the old carpet. I’m curious to see what’s underneath.

      As I stroll down the hallway to my bedroom for the month, I lift my shirt off and toss it into the corner of the room. Note to self: find a laundry basket. I shove my pants to my feet and pull a towel from one of my bags. A muffled knock sounds from somewhere in the house and I freeze to listen more closely. It happens again, but louder. With a towel wrapped around my waist, I follow the sound until I’m back in the living room. I peel back a corner of the curtain and peer out the window. Looks like my new neighbor is gracing me with her presence once again. Can’t say I’m complaining, though. I throw open the door and prop my forearm on the wood frame.

      Her gaze drops from my chest down to where my hand is holding the towel closed. Her plump lips part slightly. A pink blush covers her cheeks and I know it’s not from the cold. Interrupting her lustful gaze, I ask, “Can I help you?”
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      The door flies open and my breath hitches. I’m eye level with a very impressive, sculpted chest with a light dusting of dark hair in the center. With a mind of its own my gaze travels down to his bare stomach and over every ridge and valley of his six-pack abs. There’s no way it’s that defined when he’s relaxed. He must be flexing. I’ll just stare at his stomach until he relaxes, that’s the only way to find out for sure.

      “Can I help you?”

      Once again, his deep, smokey voice turns my nipples into stiff peaks. Or maybe it’s the crisp winter air? I’m going to go with the latter. My gaze jerks up and meets his. Heat spreads over my cheeks, knowing he caught me admiring him.

      “Aren’t you cold?” Shamelessly, I take another peek down south following a strip of hair that disappears under a towel wrapped low around his hips. Is that his bulge under the towel? Even in the cold? I try not to salivate but I feel like Pavlov’s dog. I swallow. Hard.

      “Matter of fact, I am, so what do you want?”

      His voice jolts me from my gawking. I want to say “lick you like an ice cream cone” but he’s a little rude. Any new neighbor has always been so friendly and enjoyed the warm welcome. Everyone except him. “You left these on my doorstep. Including a half-eaten one.” I shove the plate of cookies at him.

      His gaze drops to the cookies, then back to me and he says matter-of-factly, “I don’t like raisins.”

      “Well you could have thrown them away or given them to someone else.”

      “I did. I gave them to you.”

      I scoff.

      “If that’s all, I’m going to jump in the shower.” He pauses for a moment and when I just stare at him dumbfounded, he closes the door on me. Again. Ugh!

      I stomp my way back to my house as snowflakes flutter from the sky and slam my door shut for no other purpose than I hope the scrooge from across the street heard. I doubt it, but I’ll pretend. Not only did he slam the door in my face earlier and take the cookies I left for him, but then he had the audacity to give half of them back and shut the door on me. And who doesn’t like oatmeal raisin cookies? I blow out an exasperated huff. No one has ever done that to me. Perhaps he’s busy and didn’t want the interruption. There were stacks of boxes behind him, but he didn’t need to be so rude about it.

      Flustered once again, I sigh. I need to find my Christmas Zen. I turn on my favorite movie, The Holiday, in need of a distraction. Maybe I need to swap houses with someone and find true love. Clearly, whatever I’m doing now isn’t working. I got dumped and now the grump who hates Christmas lives across the street. This is shaping up to be a great holiday.

      While the movie plays in the background, I lug out boxes from the spare bedroom closet filled to the brim with decorations. I start with hanging the stockings on the mantle, then move on to draping pine garland adorned with red bows and ornaments around the doorways, and lastly, I place wreaths on both the front and back door. But my favorite part is setting up my nana’s porcelain Christmas village.

      While growing up, the first thing I would want to do is help her lay out all the buildings and place the ice skating rink in the center. Christmas music would softly play in the background, and a wide grin would never leave my face. This weekend I’ll top off all the decorating by going to Fir Meadows Tree Farm to pick out the perfect tree. I’m ready to transform my house into a winter wonderland.
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      Two hours later, my heart is full of Christmas cheer once again. When I glance out the window, I notice not only has the sun gone down, but the snow has also gotten heavier. I better do some shoveling before it gets any worse. Peeling myself off the couch, I make my way to the door. I throw on my coat, hat, mittens, and boots. With a flip of a switch, the exterior lights flood the top half of the driveway. Glancing out the window in the door, large snowflakes fall to the ground and by the looks of it, the snow isn’t light and fluffy.

      My boot sinks into the snow as I close the door behind me, leaving a perfectly shaped boot imprint in my wake. If I don’t clear this now, it’s going to be ice tomorrow. With my shovel in hand, I start at the top of the driveway and make my way toward the street.

      Halfway through, I partially unzip my coat, the heavy snow giving me a workout. With only a few rows left, I glance up and I’m greeted with the holiday grump as he stalks toward the end of his driveway, shovel in hand.

      “This your first time shoveling?” he yells from across the street.

      I lift my shovel and heave the pile of snow over my shoulder. “No. It’s not,” I sneer. I don’t want him assuming he has me figured out. While I have shoveled before, it was only when there was a dusting of the feather light snow. Never the wet, heavy snow, like now. Growing up, my dad always took care of it or I lived in an apartment where a maintenance crew was hired. Once I got my house, either Adam did it or we hired someone else to do it.

      He pushes his shovel, leaving behind a snow free strip across the blacktop. “The way you’re doing it, you’re going to hurt yourself.” When he reaches the edge, he bends his knees and lifts the snow onto the top of the snow pile.

      I stop and lean against my shovel. “Who are you? The snow shovel police?”

      “I’m just trying to save your back. But you go ahead and continue however you’d like.” He pushes another heap of snow across the blacktop.

      “You know what? You stay on your side of the street, and I’ll stay on mine.” I plunge the tip of the shovel into the snow and push it across the driveway. When I reach the end, I lift with my knees and toss it into the yard. Dammit. This is easier. Chalk this up as a new learning experience.

      “If you say so, but you should watch out.”

      I stop in my tracks. “Ooh. Watch out from what? You?”

      “No. I’m serious. You should step back.”

      I slam the edge of the shovel into the snow and lean on the handle. “I’m not scared of you. In fact, why don’t you come over here and tell me that to my face?”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He glances at me and shakes his head as he continues to clear the snow at the end of his driveway.

      “I want to finish this so I can get away from you.” The scraping of metal on pavement catches my attention. A wave of snow races toward me as a large snowplow rounds the corner and barrels down the street. I swivel around, but my feet slip and slide on the slush. The shovel flies from my grip and ends up on the other side of the driveway as I regain my balance. As the snowplow drives past, a mixture of dirt and wet, slushy snow showers down on me at the end of the driveway.

      He throws a pile of snow into his yard before directing his attention toward me. “You got a little… something… right there.” He brushes his shoulder. “Do you want help with that?”

      I glare at him through my snow-covered lashes. “No,” I deadpan.

      He shrugs then strolls up his snow free driveway. I stand there as he props the shovel against his house and makes his way inside. I huff. Screw it. I’ll call someone in the morning.
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