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			To romance authors. 
You’ll never know the joy, hope and comfort 
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			Chapter One

			“How about a pool full of otters?”

			My best friend and boss Priya Gupta pauses hanging an airplane ornament on to my Christmas tree to stare at me in confusion.

			“Well, you wanted a spectacular present idea. I saw a video on social media of someone swimming with otters and that sounds like heaven.”

			Priya immediately stops being productive and gets on her phone. She stayed over after Thanksgiving dinner last night so we could start our Black Friday traditions: online shopping, decorating, and eating a week’s worth of leftovers in just one day.

			Christmas is by far my favorite holiday. Not to shame birthdays or Halloween or even America’s birthday, the Fourth of July. They’re all perfectly respectable.

			But all year I look forward to the day it’s socially acceptable to free my decorations from their plastic box prisons and publicly show my enthusiasm.

			Which starts at twelve a.m. on the day after Thanksgiving. If one is being precise about it. Which I am when it comes to Christmas. One year I was traveling for work, so I put up my decorations the weekend before. Better a week early than a day late, when it comes to Christmas decorations.

			This year we’ve already hung lights, started the gingerbread-scented candles, and inspected Christmas trees at three different lots to find The One.

			Priya deflates on my couch. “Ugh, the otter swimming is booked for the foreseeable future. Gavin got me a Fabergé necklace for my birthday! I need to get him something better for Christmas so I can win.” She absently scratches her bulldog, Leo, behind the ear and he comes to offer comfort.

			I frown. “Christmas is not a competition.” I don’t add that if it was, Gavin already won with that gift; it’s the perfect mix of pretty object and fascinating history that would appeal to Priya.

			Priya rolls her eyes. “Everything’s a competition with Gavin Carlyle.”

			I mentally roll my eyes right back. Everything is a competition with Priya Gupta, and she found the perfect man to match her competitive spirit.

			They make it work, even if I can’t imagine being that vulnerable with anyone. Just because it worked for her, doesn’t mean lightning would strike twice.

			I’m not taking a risk on something that might end badly.

			

			Monday morning, belly still full of turkey, mashed potatoes, and pumpkin pie, I make my way to the exhibition space in our offices, checking in with how the public is reacting to the pieces that will go on sale during Loot’s Christmas auction.

			A respectable amount of people are already milling around and I see smiles and approving murmurs. An answering smile takes over my own face.

			This is my favorite part of the job. Priya loves every part of auctioneering, from getting pieces to displaying them, to the auction itself. I can do any of those things with a smile that passes for enthusiastic, but the activity I enjoy the most is setting up the exhibitions. Placing all the art objects in interesting ways that enhance each one’s beauty, while also making a cohesive and intriguing whole.

			Or maybe I just love decorating spaces.

			Walking into the last room, I stop in front of a Jean-Honoré Fragonard painting of a man and a woman sneaking a kiss behind a partially open door, one of his arms pushing the door closed and the other holding the woman close, with a crowd on the other side of that door.

			There’s a palpable sense of danger in the scene, like the couple shouldn’t be together, and they could be caught any second by anyone in the crowd.

			They don’t care; or at least not enough to stop the kiss.

			I can’t imagine what it’s like to want someone that badly, to be willing to sacrifice anything for the possibility of being with that person.

			But the atmosphere of the painting captures my attention and makes me linger when I should be getting back to work.

			“These estimates are wild. This is all too expensive. Why can’t I just get prints from Amazon?”

			I recoil in horror and then jerk around to confront the unwelcome opinion. This is my passion. And my livelihood.

			“Let me tell you why...” I open my mouth to let the stranger know why he’s so very wrong, only to come face to pectoral muscle with a solid wall wrapped in white cotton.

			My eyes walk up his body and I can see the line between a pale white chest and where his tan starts at the unbuttoned collar of his dress shirt. A light dusting of blond hair peeks through that same opening.

			I forget what I was about to say and drag my eyes further up a thick neck covered in a five-o’clock shadow (at ten a.m. no less) that wraps around his mouth.

			Above that is a Roman nose and a set of arresting hazel eyes. Topping him off is dirty-blond hair cut close to his head. Every feature looks inviting, making me want to take my time stroking, comparing the rough-looking stubble to his soft-looking lips, and every texture in between.

			What was I mad about again?

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Yes? Can I help you?” the man asks in a gravelly voice. He’s got a hint of Southern accent, like he just stepped off a farm. Horses were probably involved, if I had to put down money. Chickens, maybe. Cows, definitely.

			He mumbles something into the phone he was talking into and ends the call, looking at me in question. Ah. So he wasn’t insulting me directly as an employee of this auction house.

			“Um.” I remember being mad for a good reason. I don’t necessarily remember what that reason was, but it felt very right in the moment. In the past. When I thought he was talking to me.

			I look around, hoping the answer will be hiding behind one of the works of art.

			Wait, it’s the art I was mad on behalf of. Phew, because the silence has dragged on for an uncomfortable amount of time.

			“This art does cost a lot, sure, but it’s worth it. It’s a venue to explore, refine, or criticize the world around us, bringing joy or wisdom to anyone lucky enough to experience it.” I purse my lips at him to let him know he’s not appreciating the honor he’s being bestowed.

			“All due respect, ma’am, art can’t feed you, house you, or keep you warm on a cold night. Unless you burn it.”

			I reel back, barely suppress a gasp, and clutch my metaphorical pearls at the thought of burning any of this. His unsmiling mouth quirks up a bit, and I think that was more to poke at me than any real art critique. I hope.

			I’ll respond like it was real. Just in case. “Art can be food, or a unique architectural design, or a blanket. And it can still bring entertainment and happiness and intellectual growth. Are those things not necessary in your sad little determination of what a person needs in life?”

			“None of this is necessary.” He crosses his arms and raises an eyebrow, getting comfortable in how right he thinks he is.

			I get a flash from his wrist and look down to see what caused it. I frown at the hypocrisy. “Neither is that Rolex, yet here we are.” I indicate the watch, crowing. Inside, like a classy lady.

			He uncrosses his arms immediately, tucking the hand into the pocket of his winter coat. “It was a gift from my mother,” he mumbles, red staining his cheekbones.

			“Hmm. That’s a really pretty, really expensive glass house you’re throwing stones from.”

			“I still think spending this much on art is a waste of money, when that same money could be used to buy new orchard ladders.” He looks frighteningly earnest now.

			“Are you comparing the sum of humanity’s artistic accomplishments to orchard ladders?” The man is attractive, but he’s clearly lacking in taste. What a shame.

			“Yes,” he says, but sounds less sure about it.

			I point to the badge hanging off the bottom of my blazer. “Well, I’m Sonia Gupta. And I worked on this ‘useless’ show, so do let me know if you have any questions I can answer.” My voice dips lower than the winter temperatures outside the building as I bare my teeth in a sharp smile.

			Silence fills up the space between us at the awkward (for him) turn of events.

			“I’m Beau Abbot.” He tries a smile that’s more a grimace and reaches his hand out abruptly. I take it. It’s a warm hand. Calloused. A strong grip that engulfs my admittedly small hand. A not unpleasant experience.

			Oh man, do I not have time for this. Just like I don’t have time for the way I react to Beau’s body. But a Rolex is a Rolex. And expensive.

			The mercenary Gupta genes aren’t going to let me pass that up.

			“If you don’t like art, why are you here? At an art auction house?”

			He rubs the back of his neck with the hand I was just shaking. “It’s not that I don’t like art. It’s fine. In museums or whatever. I just didn’t think it would be so expensive.”

			“They’re pieces of history. How much do you think history should cost?”

			“Sure, history. But I need to decorate some new offices and don’t really have a budget to buy Napoleon’s chair.”

			“There’s a lot of options between plastic folding chairs and an emperor’s furniture.”

			“I’m an engineer and a farmer. I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.”

			An idea forms. I do love decorating. And Priya hasn’t let me take on projects that focus on one client, to decorate whatever space they need, because she always has her plate full of auctions that she’s excited about. Even more on her plate now that the Dads of Loot and Carlyle’s are drawing out the merger of the two auction houses and dragging her into every argument. And Chacha just hates change.

			But even they can’t argue with a Rolex.

			“Why don’t you let me help? I can point out pieces here that aren’t going to be that expensive at auction. I can also take you to furniture shops and other dealers who sell great pieces for reasonable prices. No stuff from rulers of any kind, promise.”

			I get more excited as I talk. I already have contacts with sellers around the city because of work and my love of decorating and redecorating my own space. I can convince them to run this trial with me, where Loot gets part of any resulting sale. And Beau gets help with his offices. Everyone would win.

			Especially me, if everyone sees how profitable this can be and lets me do more of it.

			“I don’t know anything about art.” He says it as a warning.

			“Not a problem. I’ll make sure you get the best help that Loot can provide. So good you’ll be able to pass a college-level survey course on art history when we’re done.”

			“If you want to take on an art newbie, then I won’t say no to your help. But please don’t actually test me after this.”

			“Great!” I yell just a little too loud, drawing attention from the patrons around me. “Why don’t we start by checking out your office space?” A much softer volume now.

			“Do you have time for that?”

			“Of course; this is my job. I can call us a company car and then get started on plans tomorrow.” I already have my phone out to make the arrangements before Beau fully agrees.

			“I can call the car.”

			I smile. “No worries. This is what the company cars are for. You don’t want my uncle to pay for them for nothing, do you? Plus, it’s already done.”

			“Well, all right.”

			I finish making the arrangements, go to my office for my purse, and lead Beau out to the curb.

			“I hope you’ve been enjoying the best city in the world.” I give him a practiced smile. The one to lure rich people into my web of art sales, so I can get commission off them.

			Hazel Eyes quirks an eyebrow. “I didn’t know I was in Monetta.”

			“What is a Monetta?” I roll the word around in my mouth like it’s a language I’ve never heard before.

			“A small town in Aiken County. In South Carolina. We have a drive-in.”

			Okay. No small talk I can relate to with this one. Luckily the car gets here, and settling in makes the silence less awkward.

			Then I remember I have to get to work, because I’m going to be in so much trouble if this doesn’t work. Since I never actually asked for permission to offer an entirely new service to clients. “Why don’t you take me through what you want out of this to get me started?”

			I take a spare notebook out of my purse, one of a lot I buy because they’re cute even though I haven’t finished, or even started, any of the notebooks piled haphazardly on the corner of my desk.

			I look expectantly at Beau in the seat next to me, fresh notebook ready to be defiled.

			“My family co-owns a peach farm around Aiken, called Dolly Belle Orchard, with the family of the man I was talking to on the phone earlier, Daniel.” He clears his throat, probably remembering how I reacted to that conversation, but then he soldiers on. “But Daniel and I have recently decided to diversify the business into renewable energy. We got advice that some nice pieces around the new offices will make us look serious.”

			I nod. “Legitimacy is a pretty common reason for purchasing art, so you’re in good company.” I raise my pen and start jotting down notes as I talk. “There’s a few ways we could go with this. We could search for some agrarian pieces, paintings of wheat, people harvesting, pretty fruit baskets, to reference the original company and remind clients you’ve already got one successful business. Or we could focus more on the renewable energy. It’s modern and cutting-edge, so we can get some contemporary pieces and give clients the feeling they’re in on a trend before everyone else when they come to your offices.”

			I take a deep breath. “Or we could do neither. You can always put up some military scenes. Or the old standby...naked gods, athletes, something Biblical. The staples. That’ll give a general feeling of class that can make Western clients feel comfortable even without knowing why, because they associate those paintings with wealth.”

			I look at him when I finish, expecting him to decide now even though he’s just been inundated with options.

			“Well... What do you think?”

			“It really depends on personal preference...and what you want your brand to be. I don’t think there are any wrong answers, although there may be better ones based on what you want.”

			More silence.

			“Sometimes it’s easier to start with furniture, if you have an idea about that. Again, you could do antique—leather couches and wood everywhere to make people think you’re more established, or metal and glass modern to show you’re trailblazers. Then I can pick art pieces around that theme for you to look at.”

			“That’s a lot.”

			“I mean, no need to decide right now.” But please drop some money through us; I have to eat. “After seeing your offices, I can walk you through the show again back at the offices, this time pointing out what pieces will go with the themes I mentioned.”

			Soon we’re pulling up to one of Manhattan’s many office buildings. Beau takes me up the elevator to an office suite that is completely devoid of furniture. No, that’s not true. There’s some folding furniture set up in one room.

			“Wow. We really are starting from scratch.” I should have brought a bigger notebook.

			“We’ve been focusing on hiring employees. We haven’t spent too much time on...anything else.”

			“I see that.”

			“Are the money signs flashing across your head right now?”

			“Oh yeah,” I say before I think it through. “But I’ll find you some good deals in the process too. But. Well. It’s going to be five rooms of furnishings?”

			“Yeah. The research, product development, and manufacture are all going to be done in New Jersey, but we’re keeping these offices to impress investors and clients, and for our sales team.”

			“Right. What are you guys doing exactly, again?”

			“Selling equipment for alternative energy, specifically solar panels. We’ll also be researching making better panels and more efficient batteries to store energy.”

			“Okay.” I take notes as we walk the space. “The building lends itself to a more traditional approach because it’s a historic building. But that wouldn’t stop us if you wanted to go contemporary.”

			After a few walk-throughs, done mostly in silence while I let my mind wander into decorating magic, I call it a day. “I’ve got a good sense of the space now. I can prepare some ideas for you tomorrow.”

			“Great.”

			“Cool.”

			Beau clears his throat as we wait for the elevator. “Can I take you to dinner? As a thank-you for the giant job you’ve taken on?”

			I pause, not sure I should be around this attractive man outside of work. My reaction to him is already too strong and if I didn’t see this as a work opportunity, I would be running so fast in the opposite direction I would be a speck in his vision on the horizon. Because he’s too distracting.

			When the silence goes on too long, Beau says, “Maybe we can talk more about this decision I’ve got to make. So you don’t waste time researching in the wrong direction.”

			Oh. This guy is as ruthless as Priya. Finding my weak spot and ruthlessly exploiting it like a Southern Niccolò Machiavelli. And instead of reacting to that like a normal human, I’m intrigued.

			I blame the Gupta genes: we’re a contrary family.

			Why not? It won’t be the first time I’ve had to take clients to dinner.

			“We’re doing an informal cousin/coworker holiday party at Rolf’s, before work gets too busy. It’s a German restaurant that does the best Christmas meals in the city. We usually go before the holiday auction prep gets too hectic. You can come, if you’d like.”

			“Oh, I can’t impose.”

			“No, please. It’s my responsibility as a New Yorker to show you the city and my responsibility as an auctioneer to help you with art.”

			“Daniel always says I love responsibility so I can’t turn that down. I’d love to come. I can call a car, as thanks for letting me intrude on your plans.” Beau gets out his phone and I let it happen. I have to keep the client happy, and my phone is somewhere in the bottom of my purse.

			I shiver in place as we wait, wrapping my arms around myself to keep in what little warmth I make. The closer we get to the holiday, the colder it gets, but the closer the city comes to giving me a white Christmas.

			It’s rare, since our snow doesn’t get heavier until January, but it can happen. Especially with some Christmas magic.

			Or you know, a convenient mass of moist air rising after meeting a mass of cold air and releasing its moisture. But science is basically magic anyway.

			“Here,” Beau says as a soft coat still warm from his body envelops me and my nose is inundated with the faint smell of cinnamon.

			“Oh.” I savor it for a second before trying to shrug out of it. “It’s not necessary...”

			Beau hunches his shoulders by his ears to ward off the cold and refuses to take the garment. “Mee-maw Patsy would appear out of nowhere and beat me if I let a lady freeze.” He moves away from me as I try to hand the coat back to him.

			“Sure. Right. Mee-maw Patsy.” I nod like that’s a reasonable thing to say. “But I’m from this city, and you’re from a subtropical humid climate, so I think you might need this more than me.” I chase him (at a walk), trying to give him back the coat.

			Shoulders still around his ears, he ignores me. “Mee-maw Patsy is a spitfire with a big wooden spoon.”

			“Okay then. Wouldn’t want to piss off Mee-maw.” Even if I’m not 100 percent sure about who a Mee-maw is. I think it’s a grandma, but I’m not willing to bet any money on it.

			I settle the coat back on my shoulders, happy to be back in the comfort of the garment even though I don’t need it.

			The car comes before shivering, noble, stubborn Beau can freeze to death, and a short thirty-minute, two-and-a-half-mile ride later, we’re at the restaurant.

			“Oh god,” Beau says as he walks in, and I smile as I remember what it felt like to see Rolf’s for the first time. It’s a German restaurant with a solid menu year-round, but it really shines at Christmas. Brightly colored Christmas ornaments, dripping garlands, and twinkling lights hang from the ceiling and wrap around every column, with Santas displayed at strategic locations.

			Christmas covers every available space, like Santa went too hard on the ’nog and cookies and threw up Christmas in the restaurant.

			It’s heaven.

			“Isn’t it great?” I ask.

			“It’s...something. Do you know where your friends are?” Beau uses his superior height to look over the crowd. I don’t know how he would recognize them, but I appreciate the effort.

			“Just follow the loudest group and you should be good.” I hear some raucous laughter. “Never mind, just follow me.”

			I lead the man through the festive restaurant, dodging happy-hour enthusiasts and long light icicles on my way to a wooden booth in the back.

			“When did you start shopping in the men’s department? Are you just tried of not having pockets?” a voice booms at me when I get into yelling distance of the source of the noise.

			Well, yelling distance if you’re Indian.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Hey, Priya. Good to know you didn’t wait for me to order the mulled wine.” I take the coat off and steal her glass to take a sip. She’s had enough; she’s far too happy.

			She sticks her tongue out at me and looks around to catch our waiter’s attention. More mulled wine ordered, she turns back to me. “I think the man you stole the coat from is right behind you,” she stage-whispers at me.

			“This kind man who lent me the coat is a client, Beau.” I indicate the man. “He’s a business-farmer who needs some art to redecorate his new offices.” I don’t mention that I’ve offered him a much more involved level of help in that endeavor.

			Priya perks up, a sharp look chasing the wine-induced looseness away. “Priya. Nice to meet you.” She shakes his hand.

			And then the process repeats with her twin, Ajay. We slide into the side of the booth not occupied by my cousins and they restart the argument they were apparently having before we got there. Usual.

			“So what would you do if you were decorating our space?” Beau leans in a little to ask me the question while the twins bicker among themselves.

			“Well, we usually like the buyer to have more of a say, so their personality can come through, but...” I have a feeling he doesn’t care enough to make up his mind. “I’d go classical for you. Traditional furniture with a mix of paintings about agriculture and antiquity. Maybe some fancy people from yesteryear looking out over their estates.”

			“You don’t see us as cuttin’-edge contemporary?” He drops the g for extra emphasis.

			“Cuttin’-edge tractor technology maybe,” I mumble, drinking my stolen mulled wine. The warm liquid goes a long way to battling the winter chill. And to making me a lot sassier with a client than I usually would be.

			“You been sittin’ on that one long?” he drawls.

			“I’ve been sitting on it since you said you hail from a farm... Old MacDonald.”

			He stares at me, unamused. Mouth not even twitching to hide a smile. Okay, he doesn’t love that nickname.

			“Traditional.” I change the subject back to what we were discussing. “There’s a reason it’s so well-liked. And it seems like it would suit you, and the building you’re in, best.”

			Because Old MacDonald and his farm cannot pull off contemporary. His clothes are business casual but now that I’ve spent the afternoon with him, I can see him fidgeting in the tight slacks, tugging at the shirtsleeves, and flinching every time someone honks a horn. He’s not entirely comfortable in the concrete jungle.

			Definitely wood-paneled rooms with worn brown leather couches for this guy, instead of glass and metal.

			“Then we’ll go traditional,” Beau declares.

			“Excellent. That’s the hardest part decided.” This is the part where I would usually see those dancing money signs coming closer to me, but today the fantasy is filled with a shirtless Beau. With a cowboy hat. “Now we can enjoy the best Christmas in the best city in the world.”

			“Whoa. Nothin’ beats a Southern Christmas.”

			The Gupta family boos Beau. I cut through them. “The customer is always right...” I wait for the groans to settle down. “Except about this. A New York Christmas is magic.”

			“And it’s more likely to be a white Christmas,” Ajay says.

			“And there’s twelve thousand fun Christmas things to do,” I say.

			“But mostly, the best people in the world are here to celebrate it with you,” my drunk boss/cousin/best friend says, throwing an arm over an amused Ajay.

			“But can you guys decorate a real tree, growing in your backyard? Or see a decorated racetrack that you can drive on?” Beau asks.

			“No. Can’t say we have any of that.” Priya’s tone suggests she doesn’t want any of that.

			“You can’t celebrate a Christmas in short sleeves,” I say.

			“The West Coast does it all the time,” Beau says.

			“They don’t count. They think an outdoor movie in a cemetery is a good idea,” Priya says.

			“If you had experienced a New York Christmas, you would understand why you sound absurd right now,” I say.

			“Why don’t you show me a New York Christmas?” Beau challenges.

			“Oh.” More time with Old MacDonald? With him looking like a hero in a seasonal Hallmark movie? That sounds dangerous and distracting.

			“If it wouldn’t be imposing more than I’m already doing, of course.” Beau gives me puppy dog eyes. “Might be a good time to talk about more art.”

			“You should be careful what you wish for.” Priya interrupts our staring contest. “Sonia is unnaturally obsessed with Christmas.”

			What the hell? Priya once made me take clients to a regatta for work. Like, we get it, sailboats can move fast along a designated path. But do I have to watch them? It’s like NASCAR for people with too much money. So taking Old MacDonald around the city won’t be too hard. I’ll already be doing the Christmas stuff anyway, and Beau can tag along. Plus, spending time with an attractive man who has to leave at a set time won’t be a bad thing.

			“First, everyone should love Christmas this much. And I would love to. Anything for a sale,” I say, in case anyone thinks I’m getting soft with emotions.

			“Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.”

			Beau survives dinner with the cousins, even though he looks a little dazed at the end. I get it; they’re a lot to take. They disagree on practically everything, and the only thing they have in common is the intensity they bring to their beliefs. Which makes their disagreements loud and long.

			“I can meet you at the front desk at around five p.m. tomorrow, if you want to continue the Great New York Art Christmas tour?” I ask as we walk out of the restaurant.

			“I’ll see you then.” Beau inclines his head. “Nice to meet everyone.”

			Priya waits until he’s a very non-circumspect fifteen feet away before she starts hitting me on the arm. “What’s with Wyatt Earp? Bringing him to cousin Christmas dinner?”

			I ignore Priya’s intense stare. She’s not usually this obnoxious about my personal life, because she’s more focused on work. But that changes when she’s had an entire carafe of mulled wine.

			“Can you not talk about the clients until they get at least a block away, my most exalted lord and master?”

			“It’s the city. These streets are loud.”

			“You’re loud. I’m just being a friendly, helpful peon of Loot. You said I should work more.”

			“How come you never assign me attractive women to take out, Priya? You know how much I love Loot,” Ajay says.

			“Ha! Even if you spent more time at work, single, attractive, intelligent, kind millionaires are rarer than Renaissance Old Masters.”

			“I’ll take a Newer Renaissance Master at this point. I’m not picky.”

			“We know,” Priya and I say in unison.

			“But Sonia isn’t even going to appreciate her good luck in meeting a hot man at work, because that would be too many feelings,” Priya says.

			“Why go through all the unnecessary hassle of liking someone and then having to face the inevitable disappointment that will follow?” I ask.

			My cousins look at each other, communicating in their secret twin language, before looking at me with looks of judgement so similar it’s scary. I ignore them and keep walking to the station to get the train.

			It’s not that I don’t think fairy-tale love exists, per se. It’s just that people leave more often than they stay, so why bother getting invested in relationships when the odds are...not in my favor?

			Better to have fun and not worry about having a perfect forever. Which is a long time to think about anyway.

			

			The door to my office opens and I frantically start typing. I glance at the screen before raising my eyes to see who caught me daydreaming. About Beau.

			From what I saw before looking away, I hope Priya can make sense of “ajhfasldhf iuh asdhf isaufh ;sdhj a;ksfh” because that’s what’s going in the catalog if I forget to fix it before sending it in.

			Just another sign that Beau is too distracting to be around for too long. He needs to go back where he’s from quickly so I can go back to my happy, not emotionally demanding life of selling beautiful things to people who have bank balances higher than I can count (math was never my strong suit).

			“Dad wants to see you,” Priya says as she sticks her head into my office.

			“Me? Why?” No other words could cause quite this much fear into my heart. Being around super-focused Priya is one thing, but I grew up with her. Which means I’ve seen her throw a tantrum because Chachi wouldn’t let her live at the office. At eight years old.

			But my uncle has always been an untouchable, mythic figure. A conquering hero making deals and selling art that no one could touch. And with a dedication that is terrifying to someone who still doesn’t know what she wants to be when she grows up.

			“I don’t know. But I want you to report back because I’m dying of curiosity.”

			Yeah, because Chacha almost never asks to talk to me alone. “Well, I better get going.” I pick up a notebook and my phone, wanting to get this over with.

			Heart pounding the entire walk over, I pause at his door to take a breath. Then I knock.

			“Come in.” A lightly accented voice drifts to the closed door.

			“Hi, Chacha. You wanted to see me?” I come in and sit in front of his desk.

			“Yes, Sonia.” He smiles warmly, and I relax a little. However imposing he is, he’s also my substitute father figure. A bit absent since most of his time was spent at the office, but always ready with firm opinions and a dedication to solve any problem when I needed him. And even when I didn’t think I needed him.

			“I want to talk to you about a promotion.”

			My relaxed posture straightens again. I don’t like where this is going. “I don’t need a promotion.”

			Kabir scoffs. “You’re a Gupta. And you work just as hard as Priya and Ajay. You deserve to have your own department too.”

			I don’t know how to tell Kabir, or anyone else in this overachieving family, that I don’t want it. I don’t want how much work that would bring, meaning it would take too much time from the things I like to do, or the responsibility. So many people relying on me, so many people I could disappoint. That’s too much commitment for me.

			Kabir continues, “There’s an opening coming up, in furniture. The head of that department is retiring. You’re my first choice.”

			“I don’t know...” I can’t articulate my thoughts to Chacha. “Can I think about it?”

			“Of course. Let me know by the Christmas sale when you want to start.”

			I refrain from rolling my eyes at him. No one in this family hears what they don’t want to hear.

			But at least I have till Christmas to figure out how to disappoint him.

			

			At four fifty-five p.m., I shut down my computer, stand up from my desk and smooth my dress down. Even I have to admit that the dress is about 50 percent tighter and 25 percent lower cut than my usual work wear. Which everyone has noticed.

			Despite the ribbing I’m getting, whenever I think about the farmer my heart starts beating a little faster and my mind starts daydreaming about Christmas outings.

			But nothing beyond Christmas.

			A voice interrupts those daydreams. “I’m ready to be shown this New York Christmas you’ve talked about. I’m sure it’ll be nice, even if it won’t compare to a Southern Christmas.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Those are bold words for someone from a town Santa can’t find with a map, Rudolph’s nose, and the smell of some freshly baked cookies to guide him.” I get up and tuck my hand behind his elbow, even though his arm is still straight.

			Beau bends it obligingly and we start walking. He must do actual work on the farm beyond signing checks, because his arm is firm under my hand. A fact I can enjoy despite my even firmer stance against romantic entanglements. No harm in pawing at the Old MacDonald with all our clothes on.

			Winter clothes, for even more safety.

			“Our first stop is the homework part, and then we’ll have fun,” I say.

			“I’m in your hands.”

			Hmm. Yes, please.

			I lead him down to the auction room in our offices and take some seats in the back. “You don’t have to bid on anything, but I do want you to comment on the pieces we see. I’m trying to get a sense of your taste and show you pieces that will work in your theme. And Priya is leading it, so be nice about the auctioneer.” Priya walks up to the rostrum and gets our attention.

			I remind myself this is the business part of the night. If I have to lean in closer to hear him when the auction starts, that’s the nature of physics in a loud room. If his body is a distraction when I get closer, that’s less business.

			Employees bring and take away art piece after art piece while Priya riles the crowd up so they bid higher and higher. She’s a natural at this, exuding charm and wit and genuine love of art. She shines.

			And her stellar performance proves how much I won’t want her job, or anything like it. I don’t want to be in front of a crowd, pushing through a list of art. I want to focus on creating cohesive spaces. Another reason to focus on Beau so I can bring a giant commission check when I propose this new venture to Chacha and Priya.

			“This piece is perfect for you,” I say when a painting comes up of people harvesting.

			Beau whistles. “At that price? Are those kind gentlemen in the painting going to come to life and actually harvest my peaches for me?” He winks at me, probably only half kidding. He is trying to start a business, and I get he needs money for like employees and materials or whatever.

			“Unlikely. But it doesn’t matter, because this is just to get a sense of your style.”

			We watch pieces find their new homes.

			“What about something like this? The lamp has Athena Nike on it and will project victory to potential clients.”

			As the price rises, his eyes get wide. “Is the lamp going to guarantee me victory? And is it even compatible with energy-efficient lightbulbs?”

			“I don’t think anyone has ever asked that. So I don’t know.”

			Surprisingly, he does bid on and win a Neoclassical painting depicting Mars getting ready for war. He said he liked the confidence it exuded. I think he just likes swords. Either way, I’ll take the baby steps on what is turning out to be a tough job.

			After the auction, I lead us out of the Loot building. “Now this Christmas fun can be a celebration of our first piece acquired for your office! I’ve got a car coming for us.”

			He puts the brakes on. “Whoa. I can’t let you do that.”

			I raise my eyebrows and turn my head. “Excuse me? I got the car yesterday.”

			“That was different. It was for work.”

			Isn’t this too? The lines are getting blurred with this man. “Well, it’s already done, so I don’t think my ability is limited by your permission.” This is what happens when you let a man give you his coat—you get branded incapable of standing in the cold once and suddenly you’re incapable of every simple task.

			Hmm. Maybe this is better off staying a purely business night. I subtly pet his arm regretfully.

			“But I don’t feel right letting you call the car...”

			“Is this a Southern thing?” I wave his concern away with my free hand. “Calm down, Old MacDonald. The genderless company is paying for the car, if that makes your delicate sensibilities feel better.”

			The company car smoothly stops in front of us, making the debate moot. We both go to open the door at the same time. Beau, of the freakishly long arms, grabs the handle first.

			You win this time, you attractive relic.

			“Hi, Tom. Can we please have Christmas music? I have to get this one in the mood before we get to our stop.”

			“Of course.” He turns the radio to a station that already has a steady stream of Christmas music playing.

			“I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” comes on. “Perfect.”

			Beau gets into the car and leans in to me. “For the record, I never need to be put in the mood.” His voice takes on a new tone. One that sounds like a smooth glass of bourbon with a bit of a bite, on a porch swing, looking at a sunset with no buildings in sight. And fireflies floating around, probably.

			And that damned image of him, shirtless and in a cowboy hat, pops up again.

			After a pause for me to take in the words and clear my throat, he follows up with, “For Christmas, of course. I’m always in the mood for Christmas.”

			Old MacDonald has jokes. I smile, not verbally admitting that I was thinking exactly what he thinks I was thinking.

			“Are you going to tell me where you’re taking me?” Beau asks.

			“Nah. There’s no fun in that. Surprises and all that.”

			“Is the surprise murder?”

			“If it is, I promise it’ll be Christmas themed.”

			“Ah. Mrs. Claus in the sleigh with a sharpened candy cane?”

			“More like unappreciated elf in the workshop with the hammer.”

			Tom pulls up in front of the New York Hall of Science before we can think of any more Christmas murders.

			I get my phone out as we walk to the front of the concrete-and-glass building. The exterior doesn’t give away any of the Christmas cheer that can be found inside this particular building around the holidays.

			“This building is closed. Are we going to commit a crime?” He doesn’t sound as jovial now.

			“Not tonight. I have to test how good your general physical fitness and quick thinking under pressure are before I let you in on one of our famous Gupta capers.” I send a text and a few minutes later a side door opens. “Merry almost Christmas, Sam.” I give the Black man a hug.

			“Merry almost Christmas, Sonia.” He breaks away from the hug and beckons us into the building. “I’ve got you all set up.”

			“Perfect. Here’s a little token of Loot’s appreciation.” I pull a gift out of my tote.

			Sam takes the bag. “You never have to, but I’m not turning down one of your thoughtful gifts. Take as much time as you need. I’ve got some work to finish in my office, so just call when you’re done and I’ll close up.” Sam leaves us just inside the building and I tuck my hand in Beau’s arm again.

			“Are you ready for the most exciting event in the city?” I bounce up and down on my toes as we stop right in front of a double door.

			“Sure.” But he doesn’t sound as confident as that word would suggest.

			“Then let’s go.” We each open one of the double doors and sweep into the room.

			Beau freezes just inside and starts laughing. “What in the world?”

			I laugh with him. I’ve seen every year’s exhibit since I was five. I still get excited every time I walk through these doors. I don’t remember much from the earlier exhibits, except being amazed and hungry. Exactly how Christmas should feel and look.

			“It’s the biggest gingerbread village in the world!” I twirl around the space next to the display. The bright colors of the candy and the blinking lights swirl in my vision, and the smell of gingerbread fills my nose, bringing comfort and more than a little hunger. “A chef makes it over the year and then assembles it here for the holidays. Sam is the best. He lets me see the village during off hours and sets me up to design my own for Loot’s lobby.”

			“This is pretty cool,” he admits, kneeling to look at the individual buildings. “An eggnog distillery...a candy cane factory...a Christmas bookstore. Many, many toy stores.”

			I take my own look at the buildings, admiring the design for this year. I keep thinking that it’ll get boring and I’ll get over it, but I haven’t. Instead, there’s something comforting about the fact that I can return to it every year and it stays constant. Dependable.

			We wander around the perimeter for a bit, taking in the fluffy frosting acting as glue and decoration, the gingerbread, and more candy than I’ve seen all year. The smell finally gets to me and I can’t wait any longer, so I go to the table on the far side where Sam set up the ingredients for us. Per tradition, I start by taste-testing all the items he laid out.

			“Is the activity eating candy? Because that is a good Christmas activity. Even if it is in the big city.” Beau filches a few gumdrops off the side of the pile.

			“Taste testing,” I correct him. “Then we’re making a gingerbread auction house to put in the lobby at Loot.” I ruin the grand order by eating more candy.

			This is why Sam gives me triple the amount I need. And why he always gets a grateful present for his trouble.

			“All right. What should we do first?”

			“Suit up.” I toss an apron at him and it lands on his head, where he lets it stay for a second while I laugh.

			“Is it going to get that messy?” He finally takes the apron off his head and puts it on.

			“Not really. I make sure most of it gets in my mouth.” I start to sort out the gingerbread pieces before I realize what I just said. My eyes are wide. “Oh, no. Um, shit.” We are a sexual innuendo a minute tonight. “Because I like to eat. Food.”

			Beau is still laughing softly through my explanation.

			I charge through the awkward phrasing. “Anyway, I usually make Loot with a building front and then an auction scene behind it.”

			“That sure does sound ambitious.”

			“I do this every year. I’m practically a professional.” I thrust some pieces of gingerbread at him to get him started. Anything to get him to forget what I said.

			“What made you guys want to expand the business from agriculture to renewable energy?” I ask to better know my client. Only so I can better guide him on which pieces to buy.

			“My grandfather and Daniel’s grandfather started the farming business on a plot of land they bought together. Then our dads expanded it to multiple farm sites. Daniel and I both wanted to do something to make the company bigger in our own way, but we weren’t sure how.”

			Beau takes over, holding up two gingerbread pieces I was trying to glue together with frosting and I give him a quick smile in thanks. This is much easier with help.

			As we work, he keeps talking. “We started by putting some solar panels on our farms to make us more efficient, but we both wanted to do more and expand into research. Like batteries and the equipment itself for solar power and how to make it better. I got my degree in engineering, before I ended up back at the family business. It’s always interested me.”

			“That’s very noble and environmentally friendly.”

			“It is. But it’s also selfish, considering that our entire orchard, and therefore livelihood, could be wiped out by any extreme fluctuations in temperature and rain. It’s in our best interests to stop those from happening by getting more people to use alternative energy. And it’s going to be lucrative even beyond our farm, if we develop more efficient equipment.”

			“It’s always nice when you can be both noble and selfish.” I steal some more candy. “Where’d you go to school?”

			“The University of South Carolina. It’s in the big city—Columbia.”

			“Hmm. Is that a big city, though?” I mix sprinkles into the frosting.

			“Big enough.”

			I mentally sigh. That drawl. I never want to move away from New York, but damn if that voice doesn’t make me want to go to the nearest Boot Barn and get a belt buckle with a cow on it. Or some boots with a cow on them.

			Cows would be involved, whatever happens.

			“Did you ever want to move away from the farm? I imagine it must be easier to start a business like that in a city.”

			“No.” He answers confidently and immediately. “I love home. My family, my memories, everything I know is there. It’s a good place to live. I want this business to succeed and that means coming to the city and setting up offices here. And probably some work trips out here once it is, but video chat should help with that. But I will be living at home while I do it. We originally tried to start this up in Atlanta, closer to home, but it just didn’t work. So we’re trying again here.”

			My suspicions are confirmed. He isn’t moving away from his home anytime soon. So I don’t have to worry about this turning into a thing with feelings. That is a good thing.

			“How about you? What made you choose this line of work?” He connects the gingerbread base to a gingerbread wall with all the concentration he would give setting the foundation for an actual building.

			“It’s a family business, so choice didn’t really factor into the equation too much.”

			“Do you not like it?”

			“No, I love it. I studied art history at NYU and I get to use it every day. Parts of it are more work than others, but I’m lucky to enjoy it overall. I get to travel and every show is something different. I especially enjoy it when I get to design the exhibition, to show our pieces in our offices before the auction itself. And the view’s always amazing.”

			Just like the view now with Beau leaning over a table, dress shirt pulled tight against his shoulders. His Christmas apron says Bite me, over a picture of a gingerbread man, and I’ve never wanted to follow directions more.

			I look at him out of the corner of my eye, so he doesn’t get too scared over the admiration. But it’s there, with me wanting to smear some of this frosting on those muscles and lick them off.

			Fuck it, he’s gonna be my present to myself this year.

			I know he’s leaving, so I can enjoy him and not worry that he’ll make me want to break my rule against commitment. And no awkward run-ins with this one. I’ll never see him at the bodega or ride the same subway car with him. No awkward meetings at museum exhibit openings...not that the last one was a real danger with a man who doesn’t appreciate art.

			And his incorrect opinion can be ignored for a holiday fling.

			“Plus a big part of my job is saying ‘Paddles at the ready’ to a room full of people in formal wear, and I’m not mad about it.” A naughty pun on purpose this time. Now that I gave myself permission.

			Beau gives me a small smile at the comment, one side of his mouth quirking up. We work in silence for a while, making tiny gingerbread chairs, a tiny gingerbread rostrum for the auction to be led from, and tiny gingerbread painting easels.

			“But what are we going to use for the people?” Beau asks.

			“Oh, I’ve got this covered.” I search in the box of supplies and triumphantly pull out a bag. “Sam gets custom-sized gummy bears for us to put in the scene.”

			I bite the head off one...delicious, as always. I extend the bag to Beau. “And now, for the finishing touch.”
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