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          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      “Damn, I just love the holidays. Don’t you?” my boss said from the driver’s seat.

      It took all the restraint I had not to grumble. Seated in the passenger’s seat of my boss’s car as we made our way through Brooklyn, I tried not to let the sight of the Christmas decorations festooned all over the brownstone apartments we passed put me in a sour mood. It was a dreary, overcast day, and the sky looked heavy with sleet.

      No, I didn’t love the holidays. Not even a little. But Richie Garland, my boss, sure as hell did. So, shrewd navigator of business relationships that I was, I kept my true opinions to myself.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Don’t you get a little annoyed with the way they seem to be putting up decorations earlier and earlier every year? It seems like the second Thanksgiving is over the autumn-colored stuff comes down and the red-and-white stuff goes up.”

      The smile didn’t leave Richie’s face. Clearly, he didn’t feel the same way.

      “Nope,” he said cheerily. “Not even a little bit. They call it the Christmas creep, but I love it. The holidays are a time for family and giving and good feelings, so why put it all off? The sooner, the better, I say.”

      I kept my mouth into a tight line, not wanting to say anything that might keep Richie going on about the subject. But I knew Richie well enough by now to know that the odds of him dropping the subject were very, very low.

      True to form, he went on, oblivious.

      “You know,” he continued, “there are actually people who don’t like Christmas? Can you even believe that?”

      I didn’t say anything. When Richie asked a question like that, he wasn’t looking for an answer.

      “Real-life grinches, that’s what those people seem like to me. Christmas is just magical, don’t you agree?”

      Again, I said nothing, and as always he just went right on talking.

      “I like to think of Christmas as the reward for getting through another year. What better way to put all of the stress of the last few months behind us than relaxing with friends and family and sharing presents and all that good stuff.”

      My eyes locked onto a small team of men in front of a large, glass-fronted department store as they hoisted a dark green pine tree upright.

      “Some people might feel that the holidays are more stress than they’re worth,” I said, immediately chastising myself for offering an opinion.

      “Then those people are crazy. If you’re getting stressed out by the holidays, then you’re not doing them right. Let me tell you a story about a Christmas about, oh, ten years ago, back before I came to New York and started the company. It was in Boston, and probably about the worst winter I’d seen in my life. My parents were desperate to get me to Philadelphia, but the roads were closed, and…”

      Off he went. Richie Garland, the founder of Liminal Graphics—the company where I’d worked as a designer for the last few years since moving to the city—had a tendency to ramble like that. Once he had a subject in his head that he wanted to discuss, that was it. You either got swept up in his enthusiasm or found the best way to politely smile and nod while letting your mind drift somewhere else.

      That’s what I’d normally do, at least. But the subject of the holidays was one that I had a hard time ignoring.

      Every year when the Christmas décor went up, it did little more than remind me of a childhood of being bounced from foster home to foster home. Not much to celebrate when you’re a six-year-old who doesn’t know if she’s going to be spending the next year being cared for by would-be adoptive parents or in a group foster home.

      But Richie didn’t need to know any of that. And it didn’t help that he was oblivious as always, not noticing just how uncomfortable the subject made me.

      “…and then, at the last minute, my mother found a cheap bus ticket from Boston to Philly. Wasn’t going to be the most pleasant trip in the world, but I’d make it. And sure enough, it ended up being one of the nicest Christmases we’d ever had.”

      “Sounds great,” I said offering commentary on a story that I’d missed most of the details of. “So, tell me again about this company we’re checking out?”

      Richie’s expression lit up at the subject. If there was one way to get him off whatever subject he was fixated on, it was to bring up work.

      “CooperWare,” he said, taking a slow right turn through an intersection. “One of the top up-and-coming software firms in the city. Came out of nowhere a couple of years ago to totally dominate the market.”

      He went on. Relief washed over me as I realized he’d gotten off his holiday kick. For now, at least.

      “And the CEO, geez, he’s something else. Pretty much a kid. How old are you?”

      I had to chuckle at Richie’s total lack of tact.

      “I’m twenty-nine. Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to ask a woman her age?” I asked with a smile.

      “I know, I know,” he said. “But the point I’m making is that this guy, Colton Cooper’s his name, is only a little older than you. And this company of his is poised to grow even more over the next year or two. If we can land them as a client, it’d be quite the coup.”

      “Thanks for bringing me along, by the way,” I said.

      “No problem,” said Richie, his eyes fixed forward. “It was your portfolio that got their attention. If we manage to get the okay to start work with them, then I’m going to want you to take the helm.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. My tone was calm and composed, but deep down my stomach quaked with anxiety. I’d worked on some pretty big projects during my time at Liminal, but CooperWare would be the most high-profile so far.

      “Ah!” said Richie, coming to a stop. “Here we are.”

      CooperWare headquarters was a stunning building. A three-story brownstone situated on a corner, it was a gorgeous, historic building of dark red brick with ornate concrete adornments above the doors and windows. It was imposing and majestic all at once.

      “Hell of a place, huh?” asked Richie. “Sure as hell beats our offices in Bushwick, right?”

      He was right about that.

      A suited man hurried over to the driver’s side of the car. Richie rolled the window down.

      “Park your car, sir?” he asked.

      “How about that?” said Richie, glancing over to me. “Valet service!”

      Richie and I got out, and the valet slid into the car and drove it off. I tightened the belt of my coat against the bracing wind that cut through the air.

      “At least, I hope that was valet service,” said Richie as he watched the white luxury car disappear around the corner. “Ah, and look at that!” he said, pointing up and around us at the lights and tinsel over the windows. “Good to see that they’re in the Christmas spirit.”

      He opened the front door for me and the two of us stepped inside.

      The interior of the building was done up in the exact sort of old-fashioned style that one would expect from how the outside of the place looked. The floors were a glossy wood, the walls were rich brick, and a large, oak desk dominated the lobby, “CooperWare” written above it in black, bold lettering. Men and women dressed in sharp, business-casual dress entered and exited. The place seemed to be the precise opposite of the small shop that Richie ran.

      The two of us approached the desk, a pretty blonde secretary turning her attention to us right away.

      “Welcome to CooperWare,” she asked in a chipper voice. “How can I help you?”

      “Morning!” said Richie, leaning his tall, well-built frame on the desk, his red tie draping over the surface. “I’m Richie Garland and this is Shayla Zielinski. We’re with Liminal Graphics, and we have an appointment to meet with someone from your company to discuss a potential project.”

      She nodded, turning her attention to the sleek computer in front of her. As she did, I turned around and took in more of the gorgeous interior of the building.

      “This place is beautiful,” I said.

      “Isn’t it?” asked the receptionist, her eyes still on the computer. “When Mr. Cooper bought this building, he was adamant about keeping the original features intact. Most of the designers wanted to gut the entire building and deck it out all modern, but he wouldn’t budge.”

      A small smile spread across my face as my eyes flicked from detail to detail.

      “Okay,” said the receptionist, snapping me out of my dreamy state. “Please have a seat and someone will be right out to see you.”

      She gestured to one of the rows of antique, wooden chairs lined up in the lobby. Richie thanked her, and we took our seats.

      “You nervous?” he asked once we were seated. Then a look of realization crossed his face. “Oh, I shouldn’t ask that,” he said. “Asking someone if they’re nervous only makes them more nervous, right?”

      “It can,” I said. “But I’m not nervous. More excited than anything.”

      “Here’s the thing, though,” said Richie, leaning in. “I know it’s your work that they were the most impressed with, but let me do all the talking. I’m the owner of Liminal, and it’ll look bad if both of us are talking over one another, you know?”

      Normally, I would’ve protested. But Richie wanting to be the big boss man in charge of everything was something I was used to by now.

      “Sure,” I said. “You can take the lead.”

      “I mean, if they ask you a question directly or anything like that, then sure, speak up.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile.

      I noticed a slight sheen of sweat on Richie’s forehead, which he quickly wiped away with a handkerchief that he stuffed hurriedly back in the front pocket of his suit.

      Then, before either of us could say anything else, a clear, confident voice spoke out.

      “Good morning!”

      My eyes flicked away from the interior detail that I’d been fixated on and toward a man who stood in front of us.

      An impossibly gorgeous man, at that.

      He was tall, that was the first thing I noticed. His hair was dark, thick and slicked back behind his ears. His eyes were a sparkling mint green that shone with intelligence and energy. His lips caught my eye next, red and full and perfectly shaped, the right side tugged up into a warm smile. His jaw was wide and strong, reminding me of a military sergeant or the captain of a football team.

      And his suit was impeccable, a light grey outfit with a deep red tie made clearly for his body alone—a body I could tell at a glance was built and strong. I had to use all the restraint I had not to drool at the sight of him.

      “Taking a look at the molding?” he asked.

      “Um, yes,” I said, surprised he knew right away the particular detail of the interior that I was fixed on. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Hand-carved from the eighteenth century,” he said, his hands on his hips as he cast a glance in the direction of the gorgeous molding that outlined the doorframes. “Just one of the reasons I love this place.”

      Richie shot up to his feet and stuck out his hand. I rose too, though more slowly than he did.

      “Richie Garland,” he said, swooping his curly, graying hair away from his forehead with his free hand. “And this is Shayla Zielinski, one of my designers.”

      “Ah, yes,” the man said, shaking Richie’s hand before taking my own. “Shayla…you’re the one with the killer portfolio.”

      A slight tinge of blush warmed my cheeks both at the feel of my hand in his and the compliment.

      “I don’t know if I’d call it ‘killer,’” I said. “But I hear it’s what got CooperWare’s attention.”

      “That it most certainly did,” he said, flashing me a charming smile as he let go of my hand.

      “Her designs were all under my supervision,” added Richie. “Samples we put together for a company we didn’t end up working with.”

      “Noted,” said the man, his eyes flicking to mine one more time in a way that sent a tingling thrill up my spine.

      “So!” said Richie. “I assume you’re the representative that we’re going to be meeting with?”

      The man chuckled warmly. “I suppose you could say that. But let me introduce myself—I’m Colton Cooper.”

      My jaw dropped.
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          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      “Wait, you’re Colton Cooper?” asked Richie, his tone one of total disbelief.

      A mildly bemused expression formed on Colton’s face, as if he wasn’t sure if he needed to repeat himself. I raised my hand to my mouth and let out a secret chuckle.

      “That’s me,” he confirmed.

      “Wow,” said Richie, unable to hide how starstruck he was. “The man himself.”

      “Normally I’d have one of my representatives meet companies we’re looking to work with,” said Colton. “But after reviewing the portfolios that Liminal sent in, I decided I had to meet with you both in person.”

      “Wow,” repeated Richie. “Well, we’re eager to show you what we can do for you.”

      “Perfect,” said Colton. “Please, come with me.”

      Colton turned, his eyes locking with mine one more time before he began walking.

      “I’m glad to see you were admiring the interior of the place,” he said over his shoulder as Richie and I formed up at his sides.

      A quick look made it clear he was talking to me.

      “Yes,” I said. “It’s beautiful. And it’s so refreshing to see people maintain these older buildings instead of bulldozing them and putting up those awful glass-and-steel things you see everywhere.”

      Colton glanced over his shoulder as we walked, his green eyes lighting up.

      “I’m happy to hear you say that,” he said. “I feel that as a business owner in this city we have a responsibility to preserve New York’s history. And I’m sure that an aesthetically minded person like you feels the same way.”

      “I totally agree,” I said.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Richie shoot me a narrow-eyed look, one that seemed to suggest he wasn’t all that pleased with me filling the air with my opinions.

      Colton led the two of us down a long hallway, opening a pair of double doors at the, revealing a space that was such a sharp contrast to the lobby that it was almost shocking.

      Where the lobby was a monument to old-style elegance, the large room we entered was sleek and futuristic. The walls were stark white and high-tech computers were everywhere. A few dozen employees filled the space.

      “Of course,” said Colton, “I had to make some compromises here and there to establish the infrastructure needed for the work we do here at CooperWare.”

      I looked around as we walked, taking in the sight of the staff hard at work. The wide-eyed expression on Richie’s face indicated he was just as impressed as I was. The vast offices were a jarring contrast to the humble offices of Liminal.

      “We’re almost there,” said Colton. “Just a quick elevator ride up.”

      The three of us approached the stainless steel doors of an elevator, Colton pressing the button to open them. A quick trip up later and we were on the executive floor, a space maintained in the classic style of the lobby. Colton led us to a massive set of double doors, the wood ornately decorated with hand carvings.

      “These are beautiful,” I said, running my fingertips over the intricate designs.

      “Aren’t they?” asked Colton. “The man who had this place constructed way back when was an industrial magnate, and if you ask me, the wealthy back then had far better taste than the wealthy now. You just don’t see detail like this anymore. Unless you preserve it, that is.”

      Colton took hold of the curved, gold handles of the doors and pulled them open, revealing a huge space with vaulted ceilings, tall bookshelves packed with colorful spines, and massive, arch-topped windows that looked out onto Brooklyn and Manhattan beyond.

      To my slight chagrin, a small Christmas tree had been placed on the coffee table, a few red and white orb ornaments hanging from the small branches.

      “Please have a seat,” said Colton. “Get comfortable.”

      Richie and I sat down in the high-backed, red chairs across from Colton’s enormous desk. Colton took a seat behind his desk and folded his hands on his lap.

      “So,” he said. “Let’s start here—what do you know about my company?”

      Richie shot me another look, one that seemed to say “Remember what I told you about talking.”

      “CooperWare’s a top educational software development firm,” said Richie. “Specializing in the latest in VR tech for the K-12 curriculum.”

      Colton raised his eyebrows. “Couldn’t have said it better if I’d read off one of our own press releases,” he said.

      “And you also strive to make sure that the software is affordable, so low-income schools can have access to the same resources as other, more advantaged institutions,” Richie added.

      A warm smile spread across Colton’s face. “That’s right,” he said. “And one of my top priorities here. After all, what good is helping kids if all you do is widen the gap between the haves and the have-nots?”

      Another look from Richie suggested he wasn’t all that pleased at being upstaged.

      “Anyway,” said Colton, “I just wanted to see what you knew about my company. We’re still relatively new, but we’ve had some major successes in the short time we’ve been around. And when you rise so quickly, people tend to scramble to figure out just who the hell you are, sometimes filling in the details on their own.”

      Colton reached under his desk and produced a silver remote. He aimed it at the large TV over the fireplace, turning it on.

      “Let me walk you through what we’ve been up to here at CooperWare.”

      Another smile formed on his handsome face as he turned his attention to the TV.

      I couldn’t help but be struck by how warm and personable Colton was. If I had to guess, I would’ve thought a man in his position with his success and his wealth would’ve been more standoffish or snobby or impatient. But Colton was convivial and a pleasure to be around.

      And, of course, the fact that he was about the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on didn’t hurt matters any.

      The display on the TV went through the finer points of his virtual reality program, showing children placing the sleek, white headsets on, their mouths breaking out into expressions of delight. Then the screen flicked over to what the kids were watching.

      They were all incredible first-person displays showing various scenes from history. One was a pilgrim seated at a long, outdoor table with Native Americans and other pilgrims, ready to take part in the first Thanksgiving. Another was from the perspective of a French king on a throne, looking out over his court of well-dressed lords and ladies.

      “Wow,” I said. “It’s incredible.”

      “Really, really amazing stuff,” said Richie.

      “Thank you,” said Colton, pressing pause on the video. “It’s all in its infancy now, but I think that we’re on the verge of something very special. Think about it—what better way to get kids to learn history than by having them be a part of it? There’s something about the power of visual media that makes learning so much more engaging than just reading facts from a book or struggling to pay attention during a lecture.”

      “The hands-on touch,” said Richie. “Makes it stick in the brain.”

      “Exactly,” said Colton. “Think about how much more vividly you remember the history you’ve seen portrayed in movies.”

      “The problem with movies, though,” I cut in, “is that they can take liberties with the facts.”

      Colton snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “That’s right!” he said. “And that’s why all CooperWare learning modules will be as historically accurate as possible.”

      I had to admit, it was quite a thing listening to him talk. Colton was high-energy, and his enthusiasm was totally infectious.

      He waved his hand through the air.

      “But that’s all something to worry about in the future. What you’ve just watched looked good, sure, but it’s all still in the very beginning phases of development. Right now, the teams downstairs are hard at work getting the code designed, and while they’re working I want to have more teams busting their butts on the graphics.”

      He leaned forward in his chair and placed his hands on the edge of his desk. “And that’s where Liminal will come in.”

      Richie glanced over to me and raised his eyebrows.

      “Tell me,” said Colton. “How big is your firm?”

      “We’re about a dozen employees,” Richie said.

      “And how many could be freed up to work directly with CooperWare on what I have in mind?”

      “Right now, I could give you six employees, including Shayla and myself.”

      Copper nodded slowly, taking in the information.

      “Great,” he said. “And when could you start?”

      “As soon as you give the word,” said Richie, clearly champing at the bit.

      “Because after looking at the work you have done,” Colton went on, “especially Shayla’s, I know that you’re all the perfect fit for the job.”

      I felt another blush break out. My hand shot in front of my face as I attempted to hide it.

      “Really?” said Richie. “That’s awesome!”

      “Here’s what I’m thinking,” said Colton. “Starting next Monday your team from Liminal can report here, working directly with my team. You’ll be in charge of the graphical user interface and work closely with my staff.”

      Another tinge of anxiety ran through me. I’d never been in a leadership position like that before.

      “Now,” Colton continued. “I’m not going to lie—this is going to be a hell of a lot of work, and we’re running on some tight deadlines. And things are just going to be crazier with the holidays.”

      “But the fun kind of crazy,” Richie hedged.

      Colton raised an eyebrow. “Can I take that to mean you love the holidays?” he asked.

      “Oh, you have no idea!” said Richie. “I was just telling Shayla on the way over that they’re the best time of the year. Like a reward for—”

      “—getting through the year,” finished Colton.

      I realize that Richie had found a fellow holiday fanatic, and it was none other than the CEO of the freaking company.

      The two of them laughed.

      “I wanted to say that your decorations outside are just fantastic,” said Richie. “Whoever’s in charge of them has some killer holiday taste.”

      “Why, thank you,” said Colton. “Those are actually my doing. Things get busy around the holidays, but I always make sure to see that the décor gets a personal touch.”

      “Oh, God,” I said under my breath, realizing I was about to get an onslaught of total Christmas enthusiasm.

      I must’ve spoken more loudly that I’d intended, however, because as soon as I spoke the words, Colton’s attention turned to me.

      “You okay over there, Shayla?”

      Richie flashed me a cutting expression. “Oh, don’t worry about her,” he said, letting out a nervous chuckle. “She’s just not much of a holiday person. A little bit of a Grinch is what I always tell her.”

      “Is that right?” asked Colton. “Not a fan of the holidays?”

      It was silly, but I knew I had to play it carefully. I didn’t want to screw up the deal with my lack of enthusiasm. But at the same time, I hated to lie.

      “It’s just…never really been my thing,” I said, hoping this would put the subject to rest. “I’m more of a summer girl.”

      I hoped my little addition would make it sound like it was more of a weather preference than anything else. The last thing I wanted was to get into my personal history in the middle of a business meeting.

      “Oh, come on,” said Colton with a smile. “The food, the music, the snow—what’s not to like?”

      “How about the feeling of a blast of freezing air in the face while you’re walking through Manhattan?” I asked, returning his smile.

      He nodded, conceding the point.

      “There’s that, sure, but the freezing weather only makes getting home in front of a toasty fireplace even more satisfying.”

      I kept my mouth shut. A billionaire like Colton probably didn’t stop to think that in a city like New York, fireplaces were a total luxury—one that my Bushwick walkup didn’t have.

      “All the same,” I said. “I usually prefer to put my head down and work through the holidays. Which is probably exactly what you’re needing right now for this project.”

      “Sure, sure,” he said. “But keep in mind that all of my employees take a mandatory Christmas break. Even workaholics need some time off.”

      Then another excited expression flashed on his face, followed by him pulling open one of his desk drawers. Colton removed a green-and-red tin and popped the top, revealing a selection of frosted cookies.

      “Now, I know Christmas is still a few weeks off, but my mom is just like me and can’t wait to get started on the holidays. I just got these in today, and I think they’re her best batch yet.”

      He took one for himself before setting the tin on the desk and pushing it over to Richie and me. “It’s a little early for a drink, so how about in lieu of a toast to celebrate our working together, we mark the occasion with a Christmas cookie?”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” said Richie, his hand shooting out and taking one of the cookies, a red-and-white candy cane-shaped one.

      I regarded the cookies hesitantly, each of them a little physical embodiment of the holiday that I didn’t care for one bit. But both men eyed me expectantly, and I knew that there was no way of getting out of this. I reached into the tin and removed a tree-shaped cookie, the frosting a dark green with little sparkly candy balls for tiny ornaments.

      “Well,” said Colton, raising his cookie as though it were a flute of champagne. “Here’s to a fruitful working relationship.”

      “And a festive holiday,” added Richie.

      Colton nodded in agreement, and the two men took bites of their cookies. I stared down at mine for a long moment before sinking my teeth in. Just like Colton said, it was delicious—crunchy and moist at the same time.

      “Would you look at that!” said Richie, pointing to the window over Colton’s shoulder.

      Colton turned, and I looked up to see that the first flurries of snow were falling from the slate gray sky overhead.

      “Snow!” said Colton. “If that’s not a good omen, I don’t know what is.”

      He turned back to us and placed his hands on the desk, an eager expression on his face.

      “Now, let’s get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Colton

        

        A Week Later

      

    
    
      The holiday buzz was in full swing, and I couldn’t have been happier about it. The office bustled with activity, and the last of the decorations had been put up. And, of course, I had my favorite Christmas tunes playing as I worked.

      The day was drawing to a close, and through the windows of my office, I could see that most of the employees were beginning to file out for the evening. A gentle knock at my office door snapped me out of my focus.

      “Yes?” I called out over the strains of a classical rendition of “Little Drummer Boy.”

      “It’s me,” spoke a familiar voice.

      “Come on in,” I said, adding a few last notes to the design mockup on my computer.

      The door opened and in stepped the tall, wiry figure of Trey, the recent NYU graduate who’d been my personal assistant for the last few months. He was dressed in gray slacks and stylish dress shoes all offset by an unbelievably garish Christmas sweater.

      “Have I told you how jealous I am of your ugly sweater collection?” I asked with a smile.

      “Oh, this old thing?” he asked, tugging at the face of a bizarrely proportioned Santa on his sweater. “Something from my grandpa’s closet.”

      “It’s perfect,” I said. “You should’ve saved it for the ugly sweater competition at the holiday party—it’s a winner for sure.”

      “Trust me,” he said, taking a seat in one of the chairs near the door and crossing his legs. “I’ve got something special set aside for that.”

      I laughed and sat back in my chair. “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Just checking in to see if there’s anything else you need from me before I take off for the evening.”

      I looked away, thinking about the question. “Nope,” I said. “I think you’re good to go.”

      “Awesome,” he said. “And I take it you’re heading out soon?”

      “Nah,” I said. “Tons of work to get done around here.”

      Then there was a pause, and a brief expression of worry flashed over Trey’s face.

      “There’s something else,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

      “It’s nothing,” he said, turning his attention back to me. “Just noticing that you’ve somehow been working even more hours than usual. I didn’t think that was possible, even for you.”

      He was right—I’d been spending just about every waking hour at the office these last couple of weeks, and my office couch had been doubling as my bed more than a few nights.

      “I know, I know,” I said. “There’s just been so much with the last crunch for this VR program. I’d love to relax a little, but I need to make sure the finishing touches are all perfect. Especially with the graphics.”

      “If you insist, boss,” he said. “I just don’t want to see you croak before the holidays. Not just you, though—that new graphics design team you contracted have been here non-stop. And I’ve noticed you’ve been really taking a special interest in them.”

      He was right about that. And though I didn’t admit it, there was more to why I was paying such close attention besides just making sure everything was perfect. Shayla had completely caught my attention.

      “The graphics are going to be the key to all of this,” I said, getting up from my desk and pouring a cup of coffee. “This is a VR program, after all, and if the graphics aren’t perfect, it doesn’t matter how good everything else is. Which is why I brought in the extra help.”

      “You won’t hear me complaining,” Trey said. “Those guys have been busting their butts. And on top of that, they’ve been great to have around the office. That Shayla girl’s really been a hit.”

      My heart skipped a beat at hearing her name. It was a strange feeling, something I hadn’t felt since I was much younger. I couldn’t get over the effect this woman had on me in such a short time.

      I glanced over Trey’s shoulder out to the office area where, as always, Shayla was busy at work at her desk.

      “The Liminal team’s been a great addition, if I do say so myself. If they keep turning out the quality work they have been, we’re going to be ready for the new year with the VR program.”

      “That’d make it a very happy holiday indeed,” said Trey with a smile. Then, his eyes widened as he spotted something over my shoulder. “Oh, shoot,” he said. “Snow’s starting up again. Gotta get going before the trains start getting crazy.”

      He gathered his things and headed out the door. “See you tomorrow, boss.”

      I gave him a goodbye wave before taking my coffee and turning around to watch the snow. Pure white flurries had begun to drift down from the dark sheet of clouds above, and it wouldn’t be long before a fresh blanket of powder covered the city. I took in a slow breath, enjoying the sight of the snow drifting down.

      After a few sips of my coffee, I decided to make my rounds through the office. At least, that’s what I told myself. Deep down, I knew it was because I wanted to swing by Shayla’s desk and say hello.

      The office was already looking fairly desolate, only the graphic design team and a few other employees still sticking around. Once I reached the aisle where Shayla’s desk was situated, I took a moment to admire how beautiful she was.

      I didn’t know what I liked the most about Shayla—her raven-black hair, her rose-red lips, her cream-white skin, or her slim, shapely figure. Her eyes were a sparkling blue that flashed whenever she spoke excitedly about something, and the gently floral scent of her perfume seemed to linger on my skin long after we’d speak.

      There was a problem, however: her strangely hostile attitude toward the holidays.

      I couldn’t figure it out. I loved them, of course, but I knew they weren’t for everyone. Shayla, though, wasn’t just indifferent to Christmas; she seemed actively against it. Just the mere mention of the holiday was enough to make her bristle.

      Which is why I had made it my personal mission to have her come around on the subject.

      I approached her desk, her gorgeous eye flicking over to me as she saw me coming. A slight smile spread across her face, her cheeks turning a soft shade of red. Just the sight of her happy to see me was enough to make my heart feel tight.

      “You see that it’s snowing?” I asked.

      “Ugh,” she said, shaking her head. “You know what that means.”

      “That the city’s going to look its most beautiful?” I asked. “Seriously, is there anything more picturesque than New York covered in fresh snow?”

      “Sure,” she said, turning her attention from her screen. “It looks great—for about three hours before the cars start driving through it and it all turns to gray sludge.”

      “Isn’t that just a perfect metaphor for how you and I talk about the holidays?” I asked with a grin. “I point out something cheery, and you turn it into gray sludge.”

      She chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it. Or you could say that I’m being practical about it. Which is surprising, because I’d think that someone like you who runs a company like this would be practical above all else.”

      I leaned back against a nearby file cabinet, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Just because I’m practical about some things doesn’t mean I can’t get excited about others,” I said. “And the holidays happen to be one of those things.”

      “I’ll say,” she said. “You almost have a childlike sense of wonder about it. It’s kind of endearing, actually.”

      “Happy to endear myself to you,” I said.

      I turned my attention to her work. On the monitor in front of her was a beautiful Renaissance-style portrait of a religious scene of some sort. The detail was impeccable—it looked like something out of a museum.

      “What have you got there?” I asked, leaning in to get a better look.

      “Oh, just something I was working on for the Renaissance section. I wanted to add a painting for the menu screen background, and I remembered that I did this copy of a Caravaggio painting back in high school. I thought it’d work, just as long as you don’t mind me using something back from when I was a kid.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, admiring the details of the painting. “This is something you did back in high school?”

      “Yep,” she said, treating the subject as though it was nothing special. “I was big into the Renaissance masters back then, and Caravaggio was my favorite. Something about the way he played with light caught my eye.”

      “Shayla, I knew you were talented, but I had no idea you were capable of something like this.”

      “It’s nothing, really,” she said, clearly getting embarrassed from the attention. “Mainly just a tracing.”

      “Talented and humble,” I said. “Not a very common trait pairing for artists.”

      “Is that right?” she said with a smile. “This coming from the owner of a massive building with his name on the front?”

      I chuckled. “Okay, point taken,” I said. “But you have to make your mark somehow. And take credit for it. Might as well do it with some good work.”

      “Speaking of work,” she said. “Do you might if we talk in your office? I had some questions about the medieval section that I think would be better to talk about sitting down.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Then a voice spoke from a few rows over. “You guys doing all right?”

      I glanced in the direction of the voice and saw that it was Richie, Shayla’s boss. I was beginning to get the distinct impression that he was getting more than a little jealous of how close Shayla and I had become over the last week.

      “Just going over some GUI question in the office with Mr. Cooper,” she said over her shoulder as we walked in the direction of my office.

      “Feel free to drop in if you want to join us,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure, but I could’ve sworn I heard him grumble as we headed off.

      Moments later, the two of us stepped into my office, the Christmas music greeting us as I opened the door.

      “Oh no,” she said, her eyes tracking along the decorations. “You’ve got this place all Christmassed out.”

      “Of course I do,” I said. “Christmassing things out is one of the best parts of the holidays.”

      She shook her head in disbelief.  “I don’t get it,” she said. “Why is it that you’re so gaga over the holidays like this?”

      “The holidays have just always been happy times for me,” I said, touching on the subject without getting too deeply into it. “So every time I put these decorations up and watch the snow settling over the city, it brings me back to those memories of when I was younger. When all I had to worry about during Christmas was opening my presents and eating cookies.”

      She took in my words attentively, but her expression was flat.

      “I don’t know,” she said, rubbing her arms with her hands. “It’s just…I’ve never really gotten the fuss about it. It’s like a food that I don’t really like, you know? Just not for me.”

      It was clear as day that there was something more to her reasons than a simple matter of preference. It was also clear that she wasn’t comfortable discussing the subject, so I decided to let it drop.

      “Everyone has their likes and dislikes,” I said. “Just promise me that you’ll be at the Christmas party. It’s not just for regular employees, you know—contractors are more than welcome.”

      She smiled. “Sure. I’ll be there.”

      “It’s this weekend,” I said. “You should be getting an email soon with all the details. And if you’ve got an ugly Christmas sweater, even better.”

      She laughed that light, chiming laugh that I couldn’t get enough of. I couldn’t believe it, but this girl had totally enchanted me. Her beauty, her talent, her forthright personality—it all worked together to form an amazing package.

      “I’ll do my best,” she said. “But let’s talk about this question I had.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said, leading her over to my computer.

      As we talked, with Shayla going over some questions she had about the designs, I had to use all the focus I had to make sure that I didn’t get distracted by her beauty.

      I was smitten. That was all there was to it. But I had to find some way to get her to change her mind about the holidays.

      And then I realized that the Christmas party would be the perfect opportunity to do just that.
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      “Hot damn!” I said to Trey, taking in the sight of his outrageous Christmas sweater. “You weren’t kidding when you said you had the ugliest of the ugly.”

      The scene on the sweater was baffling. There was a gingerbread man—at least, that’s what I thought it was—seated at a dining room table with Santa’s elves. The table was decked out with an array of holiday foods, each of them stitched on in the most bizarre depiction imaginable.

      And, of course, the whole thing was decked out with glitter.

      “I told you I was pulling out all the stops,” Trey said with a grin.

      “Might as well declare the winner of the competition now,” I said.

      It was the night of the Christmas party, and the top floor of the office had been cleared out and opened up for the celebrations. The place was packed full of employees and the din of fun filled the air—along with Christmas music that I’d handpicked, of course.

      I made the rounds, stopping by the teams gathered together and congratulating them for their hard work, letting them know that they’d earned their bonuses and their time off.

      However, as happy as I was to meet and greet, I couldn’t help but scan the crowd over and over again.

      Richie and the rest of the Liminal staff were there, but Shayla was still a no-show. I began to wonder if she was going to be skipping out on the party. With how much she didn’t care for Christmas, it wouldn’t have surprised me in the slightest.

      Right as I was in the middle of a conversation with one of my executives, however, I caught the sight of Shayla stepping out of the elevator. I was impossibly distracted as soon as I saw her, and I quickly but politely ended the conversation so I could head over to greet her.

      “There she is!” I said, bounding up to her.

      Her eyes lit up as she saw me approach, and she threw her arms open to greet me.

      “Hey!” she said as I pulled her in for a hug.

      I let go, quickly taking in the sight of her in her party wear. She was in a tight red dress that showed off every bit of her gorgeous curves, her dark hair draping over her bare shoulders. It was enough for me to need a quick moment to regain my composure.

      “You okay over there?” she asked.

      “Oh, just a little distracted,” I said. “It’s great to see you! I was thinking you might not come.”

      “And miss out on the free food?” she said with a smile. “Not a chance.”

      I took her coat and handed it off to a nearby attendant hired for the job. As I did, Shayla took in the sight of the office in full Christmas décor with a look of wonder on her face.

      “Does that expression mean that you’re letting the Christmas spirit sneak in?” I asked.

      “It’s impressive,” she said, her eyes flicking from the tinsel and holly on the walls to arrangements of poinsettias to the towering, ornament-adorned tree in the middle of the room. “I’ll give you that much.”

      “It’s definitely that,” I said, a broad smile forming on my face as I put my hands on my hips and admired the decorations. “Part of me wishes we could leave it up all year.”

      “But then it wouldn’t be special,” she said.

      “Very true.”

      I gestured to the vast spread of food and drinks.

      “Refreshment?” I asked, taking her by the arm and leading her over.

      “I’ll have a little something,” she said. “But not too much—I’m already packed into this dress as it is.”

      The two of us headed over to the table, where I poured myself a tall glass of eggnog, making sure to get a healthy serving of whipped cream on top.

      “You into eggnog?” I asked as I watched Shayla put a few small bits of food on her plate.

      She screwed up her face and shook her head. “No way.”

      I raised my eyebrows

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “How can you not like eggnog? It’s like melted cake in a glass.”

      “Well, there’s that, for starters. And aside from that…I don’t know. I just never really liked it.”

      “When’s the last time you had it?” I asked.

      She glanced away as if searching through her memory.

      “It’s been a while,” she said. “And it was just the stuff from the grocery store.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “You’ve only ever had pre-made eggnog from the store and you’re ready to write off the whole drink?”

      I reached around Shayla and took a cup from the table.

      “You’re having some, and there’s no debate about it.”

      “Oh, no,” she said. “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “Come on,” I said with a smile. “No getting out of this one.”

      My eyes on Shayla, I raised my eyebrows as I held the glass in front of the two bowls of eggnog.

      “You want the booze kind or the non-booze kind?”

      “Fine, fine,” she said, the slightest hint of a smile tugging at one corner of her mouth. “The booze kind. Maybe that’ll help it go down easier.”

      “Atta girl,” I said, pouring her a glass from the brandy eggnog, making sure to scoop some cream from the top.

      I handed it over, and Shayla regarded it curiously, as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “It’s homemade. I promise you’ll like it.”

      She flashed me one more skeptical expression before raising the glass to her lips. She took a slow sip, letting the drink hang in her mouth for a long moment before swallowing. I watched her with eager anticipation.

      “Well?” I asked. “What’s the verdict?”

      “It’s…pretty good, actually,” she said. “Creamy and delicious—I’ll admit it. But it’s probably just the booze.”

      I smiled, pleased. Then, I noticed that there was a trace of cream left on her upper lip.

      “Hold on a second,” I said.

      I reached to her face and, with the back of my finger, slowly wiped away the cream. A red blush spread across her face at my touch.

      “Enjoy,” I said softly, “but make sure you don’t give yourself a mustache.”

      The moment hung in the air, Shayla’s beautiful face lit up with a gorgeous smile.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll have to keep that in mind.”

      It was then that I noticed the little bough of mistletoe hanging above us. I knew it was corny, but I couldn’t resist.

      “You know,” I said. “Th—”

      But before I could finish my sentence, a hand came down softly on my shoulder.

      “Hey, boss?”

      I turned around to see that it was Trey.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But you wanted me to tell you when it was nine.”

      I checked my watch. Sure enough, it was a few minutes before.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Thanks for reminding me.”

      I turned to Shayla. “Duty calls,” I said.

      “Please tell me you’re not working during the Christmas party,” she said, a playfully scolding expression on her face.

      “Not a chance,” I said. “But I do have some very important business to attend to. Enjoy yourself, and…who knows—maybe you’ll see me again before too long.”

      I gave her a wink, leaving Shayla to her eggnog.

      “Everything ready?” I asked as Trey and I weaved through the party.

      “Of course,” he said. “Made sure the gear was good to go this afternoon.”

      I gave Trey a solid pat on the back as we arrived at my office. I opened the door and, sure enough, everything was there. The desk was covered with stacks of presents, and in the middle was a large, plain box.

      I stepped up to the desk and lifted the lid on the largest box, a big smile spreading across my face at what was inside. There was a red-and-white suit, complete with hat and a big white beard. I took it all out and put it on, stepping in front of the mirror in full Santa regalia.

      “What do you think?” I asked, my voice muffled by the beard.

      Trey gave me the once-over.

      “A little slim for a Santa, but otherwise perfect.”

      I picked up the large, colorful sack that was under the suit and began filling it with presents.

      “Okay,” I said when it was full. “Care to announce Santa’s arrival?”

      “With pleasure.”

      I watched as Trey stepped out of the office and called for everyone’s attention. I was all tingly with excitement—playing Santa was my favorite part of our Christmas parties, and I couldn’t wait to get out there.

      Trey stuck his head back into the office and gave me a nod.

      “They’re ready for you, Santa,” he said with a smile.

      The bag slung over my shoulder, I took one last look at myself in the mirror before stepping out onto the office floor, the entire staff gathered around in a semicircle.

      “Ho, ho, ho!” I shouted out, making my voice extra booming. “Merry Christmas!”

      Smiles spread on the faces of the staff, and it wasn’t a mystery who was behind the beard. I reached into my sack, handing out gifts to all of the employees.

      It wasn’t long before I reached Shayla, who I’d been watching out of the corner of my eye.

      “And you, young lady,” I said. “Have you been a good girl this year?”

      “I’d like to think so,” she said.

      I reached into my bag and found the present I’d picked out just for her.

      “Then this is for you,” I said, handing it over.

      “Thanks, Santa,” she said.

      She was playing it cool, but the smile on her face let me know that she was more than a little amused. I gave her a wink and finished up the rest of my rounds.

      When I was done handing out the gifts—the Christmas bonuses along with some other, more edible treats—I took off my beard and hat and rejoined the party, which continued to go off without a hitch.

      But throughout the rest of the night, I found myself wondering if I’d managed to break through Shayla’s anti-Christmas defenses.

      If I hadn’t, the holidays were still far from over.
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      I tapped “pause” on the keyboard, the screen freezing in the middle of a sweeping view of a medieval landscape complete with neat squares of marching armies and gray castles dotting the sprawling landscape.

      “What do you think?” I asked Richie, who’d been standing over my shoulder and watching the demo. “It’s the Wars of the Roses section, and I thought it could use a little bump in the ‘epic’ department. Especially now that we’re just putting the finishing touches on everything.”

      Richie shook his head.

      “Amazing stuff, Shayla,” he said. “I can’t believe how well this is all coming together.”

      He plopped down into the chair of the desk next to mine, the office all but empty by that point. The other members of the Liminal team had taken off, and it was just me and Richie and a few others here and there.

      And Colton in his office, of course.

      Richie’s arms shot out in a stretch as he took in a deep, long yawn.

      “You look like you’re about to zonk out, boss,” I said, turning my attention back to the monitor.

      “Just need a little more coffee,” he said. “I’ve still got a few things I want to do before I get out of here for the night.”

      “Same here,” I said, some coffee sounding absolutely delicious to me at that moment. “I’ll grab some for us.”

      I headed over to the coffee pot and poured Richie and myself each a mug. But when I returned to Richie and handed him his coffee, I realized that I needed a little more time on my feet.

      “You want to go over some more of the GUI details right now?” he asked, yawning again.

      “Sure,” I said. “But this sitting’s starting to get to me. I think I need to stretch my legs a little, get some fresh air.”

      “Fresh air?” he repeated. “It’s below freezing outside.”

      “The cold ought to wake me up, then,” I said with a smile as I set down my mug for long enough to pick up my black winter coat and throw it on.

      “You’re crazy, Shayla,” said Richie, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “That’s why you hired me,” I said with a grin.

      I passed Colton’s office on the way out to the balcony, taking a quick glance and seeing that he was seated at his desk, his face in an expression of tight concentration as he plugged away at whatever he was working on.

      It was hard to believe how much time he spent at the office. Colton was here first thing in the morning, and he was always the last one to leave.

      I opened the door to the balcony, a blast of freezing cold air rushing up to greet me. Once I shut the door, I wrapped my hands around my mug, letting the heat from the coffee warm me up. The sun had long set over Brooklyn, the borough twinkling with evening lights. A few stray flurries fell from the sky, and the tops of the buildings were white with snow.

      Colton was right—it actually was beautiful.

      And he was right about the eggnog, I considered with a smile. It was strange—I’d always despised the holidays, but there was something genuinely infectious about Colton’s enthusiasm. I turned around on the balcony, resting against the railing and taking in the sight of the office all decked out in tinsel and holly and Christmas décor.

      With no sound but the low howling of the wind, it was calm and warm and inviting. I understood just a little bit better why Colton went to all the trouble of getting into the Christmas spirit.

      Then I realized that soon this would all be over. Richie and I and the rest of the Liminal team would soon have the project finished, and our time here at CooperWare would be done. We’d go back to work at our offices in Bushwick, ready for whatever projects we’d have lined up for the new year.

      And I knew that however much my heart had opened toward the holidays, it would close right back up without Colton and his boyish, infectious enthusiasm.

      About halfway through my coffee, I decided that I couldn’t stand the cold any longer. I opened the door to the balcony and stepped back inside, letting out a sigh of relief as the toasty heat enveloped me. A few moments later, I was out of my coat, hat and scarf and settled back into my desk chair.

      I went back to work, finishing my coffee as I did. Losing myself in the process, I only came back to reality when I noticed the clock change over to 10 p.m. But I still had a little more work to do if we were going to have everything done on time.

      But before I could get back into the zone and focus, a strange sound ripped through the air.

      I frowned, at first not sure what the hell I was hearing, and stood up, looking around for the source. When another outburst sounded, I glanced over to see that the culprit was none other than Richie. He was seated at his desk, his head tilted back and his mouth wide open, sound asleep and snoring.

      I smiled and shook my head. Richie tried to pull the same long hours that I did, but he didn’t have the stamina for it. This wasn’t the first time he’d zonked out at his desk.

      Back in my chair, I was about to put on my headphones and get back to work when I spotted a figure approaching. It was Colton.

      “You know the snoring’s bad when you can hear it from your office,” he said, coming to a stop at my desk, his eyes on Richie.

      “I usually just crank up the bass on my headphones,” I said. “Seems to do the trick.”

      “Yeah, but I’m thinking ol’ Rich needs to get home and get some sleep if he’s going to be useful tomorrow. Chair sleep isn’t very good sleep at all—believe me, I know.”

      “You want to do it or should I?” I asked.

      “Allow me,” he said. “I’ve woken up more than a few sleeping employees in my time.”

      Colton stepped over to Richie and placed his hand on his shoulder.

      “Up and at ’em, buddy,” he said, gently shaking him.

      The snore Richie was in the middle of was cut off abruptly, and he jolted awake.

      “Huh, what?” he asked, looking around.

      Then, as he realized where he was and what had happened, a look of disappointment formed on his face.

      “Oh, shoot,” he said. “Did I fall asleep?”

      “You sure did,” said Colton. “Which means it’s time for you to head home.”

      “Can’t yet,” he said, shaking his head blearily. “Still gotta fix some GUI issues.”

      “Boss’s orders,” said Colton, patting his shoulder. “It’ll all be waiting for you in the morning.”

      I was expecting Richie to put up a little more resistance, but more than anything he looked relieved.

      “Yeah, some sack time does sound pretty good, actually,” he conceded.

      “I’ll call you a cab,” said Colton. “Go ahead and wait in the lobby.”

      Richie began to gather his things, but before he finished he turned his attention to me.

      “You’ve been here for a while, Shayla. You want to catch the cab with me?”

      Sleep did sound nice, but I had too much work to do.

      “Nah,” I said. “I figure I’ve still got another hour or so left in me before I’m snoring at my desk, too.”

      A look of disappointment flashed across Richie’s face, but he hid it quickly enough.

      “Sure, sure,” he said.

      “Night, Richie,” I said once he had his things and was ready to head out.

      “Night,” he said, shuffling slowly toward the elevator.

      “Get some sleep, buddy,” said Colton.

      The doors to the elevator shut, and I took a look around the office, realizing that Colton and I were now alone.

      “Love the work ethic,” he said. “But I think Richie needs to learn his limits.”

      “No kidding,” I said.

      “He seemed a little put out when you didn’t go with him. What’s that all about?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said. “He’s been my boss for a while, and I think he just likes to look out for me. Kind of a protective thing.”

      “Gotcha,” said Colton. “How much work do you have left?” he asked.

      “About an hour.”

      “Same here,” he said. “How about we both finish up and I can give you a ride back to your place?”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      Colton gave me a nod and a smile before heading back to his office.

      And as he shut his door, I realized that I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t looking forward to spending some one-on-one time with my charming, handsome, billionaire boss.
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      A rapping at my office door startled me from my concentration.

      “Come in,” I called out, realizing that it couldn’t be anyone other than Shayla.

      Sure enough, the door opened and she stepped in.

      “Holy shit!” she said, her eyes on the window behind me.

      Her hand shot to her mouth when she realized that she’d sworn, but I wasn’t bothered. Instead, I turned to see what had caused such a reaction.

      Outside, heavy sheets of snow fell, coming down hard.

      “Damn,” I said. “Look at that.”

      “I heard there was supposed to be a snowstorm coming up,” said Shayla. “But I’d heard it was going to be later in the night.”

      A thought occurred to me.

      “How far away from here are you?” I asked.

      “I’m down in Bushwick,” she said.

      “That’s what, about twenty minutes from here by train?”

      “Yeah, but if this keeps up it’s going to be a hell of a lot longer.”

      “How about this,” I said. “I’m about five minutes from here, and I don’t want you trying to make it home in this weather, especially this late. Why don’t you come to my place? I have an extra bedroom, and you can ride back with me in the morning.”

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, considering it. Her eyes fixed onto the snow outside, and I could tell she wasn’t thrilled about the idea of heading home in a New York blizzard.

      “You sure I wouldn’t be putting you out?” she asked.

      “Not in the slightest,” I said. “And it’d make me feel better to know that you were someplace out of the cold.”

      “Okay, sure,” she said. “But only because I make sure to keep a spare set of clothes in my desk for occasions like this. Otherwise it might look bad showing up to the office in the same outfit.”

      The implication of what she’d said must’ve occurred to her—because her face turned a deep red.

      “Um, just a minute,” she said.

      She hurried off to her desk and collected her things, meeting me at the elevator. We went down to the garage, where my silver sports car was waiting for me.

      The drive was quick, the snow picking up by the minute, and it wasn’t long before we pulled into the parking garage of the waterfront tower where I lived.

      We took the elevator up to the penthouse floor, the doors opening and revealing my large, spacious apartment beyond.

      “Wow,” Shayla said, stepping into the open living room and looking around. “You could fit, like, ten of my apartments in here.”

      “I’m not here much,” I said, taking off my coat and hanging it up. “But it’s a nice place to relax when I am.”

      Shayla took off her coat and purse, letting out a laugh as she took in all of my Christmas décor.

      “I should’ve known that your place would be even more festive than the office,” she said with a smile. “Nice tree, though.”

      “Thanks,” I said, turning toward the massive pine near the fireplace. “It’s not Christmas without the most stupidly big tree you can find.”

      I turned on the fireplace, the flames roaring to life and filling the living room with a warm ambiance.

      “Care for something to drink?” I asked.

      “You know—a glass of wine would actually be really nice.”

      “Easy enough,” I said.

      After pouring us both a glass, I returned to the living room where Shayla stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the East River and Manhattan beyond.

      “Nice view, even with the snow,” she said, taking the wine.

      She sipped her drink, turning back around and regarding the Christmas decorations.

      “Okay,” she said. “What’s with the obsession with Christmas?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You think I’m obsessed just because I enjoy the holidays?”

      She shook her head. “You’re way more into them than most guys I’ve met. I thought Richie was crazy for Christmas, but you make him look like a casual fan.”

      I led her over to the couch near the fireplace, and the two of us took a seat.

      “Hmm,” I said, sitting back.

      Truth be told, it was hard for me to focus. The gentle flickering of the fire playing on Shayla’s gorgeous features was more than a little distracting.

      “Well,” I said, “the holidays have always been a happy time for me, I suppose. One of the highlights of growing up.”

      “Really?” she asked. “Let’s hear it. I’m curious to know more about where the great Colton Cooper is from.”

      “I grew up in the city—the Upper East Side, to be precise.”

      Shayla looked impressed. She’d evidently been in the city long enough to know that the Upper East Side meant money.

      “Both of my parents were CEOs, believe it or not—my father in charge of an engineering company, and my mother the founder of her own public relations firm.”

      “That must be where you get it,” said Shayla, tucking her slim legs up underneath her.

      “You’re probably right about that,” I said. “Anyway, as you can imagine, they were busy as hell the majority of the year. They were warm and loving when they were around, but that wasn’t very often. Most of the time I was left in the care of nannies and tutors.

      “But when the holidays came around, that all changed. My parents were lucky enough to both have their downtime around the holidays, so this is when they would both take some time off. Thanksgiving marked when I’d finally be able to spend time with the parents that I’d been missing all year.”

      Shayla sipped her wine, her attention fully on me.

      “And they more than made up for it. We’d start with a two-week vacation—Paris one year, Tokyo another, Bali the next—taking the time to relax and be in one another’s company as we explored a new part of the world.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Shayla said, and her sincerity was clear. “You still travel?”

      “Rarely,” I said. “Too busy with work, nowadays. Anyway, once we’d arrived back home and rested up, we’d take a day trip upstate to this little farm where we’d pick out the biggest, most beautiful tree we could find. Then we’d bring it back home and spend the evening putting on the ornaments, my parents always having me set the star on last.”

      “Sounds nice,” said Shayla.

      “It was. And we had plenty of space in our home, so we’d have family from all over the country come to visit. We’d spend the holidays seeing the sights of the city all decorated for Christmas. We’d skate in Central Park, go shopping for presents, and always be back home in time for a wonderful dinner.”

      I went on, getting more and more wrapped up in nostalgia.

      “And then when the big day came, all us kids would wake up to find the tree loaded with presents from Santa, and we’d tear into them while the adults drank eggnog and watched us enjoy ourselves. Then the rest of the day would be family and fun and toys and everything else.

      “Then when our extended family all went back to where they came from, my parents and I would ring in the New Year at one of their company’s fancy parties. I remember the two of them looking so glamorous—just larger than life.”

      “And do you still see your family for the holidays?” Shayla asked.

      “Of course,” I said. “It wouldn’t be the same without them. And our extended family is even more spread out than they were before, but we make sure to get together when we can. The holidays are usually the best time for that.”

      I took another sip of my wine, letting my gaze drift to the fire.

      “Christmas just means so much to me—family, surprises, and quality time with loved ones. And it was all made a little sweeter by the fact that I knew it wasn’t going to last. Until next year, that is.”

      Shayla nodded, rubbing her arms and looking away. I could sense that there was something amiss, that what I’d told her had made her uncomfortable.

      At that moment it became clear to me that there was more to her dislike of the holidays than just a simple preference.

      There was something deeper.

      “But I can see that you don’t feel the same way,” I hedged.

      Shayla shook her head as she set down her glass of wine.

      “I don’t really like to talk about it,” she said quietly.

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I won’t force it out of you. But know that if you want to get anything off your chest, I’m here for you.” The words tumbled out, surprising me as I said them. But they were true—opening myself up to Shayla, sharing my joys with her made me feel closer to her. I wondered if she felt the same way.

      “It’s just that holidays have always been rough for me,” Shayla began, her voice rough. “I’ve never really told anyone this before, but…”
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      I couldn’t believe that I was about to tell Colton about my past. I’d always managed to keep it all hidden deep down, vowing never to share it with anyone. But there was something about him, something about the way he looked at me, that made me feel as though I could tell him anything.

      I braced myself with a quick sip of wine, hoping the alcohol would ease my nerves.

      “The first thing you should know about me is that I’m a foster kid.”

      “You were adopted?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Never adopted. My parents died in a car accident when I was young—some teenage kid who’d only had a driver’s license for a week shifted into the wrong gear and freaked out. Ended up running a red light and driving through an intersection, slamming right into the side of my parents’ car.”

      I broke off. Even as good a listener as Colton was, it was hard giving voice to memories that I only ever resisted thinking about.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Colton said, his eyes heavy with sympathy.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Sometimes I think the worst part about it is that I have no one to blame. The kid just screwed up. And the poor guy has to live with the fact that his mistake cost two people their lives. So who can I direct my anger at, you know?”

      I shook my head and took another sip of wine, wanting to get off the subject as quickly as I could.

      “How old were you at the time?” Colton asked.

      “I’d just turned five,” I said. “Barely old enough to remember them. And I didn’t have any other family who could take me, so when they passed I went right into the system. I started out at a group home, spending those first couple of years hoping some kind, loving family would come adopt me. But getting parents to adopt kids over the age of one or two is tough, so I stayed in the system.”

      I paused, listening to the fire crackle, enjoying its warmth. Colton continued to watch me with attentive eyes.

      “When they can’t find a family for you, they end up putting you with temporary foster families. Most of them were kind enough, but all of them knew that our arrangement was just a temporary thing, and so never went out of their way to get too attached. And when the holidays showed up, they just reminded me of how alone I was.”

      I swallowed, finding it difficult to continue. But something about the way Colton looked at me emboldened me to go on. It was strange; no man had ever had this effect on me before.

      “And that’s what I remember about all of my holidays. Maybe getting a small present here or there if I was with a family, or spending Christmas at the group home with all the other kids, none of us having anyone except each other. And people came and went all the time—I never really got the chance to make friends.”

      And that was that. Silence hung in the air as Colton processed everything that I’d told him.

      “I can’t even imagine what that must’ve been like,” he said finally. “To have no one there for you, especially during the holidays. Especially when you were a kid.”

      “Yep,” I said. “I always wondered when I was little what it’d be like to be one of those kids that got to wake up in the morning in a warm, cozy house—to run down the stairs and see my family waiting for me, a fire in the fireplace and presents under the tree. Kind of like what you had.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, shaking his head, “like I was bragging about my good fortune.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “I’ve come to terms with it all, for the most part. I’m not frustrated or bitter about the hand life dealt me. But that doesn’t mean I like the holidays.”

      “And why would you?” he asked. “If I was in your position, I’d hate them too.”

      “It always makes me feel like the odd woman out,” I said. “Everyone’s having fun and enjoying themselves, and meanwhile I’m trying to hide my feelings and hope no one asks why I look so glum.”

      “I’m sorry, Shayla. I feel like I forced it out of you.”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I wouldn’t have told you if I didn’t feel comfortable doing it. It’s weird, I’ve only known you for a little while, but I don’t feel strange opening up to you like this.”

      Colton reached over and took my hand in his.

      “I’m happy to hear that,” he said. “And I hope that it’s helped to get this off your chest.”

      “It has,” I said with a smile. “Strangely enough, it has.”

      “I want to ask you something else, if you don’t mind.”

      “What’s that?”

      He glanced down for a second, as if trying to figure out the best way to ask whatever it was he had on his mind.

      “You have all of these bad memories of spending Christmas alone. But surely there has to be at least one good memory of the holidays that you have?”

      At first, I was sure that there wasn’t. But then, one occurred to me.

      “I can tell the answer is yes,” said Colton. “Because there’s the tiniest hint of a smile on your face.”

      My hand shot up to my mouth. I’d smiled without even thinking about it.

      Colton sat back, wine in hand, a smile on his own face.

      “Let’s hear it,” he said.

      “Well, when I was around ten, this couple fostered me, Lucas and Annie Miller. They were an older couple, both in their late sixties, and they lived in Holly Lake, upstate. They’d had kids, but no grandkids. So, I think with me they were hoping to have someone like a grandkid that they could just dote on whenever they wanted.”

      Colton smiled as I spoke, picking up on my brightened mood.

      “I arrived at their place a little before Thanksgiving. They lived in this adorable little cabin not far from the lake, and when I got acclimated I began to think that I might’ve found my home. They were both as sweet as could be, making sure that I was settling in just fine. And for Thanksgiving, Mrs. Miller went all out, making a delicious turkey with stuffing and pumpkin pie and all the trimmings. I remember telling her that this was the first home-cooked Thanksgiving meal and she almost cried.”

      I willed the tears to stop forming in my eyes.

      “And next door—though next door was a five-minute walk—was this other family, with a girl named Jamie who was about my age. I was really shy back then, but we ended up bumping into each other a few times, and the Millers and her family arranged some playdates. She helped me come out of my shell, and we became fast friends.”

      “Sounds like you had a lot of what you weren’t used to,” said Colton. “A lot of what other kids took for granted.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “That Christmas season was the first time since my parents’ accident that I felt normal. I had a friend, a family, and a place to call home. Jamie and I spent that December playing together all the time, building snowmen and snow castles near the lake, which was totally frozen over. And that Christmas the Millers gave me the first real presents since I’d been put in the system. And I gave them and Jamie some of my first drawings, paintings I’d done of the lake.”

      “And then what happened?” asked Colton.

      My stomach tightened, and I had to press hard to keep going.

      “It all seemed too good to be true. Then, near the end of January, Mr. Miller came down with something that put him in the hospital. I don’t remember exactly what it was—something to do with his kidneys—but when he came home, I remember the two of them talking quietly. I knew it was about me.

      “I’d hoped that I’d be able to stay with them forever, but Mr. Miller was too sick. It was going to take all of their time and effort just to be able to take care of him, let alone a foster kid. By February, I was back at the group home. I eventually heard that Mr. Miller passed that March. Poor Mrs. Miller died soon after—heartbreak, plain and simple .”

      I glanced down, seeing that Colton was still holding onto my hand. Without thinking, I gave it a squeeze.

      And he squeezed right back.

      “I’m…so sorry, Shayla,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I said. “But in spite of everything, it was a fond memory for me. And I discovered how much I loved drawing when I made those gifts. I wouldn’t be where I am without it.”

      Then Colton’s expression hardened into a look something like determination.

      “Listen,” he said. “I understand now why Christmas is such a rough time for you, but I swear that the one pleasant memory you had of the holidays isn’t going to be the last. Got it?”

      I smiled, my free hand shooting up to my eye and quickly wiping the beginning of a tear away.

      “You don’t have to go out of your way or anything,” I said. “I’m happy with what I already have.”

      “Too late,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “I’ve already decided that I’m going to do something special for you this Christmas. And you’re just going to have to deal with it.”

      I laughed, already feeling better.

      “Thanks, Colton,” I said. “For everything.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” he said.

      A moment took hold, one in which the urge for him to kiss me came over me. But I put it aside as quickly as I could, chalking it up to the outpouring of emotions. I glanced behind Colton at the downpour of snow, now coming down even harder than it was before.

      “Wow,” I said. “Talk about a winter wonderland.”

      Colton turned and looked. “No kidding,” he said. “Might have to call a snow day tomorrow.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “With everything we have to get done?”

      “Just about everyone in the office can work from home, and if you want, you can stick around tomorrow and work from my office here in the apartment. So, just calm down and relax.”

      So that’s what I did. Sitting there with Colton, the roaring fire, the delicious wine, and the calming snow, I felt my eyelids grow heavy. I set down my drink and wrapped a nearby blanket around my body. Surrounded by warmth, I soon fell into a deep, contented sleep.
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      It was the day before Christmas break and, more importantly, the day that Richie and I were going to show Colton our finished work for the VR project. If it all met his approval, then Richie and I would’ve completed the most high-profile—not to mention profitable—project for Liminal to date.

      “You ready for this?” asked Richie as he and I worked in the conference room putting the final touches on the presentation.

      “About as ready as I’m going to be,” I said.

      “Now, I told the rest of the team they were done. And that’s because I trust you to be able to handle this presentation with me. If you’re feeling hesitant about it or anything like that, just tell me.”

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “I mean, I know you and Mr. Cooper have been getting pretty close, so that might be something you could use to your advantage.”

      I raised an eyebrow as I looked up from my work.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      “Just saying I’ve noticed that you’ve been working with him pretty closely on some of the finer points of the project.”

      It seemed innocent enough, but something told me there was something more to Richie’s comment. He’d always been a little possessive of me as an employee, and I wondered if this was his way of letting me know that he was suspecting that my loyalties were shifting.

      “Yes,” I said flatly, “making sure that he and I are on the same page. And that’s it.”

      Richie raised his hands. “Just saying. If you’re in good with him on a personal level that might help us.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I said a word, I spotted Colton through the windows of the conference room, standing on a desk near his office and gathering the attention of all the employees on the floor.

      “We’d better see what’s going on,” I said.

      We left the room and joined the employees who’d been gathered together.

      “Great!” said Colton. “Everyone’s here. Now—” He checked his watch. “—it’s ten minutes to noon, and for those of you who are new to CooperWare, I don’t like to keep you all a single minute past noon on the first day of your break. I want you all out there enjoying the holidays, and if I catch any of you still at your desk…”

      He made a humorously angry face as he wagged his finger, laughs sounding from the group.

      “But,” Colton went on when the laughter died down, “I’d be remiss if I didn’t take a few minutes to tell you all how freaking amazing you’ve been. Things have been crazy with the VR project, but you’ve all been bringing your A game, and I’ve noticed. Because of all your hard work, we’re going to have a product ready to ship by spring of next year. So, to thank you, I’ve included a little extra holiday bonus.”

      Eager talking sounded from the employees.

      “So, go buy some extra presents for your friends and family, or hell, go take a nice vacation. Thank you all so much, and I’ll see you next year.”

      A beeping sounded out from Colton’s pocket. He reached in and took out his cellphone.

      “And that means it’s officially noon, so all of you get out of here and have a merry Christmas and happy New Year!”

      “Too bad that doesn’t apply to us,” Richie grunted as Colton hopped off his desk and headed back into his office. “We still have a presentation to get through.”

      “Then let’s do it,” I said, feeling eager and confident.

      Richie nodded, and the two of us gathered our materials from the conference room. When we had everything, we approached Colton’s office. Richie knocked on the door.

      “Come in!” called out Colton from inside.

      Richie opened the door and held it as the two of us stepped in. Colton’s eyes lit up when we entered.

      “You guys ready?” he asked. “I’m psyched to see what you’ve done. Not to mention that the sooner we put this to bed, the sooner the break starts for the rest of us.”

      “We’re ready,” said Richie, plugging his portable drive into the laptop we’d brought in and projecting it all to Colton’s office TV.

      “So,” I began, launching into the introduction Richie and I had talked over earlier. “For the last few weeks, we’ve been hard at work putting together graphics that we hope will knock your socks off. Now, without further ado…”

      Richie started, going over the improved and more realistic interface we’d been working on. I went through the graphics as he spoke, showing Colton how the interface looked, and how it changed when users went from one history module to another.

      Colton watched with fascination as we went from one display to the next, and by the time we were done, he looked so pleased that I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride.

      “I brought your team in to do a killer job, and you didn’t disappoint,” Colton said. “Everything you’ve showed me is perfect—exactly what I was looking for.”

      “So pleased to hear that, Mr. Cooper,” said Richie, stepping over to Colton and shaking his hand eagerly. “I know it was quite a thing to take a chance on an external team, but I knew we’d be able to give you want you were looking for.”

      “And what I said about bonuses applies to the Liminal team, too,” he said. “You both, along with the rest of your crew, can expect a little extra on your billings.”

      I was beside myself. After the insanity of the last few weeks, we’d done the job. It was over.

      “Now,” said Colton. “I hope you all don’t mind if I hang onto what you’ve brought. I’d like to go through it before I head out.”

      “Of course,” I said. “It’s your work, after all.”

      Colton stepped over to us and shook our hands again.

      “Guys, thank you so much. And give my thanks to the rest of the team.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Cooper,” said Richie.

      “Have a wonderful break,” Colton said. “And a Happy New Year.”

      His eyes stayed on me as he said those last words, and I knew that he had in mind our evening together when he spoke them.

      Richie led me out of the office, and when the door shut a feeling of melancholy came over me. The two of us reached the elevator, and as the doors opened and we prepared to step inside, I turned around and took one last look at the office.

      I committed to memory the sight of the place adorned with Christmas decorations, trying to take some of the joy Colton had spread around and keep it with me. As though it were a little fire I could keep near my heart to warm me over the break.

      “Something wrong?” asked Richie, his hand on the elevator door as he held it open for me.

      “You know, I used to think all this stuff was annoying,” I said, gesturing to the decorations. “But it’s kind of nice. Cheery, even.”

      Richie flicked up his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Interesting words from the girl who rolls her eyes whenever I bring the box of Christmas decorations into the office.”

      I stepped into the elevator, the doors silently closing as Richie took his hand from them.

      “I don’t know what it is,” I said, the greens and reds and whites of the decorations disappearing behind the doors.

      “Might be that someone like Colton can afford to hire a team of decorators to pretty this place up,” he said. There was a tinge of bitterness in his voice. Was he jealous of how large CooperWare was when compared to his company?

      “Anyway,” Richie went on, his face brightening. “We did it! We busted our asses, and he loved the work! Do you have any idea what this is going to mean for Liminal?”

      I was happy, sure, but there was still something lingering inside of me, something that didn’t allow me to fully share in Richie’s enthusiasm.

      “I know,” I said. “This is so great. The team really kicked butt this month.”

      Richie shook his head, an excited smile plastered on his face. “How about you and I grab some lunch to celebrate?” he asked. “It’s on me.”

      “Sounds good,” I said as the doors opened, the normally bustling first floor of CooperWare now desolate and dark.

      But when we arrived at the front doors and Richie pulled one open for me, I realized something.

      “Wait,” I said.

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve left some of my own work in Colton’s office,” I said.

      “So?” Richie said. “Just get it when we come back from break.”

      “No,” I said, already turning around. “It’s stuff that I was planning on working on over the holidays. I’ll be right back.”

      “All right, but hurry,” said Richie. “I’m hungry.”

      The reason I gave to Richie was true, but there was something more. I was intensely private with my personal projects, and the idea of someone—especially someone like Colton—going through them was enough to make me sick to my stomach. I hurried back to the elevator and up to the third floor, rushing so fast through the office that I nearly tripped.

      “Yes?” came Colton’s voice after I rapped on the door to his office.

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s me, Shayla.”

      “Come in.”

      I opened the door, my heart thudding. Of course, Christmas music was playing in his office. And as I stepped in, my eyes latched onto the TV screen.

      The TV screen that currently had my work on full display.

      The current design on the screen was a design I’d been tinkering with here and there, and which was in an embarrassingly unfinished state.

      “Just the woman I was looking to talk to,” Colton said, the remote in his hand and his feet on his desk. “This doesn’t look like anything to do with the VR project.”

      “That’s because it’s not,” I said, hurrying over to the TV and yanking out the portable flash drive. “It’s all stuff that I’ve been working on in my spare time.”

      The TV screen went blank, and Colton’s face drooped with disappointment.

      “Hey,” he said, taking his feet off the desk and placing them on the floor. “What’s the rush? That was good stuff!”

      I flashed him a confused look.

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “It’s barely even started.”

      Colton extended his hand to me.

      “Let me take another look at it,” he said. “If that’s okay with you?”

      I pressed the flash drive more firmly against my chest. Normally, I’d have given a hearty “hell no” to the idea of sharing unfinished work, but something about Colton’s open, warm expression made me feel differently.

      Hesitantly, I handed the drive back over to him. He took it and stuck it into his personal computer.

      “Come here and tell me about it.”

      Anxiety running up my spine, I made my way around his desk, leaned over the keyboard and mouse, and brought up the Pegasus image again. Colton gave it a thorough inspection, his eyes narrowed in concentration.

      “It’s a Pegasus,” he said. “The winged horse from Greek mythology.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I’m really into Greek and Roman mythology. This is going to show the moment the Pegasus allows Bellerophon to ride her. He’s obviously not there yet.”

      “It’s really, really good,” he said. “But I’m not surprised in the least to see this kind of work from you.”

      He clicked around on his computer and removed the flash drive, handing it back to me.

      “You’re unbelievably talented, Shayla,” Colton said. “And I can’t wait to see what else you can do.”

      I blushed, never one to be able to take compliments.

      “But I’ve taken up enough of your time,” he said. “Get out of here and enjoy your holiday.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I slipped the flash drive back into my pocket and hurried over to the door.

      “Oh, and Shayla?”

      I turned to look back at him.

      “Merry Christmas.”

      An irrepressible smile curved my lips.

      “Merry Christmas to you, too.”
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      It might have been December 25, but to me it was a Saturday like any other.

      Seated at the tiny kitchen table in my apartment, I wrapped my hands around my cup of coffee. Snow fell gently outside of my window. I cranked the heat, the extra warmth making me feel toasty underneath my favorite fuzzy blue robe—the one with little cartoon coffee mugs on it. Who would care that I was still in my pajamas on a Saturday afternoon? It wasn’t like I was planning on heading out anywhere.

      Before I could take a sip of coffee, my phone buzzed, the rattle loud and jarring on the surface of my kitchen table.

      I set down my mug and picked up my phone. It was a call from Meg, one of the girls I worked with at Liminal.

      “Hey!” came the chipper voice on the other end. “Merry Christmas!”

      “Same to you,” I said, getting up from my seat and taking a slow walk through the apartment. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, not much,” she said. “Just at my folk’s place in Westchester. We’re finishing up the family stuff. I’m about to head back into town, so I figured I’d see what you were up to.”

      “I’m just at my apartment,” I said. “Getting ready to hunker down with the snow.”

      “Boring,” she said. “Come and have a drink with me and some of the other girls when I get back! We’re going to this really cute place in the Village.”

      I grit my teeth. Though I liked to keep my personal life mostly hidden, it was common knowledge around the office that I spent Christmas alone. Even though that was how I liked it, that didn’t stop coworkers from trying to get me out to various holiday events.

      Normally I’d be down for going out for a drink or two. And I appreciated that they’d thought of me, but for some reason this Christmas I was in something of a reflective mood. Today, the only thing that appealed to me was hanging out by myself, having some coffee, maybe some wine a little later, and working on my projects.

      “That sounds like a blast, Meg, but I’m actually feeling kind of crappy.”

      “Like, ‘sick’ crappy or ‘bummed out’ crappy?”

      “The first kind,” I said. “I think I’ve been pushing myself too hard over the last few weeks, and it’s all catching up with me now.”

      There was a pause.

      “You promise you’re under the weather?” she asked. “And not that you’re hiding from Christmas in your apartment?”

      I hated to fib, but going out was the last thing I wanted.

      “Promise,” I said.

      “Okay,” said Meg. “I mean, maybe this is your body’s way of telling you that you need some rest considering the last few weeks.”

      “That’s probably it,” I said. “I figure that if I take it easy now, I’ll be feeling better for New Year’s Eve.”

      “Atta girl,” said Meg. “Well, I’ll let you go. Take it easy, and merry Christmas!”

      “You too,” I said.

      I hung up, set the phone back on the table, and wrapped my hands around my coffee. Seated at the table, I watched the snow slowly fall, the drifting flakes lulling me into a relaxed state once again. After finishing my first cup of coffee, I poured myself another and sat back down.

      Was this really how I was going to spend another holiday?

      The apartment was still and silent, and the urge to have something fill the air came over me. I flicked on the radio and, of course, Christmas music began playing.

      I sighed, my first instinct being to change the station. But, as the gentle strains of “Let It Snow” filled my apartment, an odd sense of peace came over me.

      Instead of changing the station, I set the remote down and let the music wrap around me like a warm blanket. I couldn’t figure out what the hell was happening to me—I’d always hated Christmas music.

      Before I could give the subject any more thought, the harsh, grinding sound of the apartment buzzer cut through the music. I set down my coffee, wondering who on earth would be buzzing my apartment on Christmas Day.

      I sat still, waiting to hear the noise again. When it didn’t, I assumed that someone had hit the wrong button.

      But then it buzzed again. There was no mistake—someone had come to visit me.

      I set down my coffee and walked over to the intercom and pressed the “talk” button.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Why, Santa, of course,” came the male voice on the other end, the person speaking making his voice cartoonishly deep.

      “Cute,” I said. “But seriously—who is it?”

      “Someone who can hear the Christmas music playing in the background.”

      This time the voice was normal, and I recognized it right away—Colton.

      “Is that you?” I asked.

      “It sure is,” he said. “And I’ve got some Christmas goodies for you if you want to let me in.”

      I froze, panicking. Colton Cooper, one of the richest men in the city, was in the crappy lobby of my tiny apartment building.

      “Sure,” I squeaked. “I’ll unlock the door for you. Come on in.”

      I hit the button to open the lobby door and then unlocked the door to my apartment. I wanted to change out of my silly robe, but I knew I didn’t have time. Instead, I jumped in front of the small mirror to the right of my door and made sure that I didn’t look too much like I’d only recently gotten out of bed.

      A knock sounded from the front door, followed by the handle turning.

      “Ho, ho, ho!” came Colton’s booming voice.

      The door swung open and in he stepped, dressed in the same red-and-white Santa costume that he wore at the Christmas party. His gorgeous eyes twinkled above his fake white beard, and his hat dangled in front of his face. A red satin bag was hung over his shoulder, and his black boots were polished to a shine.

      “Merry Christmas!” he said, reprising his Santa voice. “And, uh, nice robe.”

      A hot blush and a smile spread across my face in unison.

      “You know, Santa, if you’d told me that you were coming over, I could’ve put something nice on to wear.”

      “Bah!” he said in his fake-deep voice, swiping his hand through the air. “Santa loves a fun robe!”

      I pointed at the red sack.

      “What’s in the bag?” I asked.

      “Why, Christmas cheer, of course!”

      I had to admit that I was curious. I shut the door behind Colton, my arms spreading out for a hug. He pulled me in tight, his Santa outfit cool and wet with melted snow.

      “Let me get this thing off,” he said, speaking in his normal voice once again. “Wasn’t expecting to get snow dumped on me on the way over.”

      “You’d think Santa of all people would be prepared for some snow on Christmas,” I said cheekily.

      He gave me a wink as he pulled off his beard and slipped out of his Santa suit, revealing a sharp outfit of a crisp, white button-up shirt and a pair of dark, slim jeans. Over his shoulder was slung a very nice-looking leather briefcase, which he’d had on under the suit.

      “That doesn’t make it any less cold,” he said, then heaved the bag from the floor and set it on the kitchen table. “Ready for your goodies?”

      He opened up the bag, but before he pulled out a single thing, Colton stopped still.

      “Wait a minute,” he said, cocking his head to the side and listening to the music playing. “Is that…Christmas music I hear?!”

      “Um, maybe,” I said. “I just turned on the radio, and it was playing. Hard to get away from Christmas music when it’s Christmas, you know?”

      I spoke too quickly and was sure that I sounded like I was telling tales. Colton flashed me a playfully skeptical expression that suggested he didn’t entirely believe me.

      “If I didn’t know better, I might think my love for the holidays was rubbing off on you.”

      “Uh-huh. And what’ve you got there?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

      After one more skeptical look, Colton turned his attention back to the bag. He rifled through it and pulled out the contents, one thing after another.

      “Just my patented emergency Christmas-in-a-bag kit,” he said. “Think mulled wine, eggnog, cookie-making kit, mini-Christmas tree, ornaments, music—though I think you’ve already beat me to that—decorations, mistletoe…”

      I looked at him, stunned into silence.

      “Now,” he said clapping his hands together and grinning. “Are you ready for Christmas?”
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      I stepped out of my bedroom after quickly changing into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt to see that Colton was already hard at work getting the decorations put up around my apartment.

      “Sorry,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as he strung up a sparkly line of tinsel over my front door. “I just couldn’t wait.”

      “I’m not even a little surprised,” I said with a grin.

      “Oh, and I heated up some mulled wine for you,” he said, nodding his head toward a filled glass on the kitchen table. “And I’m thinking that we can start by putting up some of these decorations, then after that we can do the cookies. And while those are cooling, we can get the tree all set up.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “But first, I’m going to get at this wine.”

      A few minutes later, glass of mulled wine in hand, I sipped it as I took in the soft, cinnamon and spice scents of the Christmas candles Colton had lit. The light in the apartment was mellow, the tiny flames on the candles flickering here and there. As I let the wine linger on my palate, I considered that as silly as I might’ve thought it was, the few decorations already up actually made the place seem cozier and inviting.

      “How’s the wine?” he asked, hopping down from the small step ladder.

      “Absolutely delicious,” I said as I regarded the ruby-red concoction. “Where’s it from?”

      “I got that bottle the last time I was in Australia,” he said. “There’s this winery outside of Sydney that I just love. I make sure to swing by and order a case of their cab whenever I’m in the area.”

      I raised my eyebrows in mild surprise.

      “Oh,” I said. “I was expecting an answer like ‘this wine shop in the Lower East Side’ or something, but that works too.”

      Colton took a seat at the kitchen table in front of his glass.

      “I spent a semester in Australia when I was younger,” he said. “And I kind of fell in love with the place.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, and I could tell that his next question was going to be “have you ever been?” But he stopped himself when he apparently realized that my humble upbringing likely didn’t provide me with much in the way of international travel.

      “Sorry,” he said. “That was insensitive of me to bring up.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “I didn’t get to do much traveling, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like to hear about it. Tell me about some of the other places you’ve been.”

      That expression of boyish enthusiasm I’d seen so often on Colton’s face reappeared.

      “Well,” he said. “I traveled a ton in college.”

      “What school did you go to?” I asked, sitting down across from him.

      “Harvard,” he said.

      I nodded. “Naturally. Were you in a fraternity, by any chance?”

      He flashed me a smirk. “I was indeed. Alpha Beta Beta. Damn, those guys loved to party. Whenever we got the chance, we traveled to Europe or Mexico or wherever we felt like, getting into all kinds of trouble.”

      His eyebrows flicked up, as if he’d just remembered something.

      “One spring break, my sophomore year, I think, the guys and I wanted to go to Southern France. I was studying French at the time, so it seemed like a natural fit. Anyway, we rented this villa in Nice, and it was about the craziest week of my life…”

      He went on, talking about the crazy antics he and his friends got into during this, and other, trips to Europe. I found I was more interested in the other aspects to his travels, like the languages he studied and the museums he’d visited, but I had to admit that his energy and enthusiasm for the fun he had was more than a little charming.

      “Have you ever been out of the country?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not even once. Coming to New York from upstate was about the biggest and only adventure I’ve ever been on in my life.”

      “Hey,” he said. “That’s nothing to scoff at. Plenty of people would be scared to death by the idea of moving from a small town to a place like New York. For you to do that is impressive, to say the least.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “But it doesn’t feel that way. I just followed wherever the jobs were.”

      I sipped my wine again, thinking.

      “I want to hear more about school,” I told him. “What kind of stuff did you learn? What were your favorite classes? Were there any teachers that changed your life—all of it.”

      Colton raised an eyebrow.

      “Sure,” he said. “But I can’t help but notice you’re asking about this like someone who’s never been to college. Did you go?”

      My stomach tightened at the subject.

      “Kind of,” I said, tracing a circle on the table with my fingertip. “There’s a program in New York where if you’re a foster kid you can get a free ride to community college. So that’s what I did, up in Briarwood.”

      “And how was that?” asked Colton.

      “Nothing special,” I said. “The teachers were great, but the campus was nothing to write home about. Nothing like Harvard, obviously.”

      “Does this bother you?” he asked, his voice soft. “You seem like just the type who’d be at home on a college campus.”

      Before I could answer, Colton was up on his feet.

      “I want to hear all about it,” he said. “But talking is always more fun when there are cookies involved.”

      He picked up the cookie kits, which were those fancy kits where all of the ingredients were layered in mason jars. “I’ve got gingerbread and old-fashioned chocolate chip. And I can’t decide, so we’re going to have to make both.”

      I smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

      Colton stepped behind the kitchen counter and began assembling the necessary tools for the work. With a nod, he gestured for me to go on.

      “I loved every minute I was on campus,” I told him. “And I got to work with some awesome instructors who really helped guide my development as an artist. But I’d always wished I could be one of those girls who got to go to art school—I felt like it was an experience I missed out on.”

      “But now you’re here in the city,” he said. “There’s nothing but culture here.”

      “You’re right, and it’s great. But I’m always so busy with work that I never have the chance to check out museums or meet other artists or work on my own projects.”

      “You don’t have other artists at Liminal?”

      “Sure, but we’re always working. And when you’re making art for someone else, it seems to fry your brain.”

      “Interesting,” he said. “At CooperWare I always make sure to give the artists time to work on their own projects. Other bosses always think I’m crazy when I tell them that, but you’d be surprised how much more effective artists can be when you let them thrive instead of wringing out all their creative juices. And it shows—the creative team at my place is like a family.”

      “Sounds nice,” I said.

      It really did. Richie had his pros as a boss, but for him it was all work, work, work.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I feel like sometimes that time is just slipping away. I’ve always had a love for learning and art and all that, but my life is my job. And that’s that.”

      Colton finished mixing the two bowls of dough and passed one with the gingerbread ingredients toward me. Together, we began forming the dough into little balls and placing them on separate trays.

      “So,” he said. “You love to learn, but you don’t have the time to travel, study, or keep up on it all the way you’d like, right?”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      “Then I’ve got some really good news for you,” he said.

      I crinkled my brow.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “One more present. But you’re going to have to wait; we still need to get these cookies going and finish up the decorations.”

      “You’ve got me curious,” I said. “I’ll admit it.”

      “Then let’s not waste another second.”

      The trays loaded down with cookies, Colton and I put them into the warmed oven. Once they were in, the two of us went back to the decorations, covering the apartment in tinsel and garland, along with a few boughs of mistletoe here and there. As we did, the smell of baking cookies mingled with the scent of the candles, wrapping me up in comfort.

      Soon, the cookies were done. I took them out of the oven as Colton continued on with the decorations.

      “Make sure you give them some time to cool,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me from where he stood on the stepladder.

      “They smell so good,” I said, using all my willpower to not gobble up one of the chocolate chip ones.

      “See?” asked Colton “Aren’t Christmas treats more fun than whatever Chinese food you were going to order tonight?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But Lee’s on the corner makes a mean General’s chicken.”

      Colton flashed me a warm smile as he turned back to the decorations.

      Over the course of the next couple of hours, we finished decorating the apartment, snacking on cookies and wine as we went. Soon, the garland and tinsel were all up, and all that was left was the tree. We cleared off a spot on my coffee table and set it up, Colton bringing over the small box of ornaments when we were ready.

      “Now,” he said when we were almost done, “I told you that putting the star on top was usually my job when I was younger. But I think you’re the right woman for the job this year.”

      He handed me the star, which was a gorgeous metal ornament decorated with a beautiful, intricate design.

      “No pressure,” he said with a wink.

      Carefully, as if I was holding a priceless antique, I placed the star on the top of the tree. Colton flicked the switch for the lights, the green and white and red lights glowing with warmth.

      “Looks perfect to me,” he said. “What do you think?”

      “I… I love it,” I said, surprised to hear the words come out of my mouth.

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” he said. “Now, let me get you that present I was talking about.”

      “Oh, no,” I said. “You’ve already done so much for me. And I don’t have anything for you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Colton as he sprang out of his seat and picked up his briefcase. “Just being able to brighten up your Christmas is enough of a present for me.”

      I took a bite of the gingerbread cookie I had in my hand as Colton rooted through his backpack. I let the delicious, spicy flavor linger in my mouth for a moment before swallowing it and washing it down with a quick swig of wine. And I couldn’t tell if it was the booze or what, but I couldn’t help letting my gaze linger on Colton’s body—noting especially how good his butt looked in those pants.

      He took a plain white box from his bag and rejoined me on the couch.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I brought this over to show it to you now that it’s done, but after hearing you tell me about how you wished you had the time and resources and all that to do more learning, I realized that you’d be the perfect customer.”

      He opened up the box, revealing a sleek, optical white VR headset, the words “CooperWare VR” written in small letters.

      “It’s already done?” I said, surprised. “I thought it would’ve taken weeks longer.”

      He grinned. “You guys in the graphics department weren’t the only ones busting your butts over the last month. The R&D and hardware departments had been working like crazy. There’s a reason I gave extra bonuses to everyone.”

      He handed it over to me, and I took it carefully. It was a beautiful piece of equipment—sleek and smooth and futuristic.

      “There’s still going to be plenty of troubleshooting and all that, but this should be ready to ship before too long. And for fear of sounding immodest, I think it might very well revolutionize education in America.”

      He reached over and pressed a small button on the side. The display inside the VR helmet flickered to life.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “Try it on. And put on these gloves, too—there’s a tactile interface.”

      “Here goes nothing,” I said, slipping the helmet over my head.

      What I saw next was more incredible than I had ever imagined.
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      It was like nothing I’d ever experienced. Via the virtual reality display, I traveled through various periods of history from the Roman Empire to the Stone Age to Medieval France. I flew overhead like a bird, stopping to witness everything from the Vikings storming the beaches of England to the founding fathers signing the Declaration of Independence. And if I wanted to see something else, a virtual menu—the one that my team and I had designed—helped me get where I needed to go.

      “Are they actually speaking Latin?” I asked as I walked through the streets of Rome at its imperial height.

      “Yep,” said Colton. “All of the modules are complete units. So you can learn about Rome, speak Latin to a Roman, stop in the temple and learn all about their religion, and take a trip out into the country to see battles unfold. Then go to another period of history and do it all again.”

      I couldn’t see Colton’s face, but I could detect the pride in his voice.

      The experience was beyond incredible. I pressed the button to power down the display and took off the helmet, my chest rising and falling with excited breaths. And to my surprise, tears had formed in my eyes. I quickly wiped them away, hoping that Colton hadn’t seen them.

      “Was something wrong?” he asked. “I know it can be a little much if you’ve never done it before.

      “No,” I said, my heart pounding. “It’s not that.”

      He regarded me curiously. “Then what is it?”

      I took a moment to collect my thoughts.

      “It’s just…you. All of this.” I gestured to the decorations and the cookies and the candles and everything else. “You didn’t have to do any of it. And then you bring me this, probably the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s a kindness that I don’t even know how to handle.”

      A small smiled tugged at one side of his mouth.

      “I’m happy to do it,” he said, reaching forward to take my hand, squeezing it gently. “You deserve to have a wonderful Christmas.”

      “Look at that,” he said turning toward the window. “Snow’s picking up.”

      I glanced in the direction he looked and saw that the snow was indeed getting heavier.

      “You might want to hang out here until it eases up,” I said. The words came out in a tumble. I was surprised to hear myself say them.

      “Sounds good to me,” he said. “And we still have plenty of wine left.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said before finishing off the rest of my glass.

      Colton took my glass with a smile and hopped up from the couch.

      As he refilled the wine, I walked over to one of my living room windows and watched the snow fall gently down on the city, the white slowly, gradually, blotting everything out.

      Colton came to my side and handed me my wine. He stood close to me by the window, just a bit closer than one would stand next to a friend and coworker. But I didn’t mind—I enjoyed the feeling of him being near me.

      For a long moment, the two of us watched the snow drift down. Out of the corner of my eye, I took in the sight of Colton’s handsome profile, my eyes lingering on his strong jaw and his full, sensual lips.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss him. After all, it seemed so close to happening that night at his apartment.

      “It’s so peaceful,” I said, turning my attention back to the snow.

      He nodded. “Even if you’re right, and it all turns gray eventually, it still looks beautiful for a time. You can’t hold onto it forever, you know.”

      I glanced up, noticing that the two of us were standing under a small bough of mistletoe. A light chuckle escaped my lips.

      Colton crinkled his brow and turned his head toward me.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I just noticed that we were standing under some mistletoe, and I thought about how I don’t even know if people actually kiss under that, or if it’s just one of those things that you only see in the movies or read about in books.”

      Colton said nothing, his eyes fixed on mine, the slightest of smiles on his lips.

      “I’ve heard that it can be done,” he said.

      “Is that right?” I asked.

      Colton reached up, taking my chin into his hand. I tingled with delight at his touch. I was ready for what he wanted, and what I wanted too.

      Without saying another word, he leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips.

      A sensual shiver ran through my body as his mouth covered mine. His hand still on my chin, Colton placed his other on the small of my back, bringing my body in close and tight against his.

      My heart beat fast in my chest as Colton held me and kissed me, and all I could think about was how I wanted more and more.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, taking my lips away from his. “Is this a bad idea?”

      He smiled that impossibly charming smile of his.

      “I think it’s the best idea we’ve had all day.”

      I matched his smile with one of my own.

      “Even better than the gingerbread cookies?” I asked.

      “Even better than the gingerbread cookies,” he said. “And even more delicious.”

      I wanted to melt right then and there.

      Colton brought his lips to mine again, and the two of us continued to kiss deeply and passionately. He held me in place, his hands moving gently over the curves of my hips.

      After a time, I opened my mouth slightly, enough for his tongue to slip into my mouth and move over mine.

      God, he tasted good.

      We kissed by the window, the time melting away as we held each other, the Christmas music playing softly in the background.

      But I wanted more—kissing wasn’t going to be enough.

      I reached down and took Colton’s hand into mine, leading him to my bedroom. The place wasn’t much and barely big enough for the bed and a dresser, but I didn’t care—there was only one thing on my mind.

      I led Colton to the foot of the bed, and once we stood in front of it, the kissing began again, now even more passionate than before. Colton’s hands moved slowly up my hips, his fingertips grazing the bare skin of my midsection. His touch was almost too much, but each contact of his flesh on mine made me crave him even more.

      He took hold of the hem of my shirt and lifted it slowly, gradually, exposing more and more of my skin. He took it up and over the simple white bra that I wore, pulling it over my shoulders. And as he did, I undid the buttons of his shirt, eager as hell to see what was underneath.

      As I pulled the shirt over his shoulders, a smile took hold of my lips through the kiss. Sure enough, Colton’s body was just as fit and toned as I would’ve guessed. His shoulders were broad and round, his pecs were like two solid plates of granite, and his abs were lean and toned without a drop of fat on them.

      But I needed to see more.

      My hand trailed down his body, moving slowly over the hard lines. Once I was down to his pants, I let my fingertips graze over the outline of his manhood through his jeans. And he did the same to me. Colton reached down and squeezed my inner thigh before rubbing me through my pants.

      By this point I was so worked up that I could hardly take it. Our kissing became practically frenzied, and all I wanted was to be naked with him under the covers. Thankfully, it was obviously what he wanted too.

      He took me by the hips once again, this time leading me onto the bed. Our lips locked, we were soon horizontal, the two of us taking off more and more of each other’s clothing by the second. Soon, I was down to nothing but my bra and matching panties, and Colton was in his skin-tight black boxer-briefs, his erection straining against the fabric.

      Before we could go any further, Colton took his mouth away from mine.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “In fact, everything is right.”

      “Then why did you stop?”

      “I want to make sure this is what you want.”

      I smiled, amused by his chivalry.

      “I am in bed with you wearing nothing but my underwear,” I said. “I think that’s a pretty clear sign of what I want.”

      “Then let me hear you say it,” he said. “Tell me that you want me.”

      “I want you,” I said, the words coming out without the slightest trace of hesitation. “I want you so badly it hurts.”

      That was all he needed to hear. His lips returned to mine, and we kissed again, his hands reaching around my back and undoing the clasp of my bra. Once it was undone he took my bra off, tossing it to the side of the small bedroom. My breasts now bare, he kissed and caressed them, and I took in deep, full gasps at the sensation of his mouth against my skin.

      My hand drifted down, caressing his member through his underwear. I soon couldn’t take any more waiting, and I plunged my hand down into his boxer-briefs, wrapping my fingers around his thick, warm manhood. And as I did, Colton did the same, his fingers slipping under the waistband of my panties and softly rubbing my sex.

      I helped him, taking my hand away from his body for long enough to shimmy out of my panties, leaving me completely bare. Colton stripped out of his underwear, and I glanced down to see that his member was so long and thick that it might very well be a challenge to accommodate it.

      But I was up for it.

      We kissed and fondled each other more, and he eventually rolled me onto my back and took position between my legs as I spread them open wide for him. I took hold of his manhood again, guiding it down, down until it barely touched my sex.

      And Colton did the rest.

      With a slow driving of his hips, Colton penetrated me. My eyes went wide as he entered me, the feeling of his thickness deep inside of me almost too much at first. But I quickly accommodated him, and the tension gave way to pure pleasure. His green eyes stared deeply into mine as he tucked one hand beneath my rear and positioned the other near my head, propping himself up on it, the muscles of his upper arm bulging and thick.

      He entered me over and over, the pleasure more than I could bear. I wrapped my legs around his hips, guiding him deep into me, beckoning him with my body to fill me again and again. I closed my eyes, focusing on the feeling of him inside of me, his massive erection sending hot pulses of pleasure through my body.

      I moved my hands over the hard lines of his body, his skin warm and firm. It didn’t take much time before I felt the stirrings of an orgasm building inside of me.

      I pressed down on Colton’s behind, feeling the muscles tense and release with each thrust, imploring him with my eyes to make love to me harder and faster.

      He complied, his face tightening with pleasure.

      Soon, the orgasm that had been building ripped through my body, hot waves of delight coursing through me. I moaned and writhed underneath him, each thrust pushing a new explosion of delight through my body. Perhaps propelled by my own ecstasy, Colton came soon after.

      Once our orgasms had faded, he collapsed at my side, and the two of us lay there for a time, catching our breaths after the intensity of our lovemaking. Outside the window the sun had long set, the snow still drifting down as darkness fell over the city.

      “Merry Christmas, Shayla,” he murmured, pulling me tight against his body.

      “Merry Christmas to you,” I said breathlessly—and in that moment, I truly meant it.
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      I woke the next morning still curled up against Colton’s chest. His eyes opened soon after mine, a warm smile spreading across his face as he realized that he was in bed with me.

      “You look surprised,” I said, my voice heavy with sleep.

      “I am, a little,” he said. “You’re not?”

      I stretched my arms out, taking in a deep yawn.

      “I am,” I said. “But the good kind of surprised.”

      “Though,” Colton added, “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been thinking about what it’d be like.”

      “The feeling is more than mutual,” I purred.

      “I slept pretty deep,” he said. “I might need a little reminding.”

      “I’d be happy to,” I said.

      I leaned up, bringing my face close to his and kissing him gently. He still tasted just as good first thing in the morning.

      “You know what,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve had anything but cookies to eat in the last twelve hours.”

      “Same here,” I said, my stomach rumbling as if happy to finally be thought of. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I kind of know this neighborhood,” he said. “And there’s a really good diner on the corner if I remember correctly.”

      “Oh, you mean Lenny’s?” I asked. “I love that place.”

      “Breakfast, then?” he asked. “It’s on me.”

      “Can’t say no to that,” I said. “But let me check the snow outside.”

      I scooted out of bed and stepped over the window. Outside was bright and white with newly fallen snow, a few plows driving here and there to clear the streets. The sky was a crystal clear, perfect cerulean up above.

      “I think it’s doable,” I said. “Just a short walk over.”

      I turned to see that Colton had been staring at me, a dreamy look on his face.

      “What?” I asked, putting my hands on my bare hips.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just having a hard time with how damn good you look in the morning light.”

      I stepped over to him, planting a kiss on his lips. “Such a charmer,” I said, then kneeled down and picked up a few of his clothes. “But get dressed, ladykiller—I’m starving all of a sudden.”

      Colton chuckled as he slipped on his underwear and pants. As I watched his manhood disappear under his boxer-briefs, part of me considered the idea of hopping back into bed so the two of us could have a little “appetizer,” but my growling stomach won out.

      After a few quick moments, the two of us were dressed and ready. I put on my coat and my red cap, and we were off. A bracing chill hit us as we made our way down the snow-covered sidewalk, both of us stepping carefully as to not put a foot into the piles of snow from the recent shoveling.

      Soon we were at the retro-styled diner, Colton holding the door for me. The inside was warm and toasty, and the place was surprisingly full. A waitress led us to an open booth, handing us both thick, plastic-covered menus. Colton ordered a pot of coffee before the waitress headed off.

      “What’s good?” asked Colton. “It’s been a while since I’ve eaten here. As in, decades.”

      “The omelet is great, and the pancakes are delicious. I think that’s what I’m getting.”

      The waitress soon returned with the pot of coffee and poured two steaming cups. I ordered the banana pancakes with a side of scrambled eggs and toast, and Colton ordered the bacon double cheeseburger with onion rings and a vanilla milkshake.

      “That’s a hell of a breakfast,” I said. “Would your mom approve of that?”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” he said with a charmingly boyish smile. “But she’s not here, is she?”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, wrapping my hands around the coffee cup to warm them up, “where are your parents? I would’ve thought you’d have been with them yesterday.”

      “My dad has some business dealings in Hong Kong, believe it or not. So he and my mom decided to spend the winter taking a little Asian vacation. They left in November and won’t be back until February.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Is that rough for you? I thought you and your family were inseparable during the holidays.”

      “We still make sure to get together as often as we can, but ever since they sold the place in Manhattan and moved up to Westchester it’s been trickier to do the big holiday celebrations that we used to. Pitfalls of becoming an adult, I suppose.”

      He took a sip of his coffee and glanced out the window at the gently falling snow.

      “But I’ll be spending some time with family in the next couple of days. I have a few aunts and uncles and cousins in California that I’ve been meaning to drop in on.”

      “God, some California weather sounds nice,” I said, the last lingering traces of cold finally fading from my skin. “I love the city, but the winters are never easy.”

      “No kidding,” said Colton. “Been here all my life and they never get easier.”

      An odd expression appeared on Colton’s face, then. His eyebrows angled downward, and his eyes narrowed in thought. It was a look that suggested he had something to say but wasn’t quite sure how to say it.

      “Okay,” I said. “You’ve got something on your mind. Let’s hear it.”

      “It’s…something I’ve been thinking about this last week,” he started. “And when the idea occurred to me, it sounded so perfect that I wanted to come to you with it right away. But I thought I needed to give it some time, to let it marinate some. Being a CEO is about coming up with what you think are great ideas, but also having the patience to think on them and figure out whether or not they’d actually work.”

      “And what is this great idea?” I asked.

      “How would you feel about coming to work for me?”
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      Shayla’s eyes went so wide with surprise that it was kind of adorable. She said nothing, her hands on the off-white table between us. With neither of us speaking, the din of the restaurant rose, the murmur of conversation mixing with the clinking of plates and silverware, punctuated by the occasional “ding” of the order bell.

      Then the waitress came, placing our food on the table. The rich smell of the burger hit me instantly, but I couldn’t touch it—I needed to hear what Shayla would say.

      “Well?” I asked. “What do you think?”

      “You want me to work with you?” she said, echoing my words. “Are you serious?”

      “Does that seem like something I’d joke about?” I asked. “I’m as serious as it gets.”

      My eyes flicked down to her pancakes.

      “Those look good,” I said. “If you’re not going to eat them, I just might.”

      Shayla snatched up her fork and knife, cut a wedge out of her pancakes and, after covering them with syrup, took a bite and chewed.

      “You seem surprised,” I said.

      “That’s because I am.”

      “Why would you feel that way?” I asked. “You’ve been a killer temporary employee. You’re a hard worker, talented as hell, and people have loved having you around the office. You’re exactly the kind of person I move mountains to find.”

      The tinge of a blush appeared on her cheeks.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Just doing what you were paying me to do.”

      “And I’d like to keep paying you to do it,” I said. “Listen—I don’t know how much Richie is paying you, but I can guarantee you that I’ll offer more. And the benefits at CooperWare are about the best you’ll find in the city.”

      I went on, deciding to treat this like I was trying to make a sale.

      “And what’s more, you’ll be working on a project that you care about. I saw the way your face lit up when you were using the VR system. Just think about what that will be like for a disadvantaged kid who’s never had access to technology like that. That’s my plan, and I want you to be a part of it.”

      Shayla took another bite of her meal and chewed thoughtfully. I pressed on, not about to let up.

      “Think about working with the creative team at CooperWare. You’ll be around likeminded people, in a stimulating environment that most artists can only dream about. And like I told you, I make sure to give my creative the time they need to work on their own projects.”

      I decided that was enough for her to consider. I picked up the bottle of ketchup, dumped a small red pool onto my plate, and dipped one of my onion rings into it. My eyes were on Shayla as I popped it into my mouth and chewed, and I could almost see the gears turning in her mind.

      “What’s your hesitation?” I asked, after swallowing. “Let me see if I can take care of any doubts you’re having.”

      “It’s just…I don’t know. It all sounds great, Colton, really it does. But what will Richie say? He hasn’t exactly been shy in noticing how closely you and I have been working together.”

      “You think he’s jealous?”

      “No, no,” she said. “It’s not a romantic thing at all. But he’s always taken pride in having taken me under his wing. I don’t think he’d be too happy if I jumped ship.”

      “I can see that,” I said. “But that’s part of being in business. Employees come and go all the time for all sorts of reasons. You can’t hang onto them forever. He’s a grown-up—he’ll understand that.”

      She nodded slowly. “You’re probably right. But I still feel like I’d be screwing him over. Something about it just doesn’t sit right with me.”

      “That means you have a strong sense of loyalty,” I said. “Which is one of the exact reasons I want to bring you into my company. You’re not just some ladder-climber motivated by the next big thing, and I’m not expecting just the higher pay and benefits to be what tips the scales.”

      She took another bite. I got the sense this wasn’t going to be resolved over pancakes and onion rings.

      “I think I need some time to think it over,” she said.

      “Not a problem at all,” I said. “If you want, I’d be happy to bring you along to California. Maybe some sun and sand would help you clear your mind and make a decision.”

      The corner of her mouth rose slightly, and I could see that the idea was appealing.

      “Warm weather sounds great, but I need to make this decision alone. If I’m with you I might get charmed into it.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough. Then why don’t you take the holidays to mull it over. If you want to join up, then awesome! We can get you ready to go once your two weeks are up. And if not, no hard feelings?”

      She gave a quick nod. “Sounds good.”

      “Now,” I said. “Let’s eat this food before it gets cold. Nothing worse than soggy onion rings.”

      Once we were done eating, I picked up the check and walked Shayla back to her apartment.

      “Thanks again,” she said. “For everything. You know as well as anyone that I’m not a holiday person, but this was actually kind of magical, as silly as that sounds.”

      “Not silly at all,” I said. “Magic is what the holidays are all about.”

      My eyes searched her gorgeous face as we stood in front of her building. Shayla’s perfect lips parted, and I couldn’t help but lean in and kiss her. The kiss was long and delicious and lingering.

      When our lips finally separated, Callie’s eyes lingering on mine, and all I wanted was to do it again. Maybe even take her back up to the apartment for a little more.

      “Thank you, Colton,” she said softly.

      “Have a wonderful rest of the holidays,” I said. “And I look forward to hearing your decision.”

      She gave me one last smile before opening the door to her apartment and stepping back inside. As I stood on the sidewalk surrounded by fresh, glittering snow, I savored the lingering taste of Shayla’s lips on mine.

      I couldn’t wait to see her again.
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      It was the second day of the new year, and I’d made my decision: I wanted to work for Colton.

      But my mind hadn’t always been this made up. At first, when I was back in my apartment after the wonderful Christmas we had shared, I was sure that I needed to put as much distance between the two of us as possible. After all, could it really be a smart idea to go work for a man that I was romantically involved with?

      On top of that, I was sure that I was under his spell, and potentially not thinking clearly. Colton had an absolutely infectious enthusiasm, and I wanted to give myself time to think about everything without his energy and smile making a case for him.

      So, I spent the rest of the break thinking the matter over. I went back and forth. One minute being sure that I needed to shoot Colton a quick text and tell him that, while I appreciated the offer, my place was with Richie at Liminal. Then I’d turn around and be convinced in the other direction, that CooperWare was my future, and that I’d be a damn fool to turn down such a generous offer from Colton. After all, his case wasn’t just a bunch of BS—I’d be making more money, have awesome benefits, and be working with a community of artists on projects that I actually cared about.

      It was a dream job, through and through. And the only con I could consider was the uncertainty of working for a man that I’d slept with. But that wasn’t enough to make me turn down the offer.

      Finally, on New Year’s Eve, at a rooftop bar in midtown with a few friends from work, drink in hand as I watched the fireworks over the East River, I made my decision: I’d go work for Colton.

      With the champagne in my head, I was confident as hell about the decision, but by the time January second rolled around and I was actually stepping into the Liminal offices to let Richie know about the news, fresh anxiety formed tight in my gut.

      “Hey!” said Richie as I entered the break room. “How were the holidays?”

      He was so happy to see me, but all I could think about was the bad news I was about to drop in his lap.

      “They were good,” I said vaguely. “Relaxing. How about you?”

      “Not bad,” he said. “But I mostly spent them wanting to come back to work. I’ve been speaking with some potential clients for the first quarter, and if even a few of them sign on with us, we’re going to have a killer start to the year.”

      I knew I had to tell him right then. Listening to Richie talk about all the work he wanted to do with me, but never would, didn’t feel right at all.

      “Listen,” I said. “There’s something I want to talk about with you. Mind if we go to your office?”

      He crinkled his brow in confusion. A couple of other employees came into the break room, saying their hellos and pouring themselves coffee.

      “What do you want to talk about?” he asked. “I mean, whatever it is, let’s chat about it now. No need to go to the office.”

      I glanced over at the other two employees, Mara and Kevin, who were in the middle of some light conversation. They weren’t listening in, but I didn’t feel comfortable in the slightest talking in front of them.

      “Let’s go to your office,” I said. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Richie still appeared confused, but he nodded.

      “Sure,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      We made our way to his office, and I could feel the tension build with each step we took.

      Richie opened the door to his office and let me in first. I slid into the chair, my chest tight and my heart beginning to thud faster.

      “So!” he said, his typical enthusiasm tinged with uncertainty. “What’s up?” He plopped into his chair and folded his hands over his small paunch as he propped his feet up on the desk.

      There was no easy way to say it, so I went right into it.

      “Let me start by saying that my time here with you at Liminal has been the most wonderful and enriching of my career. I don’t know where I’d be without you, Richie.”

      The color drained from his face, and his smile disappeared. He knew what was coming. Still, he didn’t say a word.

      “I met with Colton over the break, and he told me that he was extremely impressed with the work I’d done for him,” I went on. “And…he told me that he wanted to bring me on board at CooperWare to continue work on the VR project, and whatever he had for me after that. I told him that I’d take the holidays to think about it, and I did. And it wasn’t an easy decision at all. But after some serious thought, I knew that working for Colton would be the best thing for my career.”

      There was a tense silence as Richie processed everything that I’d said. I wasn’t sure how he was going to react, but I could already tell that he wasn’t happy about it. Finally, he narrowed his eyes and shook his head.

      “I figured something like this was going to happen,” he said, his tone sharp.

      “You…did?”

      “Yeah, I did,” he said. “I’m not stupid. I could tell right away that Colton had his eye on you.”

      “Well,” I said. “He did say that he was paying special attention to my work.”

      Richie scoffed and shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean that he spent half the workday eyeing you like a piece of meat.”

      My eyes went wide. I hadn’t expected him to say something like this—certainly not so directly.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “Please, Shayla,” he said. “I know you’re young, but are you telling me you honestly believe he’s bringing you over simply because he thinks you’re some wildly talented employee? He’s bringing you over because he wants to get in your pants.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I wanted to shoot something back at him, to defend myself and Colton in some way, but I was speechless.

      “It was so obvious!” he went on. “The way he’d come over to your desk and sit on the edge all causal, like he was just dropping in to say hi. But I was right there, watching him shamelessly hit on you. It’s just surprising that you didn’t notice it happening.”

      He threw up his hands. “But you know what? That’s not any of my business. You want to put your career prospects in the hands of someone who’s motivated by these sorts of things, you go right ahead—it’s your life, kiddo.”

      “That’s not what this is about at all,” I said. “He’s hiring me because of my skills. And because he thinks his company would be a good fit for me.”

      Another scoff. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what he told you. Guys like him know exactly what to say to butter people up and convince them to do what he wants. And you’re falling for it, hook, line, and sinker.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know exactly what I’m talking about,” he said. “I know that you’re about to leave a company that you’ve been with for years for an uncertain thing at a place where the owner has his eye on you. And if you go over there, maybe it’ll work out—who knows? Maybe you’ll have a few great months, and maybe you’ll even end up dating the guy.”

      Then Richie leaned in, his tone grave. “But think about what’ll happen if things go south. He’ll have all the power, and he’ll be free to take away every last thing that he’s given you. And make no mistake, Shayla—I’ve known men like him before. They get what they want, then they get bored, and then they move onto the next thing.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said. “He’s not like that.”

      I tried to resist, but Richie’s words were having an effect on me. He was speaking to the most singular, precise fear I had about the situation.

      “Men like him are all like that. Some are just better at hiding it than others,” Richie spat. “And once he takes away everything he’s so generously given, then what? You’ll be left with nothing. And don’t expect me to have any sympathy if you come crawling back to me. I’m giving you a warning right now, one last chance to think this all over and make the right decision.”

      I couldn’t be in the office a moment longer. I needed to get out of there and get some fresh air.

      “I’m going for a walk,” I said. “I can’t handle this right now.”

      “Do what you have to do,” said Richie. “But know that I’m right. It’s up to you whether you find that out the hard way.”
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      I’d been prepared for Richie to be upset, to maybe do some sulking, but I wasn’t at all ready for him to come at me as aggressively as he had.

      If he’d called me ungrateful, or a striver, or something to that effect, I could’ve taken it. That’s what I was expecting, after all. But what he’d said had cut me right to the core.

      And the worst part was that he was right. If I worked for Colton, I’d be, as he said, putting my fate into the hands of a man who I was romantically involved with. Richie didn’t know the whole truth, however, that Colton and I had already slept together. I wondered if he suspected it.

      That didn’t matter. What mattered is what Richie had said, and how true it was. How did I know if Colton thought I was as special as he seemed to act? What if this had all been some game he was playing to gain my trust, just to sleep with me? What if his whole mission of getting me into the Christmas spirit was just some game?

      I had no idea. Rich, powerful, gorgeous men like him were a subject I didn’t have much experience with. Richie seemed to know their type, however, and had made it very clear what he thought of them.

      My walk was a long loop through the neighborhood, and by the time I’d arrived in front of the building where the Liminal offices were, I didn’t feel any better about the matter. But I knew I had to talk with Richie, to let him know that I was sticking to my decision. Whatever consequences that followed, I’d simply have to deal with.

      Back in the office, I headed to the break room to grab some coffee, to give myself a few moments more to get a handle on everything. Kevin was in there, flipping through his phone as he finished off his coffee.

      “Oh, there you are,” he said, his eyes flicking up to mine.

      “What, expecting me?” I asked.

      “Not me, but Richie stepped out for a sec, told me that when you came back to tell you to go to his office and wait for him there. Said he had something he wanted to talk to you about.”

      My stomach tightened. I imagined him laying into me again, having come up with more reasons why I was being stupid for accepting Colton’s offer. Then again, maybe he’d come around? Maybe he’d had some time to cool off, to accept what I’d told him.

      It was worth hoping, anyway.

      “Thanks, Kevin,” I said as I left the break room and headed toward Richie’s office.

      The door had been propped open a bit, and I stepped inside. The space was empty and quiet, the chair from where Richie had been scolding me now empty. But the computer monitor was illuminated, and on the screen I caught sight of the word “CooperWare” in big letters.

      I knew it was nosy to look at someone else’s computer when they weren’t around, but I couldn’t help it. I inched closer to the screen and saw that, sure enough, it was the homepage for Colton’s company.

      There was something different about the logo, however. Instead of the simple, bold design of before, there’d been a slight change to the font, along with the addition of something small in the bottom-right corner.

      I squinted and got closer, a gasp sounding from my lips when I realized what the little extra something was.

      It was a Pegasus. And not just any Pegasus—it was the Pegasus that I’d designed, the one I’d accidentally left at Colton’s office back before the holiday break.

      I couldn’t believe it. I had to talk to Colton.

      After pulling my phone out of my pocket, I dialed up his number and listened to the ring. Before the call could connect, however, a voice spoke from behind me.

      “Hey.”

      I spun around on my heels, feeling like I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar. I canceled the call on my phone and shoved it back into my pocket.

      Richie stood at the entrance to his office, a soft expression on his face. He slowly walked around me and took a seat at his desk. As soon as he sat down, I pointed an angry, accusing finger at the logo on the screen.

      “That…that’s mine!” I said.

      “Yeah, I know,” said Richie. “I remember seeing you work on it during your lunch break.”

      “And now it’s the freaking logo for Colton’s company?”

      Richie furrowed his brow and looked away for a moment. The anger that had overtaken him before was gone. He was calm and collected.

      “How did he get it?” he asked. “Did you ever show it to him?”

      “Just once,” I said. “It was back when we did the presentation. Remember how I left my stuff in his office? When I got there he’d been going through it, and this was on the screen when I came in.”

      “And this is just something you’ve been working on, right?” asked Richie. “Not something that you’ve officially published and has your name on it?”

      “Nope,” I said, my blood boiling.

      Richie let out a snort. “He probably saw it, knew that you didn’t have any real legal claim for it, and took it for himself. Figures.”

      “What do you mean ‘figures’?” I asked. At that moment I wanted nothing more than to throttle Colton. I couldn’t believe he’d betrayed me in such a way. I’d been played, and I felt like a damn fool.

      “Figures that a man like him would see something he wanted and just take it. I told you, that’s how men like Colton are. They think they don’t have to play by the rules. They don’t care about legalities or even niceties if they don’t have to. And why would they? Money can get them out of whatever trouble they run into.”

      Richie’s words only stoked my anger.

      “I’ll sue him,” I said. “I’ll take him to court and teach him a lesson about stealing. He thinks he can get away with whatever he wants—I’ll freaking show him.”

      Richie only shook his head sadly. “You could do that, sure,” he said. “And I’d be happy to use Liminal resources to help you take him to court.”

      “You’d do that?” I asked, touched that he would actually do that for me.

      Richie raised his hand as if warning me not to get too far ahead of myself. “You could do that. But let me tell you exactly what would happen. We’d work with our lawyers and put together a case. I’m sure we could find some proof that the design was yours, and that he used it without your permission. We’d let Colton know what we were doing, and give him a chance to make things right.

      “But he wouldn’t,” Richie continued. “He’d get on the phone and assemble whatever lawyers he’s got on retainer—probably some of the top legal talent in the country—and together they’d figure out the best way to screw you without paying a penny. And he’d have all the money of CooperWare behind him. We could put together a rock-solid case, and all it would take would be for Colton to tie us up in litigation until we didn’t have the money to fight it. Then we’d be forced to drop the case, and that’d be that.”

      “What?” I asked. “That’s not fair! It’s my design, and they’d have to side with me once they saw that, right?”

      “Matters like right and wrong don’t come into play, Shayla. All that matters is money. And Colton’s got plenty of it. You’d be in court for the next year, the only result being we’d be eating into the company’s war chest until we had nothing left. Trust me. Like I said, I know how men like him work.”

      I dropped into the chair across from Richie’s desk, totally defeated.

      To my astonishment, Richie chuckled to himself.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Nothing’s funny,” he said. “I just can’t think of a better way for you to really get to know the man you’re ready to go into business with. He might’ve told you whatever you wanted to hear, but this”—he tapped the logo on the screen—“this is who he really is. And you’re lucky enough to find this out before you’ve signed on any dotted lines.”

      Right at that moment, my phone rang in my pocket. I took it out and looked at the screen.

      It was Colton.
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      “Hey!” came the chipper voice on the other end. “What’s up? How was the rest of your holiday break?”

      I couldn’t believe it. He’d pulled what he’d pulled, and now he was going to act like nothing had even happened.

      “Hey,” I said coldly.

      My eyes flicked over to Richie, and he seemed to understand who was on the other end. He gestured for me to go ahead and take the call.

      “I saw you called,” Colton said, “but I was on the other line.”

      “Yeah,” I said in that same icy tone.

      “So, uh, does this mean you’ve had a chance to think about my offer?”

      I wanted to scream, I wanted to yell. But more than that, I needed to give him one chance to prove himself, to see if he’d actually known what he was doing when he used my logo.

      “I just checked your website,” I said. “You have my Pegasus in your logo.”

      “That’s right,” he said, a tinge of surprise to his voice.

      “So, you admit that it’s my design that you’re using, right?”

      “Of course it is,” he said, still sounding confused.

      “Then here’s my answer,” I said, the anger in my voice taking on a razor’s edge. “There’s not a chance in hell that I’m taking your offer. Not a chance in hell that I’m working with you. And if you even think about calling me again, I’ll sue you for everything you’re worth. Got it?”

      “What?” he asked. “What are you talking about? Shayla, I—”

      “Not another word. Goodbye.”

      I hit “end” and that was that. Hot tears formed in my eyes as I jammed the phone back into my pocket.

      “I’m sorry you had to do that, Shayla,” said Richie, rising from his desk and stepping over to my side. “That had to be hard.”

      I shook my head, quickly wiping the tears away before Richie had a chance to see them. He placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “I feel so stupid,” I said. “I can’t believe that I got carried away by him and his damn…sales pitch.”

      “It’s a shame,” said Richie. “Men like Colton play by their own rules. People like you and me, people with consciences, we actually take issue with the idea of lying to people, of gaining their trust just to use it. But guys like Colton…they’re different. They’re missing something that the rest of us have. It’s strange. But I’ve seen it time and time again.”

      He took his hand from my shoulder and sat on the edge of the desk. “Let me guess,” he said. “He acted like he had no idea what you were talking about.”

      “Yep,” I said, nodding. “Totally played dumb.”

      Richie scoffed. “No surprise there. If you would’ve let him go on he would’ve tried to hook you again, make you think that this was all some big misunderstanding. You did the right thing by hanging up. The more time you would’ve given him to talk, the more he would’ve roped you up in some lie. You ever heard of gaslighting?”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the idea of someone lying to you and tricking you, then making you feel like any suspicions are just signs of you having an overactive imagination or something. Make you feel like you’re the crazy one while they go on lying their asses off. It’s what guys like Colton do best.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “I feel so stupid,” I repeated. “I thought I was better than this.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Richie. “You’re going to be moving up in the world, and like it or not, the higher up you go, the more guys like Colton you’re going to find. It’s for the better that you learn the lesson now.”

      I was still too shocked to speak. Then a thought occurred to me: I’d just quit my job here at Liminal. I was totally screwed.

      “Well,” I said, my voice weak. “I’ll start getting everything ready for being done working here in two weeks. I’ll make sure the rest of the staff can pick up where I left off.”

      “Are you kidding?” asked Richie. “You’re still quitting?”

      “I did give you my two weeks’ notice,” I said. “No taking that back.”

      “You gave me your notice because some prick lied to you about some pie-in-the-sky job offer. You got tricked, and that’s not your fault. No way I’m going to kick you out on the street.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “You’re going to just forget what I said?”

      “You were going to quit, and you were a total professional about it. If anything, it only served to underline why you’re such an asset around here.”

      “Wow, Richie,” I said. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say a thing. Things are looking to be pretty slow around the office, and most of the work is just me calling clients. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off and get some rest? This whole thing probably has you thrown for a loop.”

      “No,” I said. “Thank you, but I don’t want to dwell on it. I’d rather get back to work if it’s all the same. You know, keep my mind occupied.”

      Richie nodded, a small smile curving his mouth. “Atta girl,” he said. “Go on and get back to it, then.”

      Richie spread his arms wide and pulled me in for a hug. “It’s gonna be okay, kid.”

      After a quick squeeze, we let each other go. I thanked Richie one last time and stepped out of his office.

      On the way back to my desk, a thought occurred to me. Maybe I should’ve heard Colton out. Maybe there had been some kind of misunderstanding that he could easily explain. Or maybe, as Richie said, he’d have simply spun me more lies.

      Either way, there was nothing to do about it now.

      It was time to put it all behind me and get back to work.
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      The remainder of January went by in a dreary blur. Almost as if the revelation of Colton’s true nature was responsible, a sheet of dark gray clouds moved in over the city and refused to budge. Each day was more dismal than the last, it seemed, and my mood was undoubtedly affected.

      I wondered if Colton’s Christmas joy had something to do with it. Typically, winters were just one long cold streak, nothing too dismal, but nothing too joyful either. But Colton had changed all that. He’d brought me up into the highs of the holidays, and now I felt like I was left in the depressing comedown.

      I woke up on Tuesday morning and threw open my curtains, hoping against hope—and in spite of what I’d seen the forecast to be—that the weather would be cheery and sunny. But, of course, it wasn’t. The sky was the same muddy, featureless gray, and the clouds were so thick that it almost seemed more like evening than morning.

      Everything about the weather made me want to crawl back into bed and hibernate until the weather was finally above freezing. But the fact that work was finally starting to pick up was one of many reasons why this wasn’t exactly a realistic option.

      I stepped into the bathroom and turned the shower on, the small space filling with hot steam almost instantly. Realizing that I was almost out of shampoo, I looked in the cupboard for a new bottle.

      I found it behind the bottle of pain meds I always kept on hand for the first few days of my period. Then, something occurred to me.

      I hadn’t had my period in a really, really long time.

      After throwing a towel around my body, I stepped out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, quickly picking up my phone and opening up the tracking app I used. A quick scroll through the calendar revealed that, just like I’d thought, I was late.

      Very late.

      Worryingly late.

      The thought was enough to send a shiver through me. But as I stepped into the shower, I told myself that I’d been late before, that this was nothing to be worried about.

      As soon as the water hit my skin, however, a rush of anxiety ran through me. I needed to know if I was pregnant, and I needed to know right away.

      After hurrying through my wash, I got dressed as quickly as I could and fired off a text to Richie, telling him an elaborate lie about how I didn’t quite plug in my phone last night—so the battery died while I was sleeping—so I’m going to be late so sorry, etc.

      Richie fired back with a quick response letting me know that it wasn’t a problem. Ever since the incident with Colton, Richie seemed to be going out of his way to be kind and accommodating to me. While I appreciated the sentiment, I was beginning to feel like he was handling me with kid gloves.

      Once I was done setting the groundwork with my lie, I threw on some clothes and hurried down to the drugstore on the corner. I picked the first pregnancy test I laid eyes on and rushed back to the apartment, where I near-ripped the test out of the box. My eyes flew across the instructions. Pee on the stick and wait—I could do that.

      I stepped into the bathroom and did the deed, and the three minutes that passed while I waited for the results were some of the longest in my life.

      As I waited, my mind raced with possibilities of what my life was going to look like if I was actually pregnant. Not only would I be a single mother, but I’d also be the single mother of a baby whose father was a man I swore I’d never talk to again. It all seemed like too much to handle.

      The timer went off on my phone, and I all but dove toward the test, snatching it off the bathroom counter and holding it close to my face.

      Two stripes.

      Two stripes meant pregnant.

      I was pregnant. I was going to be a mother.

      I sat on the toilet with the lid down for a long while, staring off into space, the test dangling from my fingers.

      I was going to be a mother.

      The words hung in my mind, playing over and over again. I probably would’ve sat there all day with that blank expression on my face had Richie not texted me, asking how soon I’d be arriving. I snapped back to reality, sending him a quick text telling him that I was on my way.

      I threw on my work clothes and rushed out the door, still in a state of shock. Once I arrived at work, I hurried to my desk, strategically walking through the office so as not to have to talk to anyone. I did my best to focus on my assignments, but the events of the morning wouldn’t leave my mind.

      “There she is!” called out a voice from behind me. I didn’t need to turn to know that it was Richie.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no sounds came out as I mouthed the words.

      “What was that?” asked Richie, cocking his head to listen more closely.

      “Um, I said ‘sorry I was so late today.’” Even as I spoke, my words sounded far away and strange.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Richie said. “Just wanted to make sure everything’s good with you. Everything is okay, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “No worries.” I made sure to leave out some minor details, like how I was pregnant with the child of a man I’d told never to speak to me again.

      “Good,” he said. “We’re having a little powwow in a bit, and I wanted to see if you’d be up to sit in.”

      I didn’t feel up for it. Not even a little. All I felt up for was crawling into my bed and trying to pretend like none of this was happening.

      “Sure,” I said. “No problem.”

      “Awesome,” he said, giving the top of my cubicle a rap with his hand. “We’ll be in the conference room in ten. See you there.”

      Being in a meeting with the entire staff was the last thing I wanted, but I knew I had to keep up appearances if I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. After tooling around a little more with my work, using all my focus to make the little adjustments to the design without screwing it up, the time for the meeting arrived as quick as I could blink.

      The rest of the staff was already in the conference room when I arrived, all of their eyes latching onto me. It was almost as if they all knew that I was pregnant, all of them hoping to catch me in my lie. I dismissed this as silly and slid into an open chair.

      “Awesome, everyone’s here,” said Richie, taking his place at the front of the room. “I just wanted to call a meeting so we could touch base on what projects we’re all busy with, and how those are coming along. I don’t want to take up too much of you-all’s time, so let’s get right into it. Lauren—you want to start?”

      “Sure,” said Lauren, the cute, blond intern from Columbia who was seated next to me.

      We went around the room in counter-clockwise order, which meant I’d be the last one talking. The staff spoke one by one, and by the time it was my turn to talk, I was so out of it that it took Richie a couple of times to get my attention.

      “Earth to Shayla,” he said, waving his hand in front of my face.

      “Huh?” I asked. “Oh, sorry. Um, I’m still working on the logos for that dog clothes boutique in Long Island City. Uh, ‘The Perfect Pooch,’ I think. They seem to like the dog in a dress. It’s going fine, I think.”

      Richie and the rest of the staff regarded me for a long moment, a couple of chuckles breaking out here and there among the crew.

      “Good,” said Richie. “Uh, I think that’s all of you. Go ahead and get back to work, and let me know if you’ve got any questions.”

      The staff got up, and I rose out of my seat along with them.

      “Why don’t you hang back, Shay?” Richie asked. “There’s a few things I want to go over with you.”

      I dropped back into my chair as the rest of the staff left, a few of them glancing over their shoulders at me.

      As soon as the door shut, Richie dropped into the chair next to mine.

      “Okay,” he said. “Don’t try and tell me there’s nothing going on with you, Shay.”

      He had me dead to rights. At that moment, I didn’t even think I could’ve lied if I wanted to. Richie stared hard at me, waiting for the next words to come out of my mouth.

      There was no getting around it—I would have to tell him sooner or later, and I might as well get it over with.

      “I’m pregnant,” I said, the words tumbling out. “And Colton Cooper is the father.”
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          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      A strange expression flashed on Richie’s face. I couldn’t quite make out what it was—shock and confusion, perhaps? It was as if I’d just shoved a difficult math problem in front of his face and told him to solve it on the spot.

      But it went away as quickly as I noticed it, and he returned to the look of serious-eyed professionalism.

      “You’re pregnant with Colton’s baby?” he asked, lowering his voice and looking around. “That means that when we were working on the project…”

      He waved his hands in front of his face as if trying to banish the thought. “Whatever,” he said. “What happened in the past doesn’t matter.”

      I felt major relief at these words. Part of me had worried that Richie might react negatively to the news, and I was glad this didn’t come to pass.

      “What matters is what you’re going to do now,” he said.

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” I said, feeling more normal now that I’d gotten it all out in the open. “But I suppose I have to tell Colton. What else is there do to?”

      “No,” Richie said, his voice flat and stern.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You shouldn’t tell him, that’s what.”

      “Are you seriously telling me that I shouldn’t tell the father of my baby that he’s going to be a dad?”

      Every bit of that sentence sounded bizarre coming out of my mouth.

      “Right,” he said, cool and calm as though it was the most natural suggestion in the world.

      “And do you mind telling me why you think that?”

      He stood up from his chair and began to slowly pace back and forth. His face was in a tight expression of concentration, as if trying to formulate his thoughts perfectly.

      Finally, he stopped and slid into his chair.

      “The logo,” he said. “The fact that he took your work. What does that tell you about what kind of man Colton is?”

      I grit my teeth at the thought of the logo, my fingernails digging into the pads of my hands. “It tells me he’s a real asshole,” I said.

      “No doubt about that,” said Richie. “But more specifically—what does it say about him?” It was clear he was trying to lead me to a specific answer he had in mind.

      “It…tells me that he’s the sort of man who takes what’s his. The kind of man who decides he wants something and doesn’t care what it takes to get it.”

      Richie nodded, pleased that I’d said what he’d apparently had on his mind.

      “You’re dead right about that. The only issue up for debate is what Colton wants.”

      “And what do you think that is?”

      “One of two things, I’d bet. I doubt that he’ll want to…have some kind of relationship with you, and even if that was what he wanted, you’d be a fool to do it. So, I’m thinking that he’ll either want the baby or he won’t.

      “If he doesn’t want the baby, he’ll likely deny that it’s his. And then you’ll be stuck raising it as a single mother. I doubt he’d even offer child support.”

      “But couldn’t I just make him take a paternity test?”

      “You’d think so, but you’d have to legally compel him to do that. And you can bet anything that he’d spend whatever it took to get the process tied up in courts until you ran out of money and had to drop it—the same thing he’d do if you tried to get him for the logo.

      “Like I said,” he went on, “men like Colton don’t play by the same rules as we do. People like us think that the courts are there to provide justice. Nope—they’re there to help men like him get whatever they want.”

      I swallowed, nodding. It was all so bizarre to hear, but I knew Richie was right.

      “I just can’t imagine him doing something like that,” I said.

      “That’s because you’re still naïve,” he said. “Sorry to speak so bluntly, but it’s true.”

      I didn’t know what to say. So, I listened.

      “Then again, he might actually want the kid. And you’d better hope that’s not the case.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’d have the same legal power, only now it’d be used to take the baby from you.”

      I scoffed, unable to believe that he’d be able to pull something like that off, even if he had the will to do it.

      “How could he take a baby from its own mother?” I asked.

      “Easy,” said Richie. “He’d do whatever he needed to in order to make you look like an unfit parent. He’d slander you, hire investigators to dig up dirt or make it up if they needed to, find every person from your past who you rubbed the wrong way to come in and tell the court that you’re a horrible person and an unfit mother.”

      “Just think about that,” he went on. “Think about giving birth to your baby only to have him taken away from you.”

      I wasn’t a mother yet, but something about having this child inside of me was already making me feel rage at the idea of this baby being taken from me.

      I wouldn’t allow it. No way.

      I was mad and scared at the same time. Richie must’ve been able to see this because he stood up from his desk, came over to me, and placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “But you don’t need to worry about any of that,” he said.

      I felt the hot wetness of tears in my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away.

      “Yeah, because my only option is to be a single mother.”

      “It doesn’t have to be so bad,” he said. “Plenty of single moms manage to make it work. I can tell you’d be no exception.”

      “Are you kidding?” I asked. “I can barely afford to live in the city on my own. No way I’d be able to afford a bigger apartment and everything this baby’s going to need.”

      Richie sat on the edge of the desk and smiled.

      “I think I can make all of that easier for you,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re a stellar employee, and I think this might be the perfect time to give you a raise for all the work you’ve been doing over the last year. And I’ve been meaning to put together a maternity package for the staff. It’s just that no one here is a mother yet. And now you are. I can cover a portion of your daycare and medical expenses. That with the salary increase should be enough to…”

      Richie’s voice faded into a muffled din as I retreated into my own thoughts. Sure, whatever he could offer would help. But the fact of the matter was that I was about to be a single mother, the responsibility for this baby resting entirely on my shoulders.

      My entire life was about to change in ways that I didn’t even think possible. I had no idea if I was going to be ready.

      “What do you think, Shay?” he asked. “You think you’re going to be ready to handle all of this?”

      I took a deep breath, let it out, and then spoke.

      “I don’t have any choice,” I said. “I have to.”

      And that was all there was to it.
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      The shrill whistle of my tea kettle snapped me out of my reverie. Hopping up from my desk chair, I plodded across the wooden floor of my cabin and rushed to grab the kettle, taking it off the burner and setting it on the counter. My mug ready to go with a bag of herbal tea, I poured in the hot water and let the wonderful aroma drift up to my nose.

      I’d become something of an herbal tea connoisseur over the last several months of my pregnancy. It’s not like I’d ever been a huge booze drinker, but being totally unable to drink even a single glass of wine had left a hole in me that I needed to fill with some other delicious, sippable beverage.

      So, tea it was.

      Watching the tea bag steeping in the hot water, I placed my hand on my very, very round belly and waited for the mug to cool enough for me to pick it up.

      I watched the late summer wind gently rock the skinny, leaf-covered branches on the beech trees outside of my window. And as I did, I considered how happy I was that I’d made the decision to move here to Holly Lake, the town in upstate New York where I’d spent the only happy Christmas of my childhood.

      The year had gone by in a blur. Not only was it more than halfway over already, but I was also well into my third trimester.

      About the middle of February, I’d decided that I couldn’t stand another year in the city. The winter had been extra dark and cold and grey, and since the news of my pregnancy hit, my mood had taken a turn for the worse.

      I was overjoyed to be a mother, each day bringing a fresh wave of excitement and joy at what was on my horizon. But New York was the city where I’d learned I was going to be raising the baby all on my own. And each morning when I left for work and sloshed through the dirty snow down the street to work, I became more and more convinced that I needed to get out of the city.

      Sometimes I found myself wondering if the salary boost had been Richie’s way of making sure that I stayed around. Maybe he just didn’t like the idea of me leaving his company and going to work for someone else after having taken me under his wing. But I put the idea out of my mind.

      Then, around mid-March, an idea occurred to me. The weather had been especially unbearable that day. The days before had been almost tolerable and I’d managed to fool myself into thinking that spring might be arriving early. But when I stepped outside that morning and was hit by a freezing blast of air that let me know that, no, winter was still here, I knew that I had to do something.

      Something had to change, but at the same time, I couldn’t leave Liminal. So what to do?

      Sitting at my computer on my lunch break, I chanced across an article about remote working. I read it eagerly, the article comprised of brief interviews with employees who’d broken away from life in a cubicle.

      The more I thought about it, the more I found myself wondering if it could actually be something I’d be able to do.

      I decided to talk with Richie to see if it was even an option.

      “You want to quit?” he asked. “Are you serious?”

      “No way!” I said. “It’s not quitting. I’d still be an employee here. I’d just be out of the office…permanently.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t see how that’d be possible,” he said. “What if I need you here in person?”

      “Then you can make a voice call. Think about it—pretty much everything I do is digital. I can do all of my work on my computer and send it to you, and whatever you want to talk about, we can discuss through email or chat. And if the conversation is more detailed, then there’s phone and voice chat. There’s really no reason for me to be here in person.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but caught himself, one eyebrow rising in consideration. He knew I was right.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Where would you even go?”

      “Haven’t decided yet,” I said. “I can figure that all out in time. I love the northeast, so I doubt I’d go far. But I have to go somewhere. The idea of raising my baby in a cramped Bushwick apartment is too awful to even think about.”

      Richie nodded in agreement. “I get that,” he said. “Kids need space. And that’s not exactly the best neighborhood.”

      He was right. Bushwick, with its hip bars, restaurants, and shops, was a great place for a young, single woman. But a young single mother? That was a different story.

      “How about this,” I said. “We’re finishing up the project for Penski Real Estate this week. Once that’s all done, I can take a long weekend and put together a proposal showing you how this would all work. That way I can answer any questions you have and not leave even a single doubt in your mind.”

      Richie looked away, thinking about it.

      “Sounds good,” he said. “Excited to see what you’ll have for me.”

      So, that’s what I did. I busted my butt on the project, and when it was all finished up, I put in my days off. I wanted to go somewhere quiet, somewhere I could think about what my future was going to look like.

      And then it hit me out of the blue—Holly Lake, the little town where I’d had some of the few happy months of my childhood. It was only a couple of hours upstate, and a room in a cozy little cabin by the lake struck me as the perfect place to collect my thoughts away from the bustle of the city. I booked a room that day and packed my things, beyond excited to spend some time in nature and reconnect with my past.

      The train ride upstate was calm and pleasant, and I loved seeing the snow-touched scenery. It reminded me of Colton, and how he’d loved the sight of fresh-fallen snow in the winter.

      As soon as he appeared in my thoughts, I did my best to shake him out—after all, he was the reason my life had been totally upended. But as much as I hated to admit it, I still felt…something for him. My heart still tugged when I thought about him, and though Richie had made it very clear why Colton was someone who shouldn’t be in my life, I couldn’t help but wish things might’ve worked out differently.

      An almost unbearable wave of nostalgia hit me as I stepped out of the train station in downtown Holly Lake. The small cluster of red brick buildings situated along the main drag that comprised the downtown, the domed city hall in the center, were just like I’d remembered them.

      I stopped in a small diner near the station and sat by the window, sipping coffee and nibbling a club sandwich as I watched the citizens of Holly Lake go about their business downtown. Everything seemed so calm, so…pleasant. I’d only been out of the city for a few hours, but I already felt more at peace.

      Once I was done at the diner, I rented a car and drove to the small cabin I’d rented near the lake. The timing had been perfect; the couple who owned it was out of town for a few months, which meant I could have the place all to myself.

      I made myself at home right away, changing into a cozy cable-knit sweater, starting a fire in the fireplace, and curling up on the couch with a book. The view from the living room looked out over a snow-covered stretch of land, the tree branches heavy with frost.

      For the first time in as long as I could remember, I enjoyed the sight of winter.

      After getting some very necessary relaxation in, I decided to go for an early evening walk down to the lakeside where my foster family’s house was. I knew they were both long passed, but just the idea of seeing the place where I’d spent those happy months was enough to warm my heart.

      I threw on a warm parka, stepped into my boots, and tossed a scarf around my neck. Braced against the evening chill, I stepped out of my cabin and began toward the lake.

      The first thing that struck me during my walk was the quiet. There were no honking horns, no people yelling into their phones, and no garbage trucks clanging down the street.

      And as I continued on, I felt the combination of the quiet and nature work their magic on me, the stress from my pregnancy and everything else melting out of my body. By the time I reached the blue expanse of Holly Lake itself, I felt like a different woman. Being away from the city was just what I’d needed, and I was even more eager to move forward with my plans.

      I walked slowly along the lakeside, memories of those precious months playing in my mind as though they’d happened only a short time ago. After a time, I reached the house where I had stayed with my temporary foster parents.

      However intense the nostalgia was when I’d arrived in Holly Lake, it was nothing compared to what I felt standing behind that little cabin. Memories rushed into my head, one after another as I walked the grounds.

      The place was rundown, sure, though it still had the charm I remembered from when I lived there. More than anything, I wanted to go inside, but all of the lights were off. And the more I looked around, the more it seemed that not only was no one home, but no one even lived there.

      When I reached the front, my suspicions were confirmed. Planted in the lawn was a steel sign painted red and white, the words “FOR SALE” written in bold letters above the information for a local realty company.

      The sign got the gears of my mind turning right away. I slipped my phone out of my pocket and searched for a real estate listing website, typing in the address of the cabin, eager to find out how much it was worth.

      A smile spread across my lips as I saw that the price was well within my reach. I’d become so used to exorbitant New York prices that I’d almost forgotten that in other parts of the country homes could be affordable.

      Not wanting to waste another second, I hurried back to my rental cabin, pulled open my laptop and went through my finances, figuring out how much it would cost to get out of my current lease and put a down payment on the abandoned cabin. I got more and more excited as I looked over the numbers—it looked like this was actually something I could do.

      I spent the rest of the weekend hard at work on the proposal I was going to present to Richie, only taking breaks to go for long, peaceful walks through the nature that surrounded me or go for a bite to eat in the adorable downtown area. By the time the weekend was over, I was more than eager to get back to the city and let him know what I’d decided.

      “You really want to do this, huh?” Richie asked that next Tuesday when I was back in town and in his office. “Leave the city behind and live in some small town upstate?”

      “I’m so sure that I can’t even believe it.”

      He sat back in his desk chair and took another look through the presentation on his computer. For a moment, I worried that he would say no, that my dreams of small-town peace would be dashed, and I’d be forced to spend the next year in that tiny Bushwick apartment.

      “Sure,” he said. “Let’s give it a shot.”

      I was so happy that I ran around the desk and threw my arms around him. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I was excited about what life had in store for me.

      The next few months had been a blur. After sending the down payment to the bank, I began the process of trying to get out of my lease. I wasn’t looking forward to it, knowing that I was likely to take a huge financial hit breaking it.

      However, I caught a lucky break, after one of my coworkers let me know that her younger sister was moving to the city and needed a place to live. I told her about my apartment, and we came to an arrangement with the landlord where the sister would take over the lease after I’d moved out, and that was that—no penalty or anything.

      After a frenzied weekend of working and packing, I rented a moving truck, paid some movers to load my things, and was off. The drive through Manhattan was bittersweet—sure, I was happy to leave, but I’d had some great times here. New York City was the most permanent home I’d ever known.

      I imagined coming back when my baby was grown, taking him or her to Central Park or down Fifth Avenue, showing them the places where their mother loved to spend time when she was younger.

      But I was ready to move on.

      After a weekend of moving in and tidying up the place, the cabin at Holly Lake began to look like a home. It was a charming two-story with three bedrooms—one for me, one for the baby, and one that I was excited about turning into a home office. It took me a while to get used to having so much space—not to mention a yard and a car—but once I’d settled in I knew I’d made the right decision.

      After that, the months flew by. I worked and worked, my belly getting bigger with each passing day. The baby was due in late August, and I was already imagining spending the fall with my new baby, his or her first months spent among the turning autumn leaves.

      After letting the tea cool for a little while longer, I lifted the mug to my lips and took a long, slow sip, letting the delicious brew hang on my palate for a few moments before swallowing.

      A soft chime snapped me out of my reverie, and I glanced over to the kitchen table to see that the screen of my phone was lit up.

      I set down my tea and checked it out. It was a text from Jamie, my old friend with whom I’d reconnected over these last few months.

      It’d been a total shock to see her. I’d gone into one of the coffee shops downtown, ready to curl up with a book and some coffee. Then, my nose buried in my book, I heard a voice speak my name.

      I looked up, wondering who would be speaking to me. It was a woman, about my own age. She was slim and pretty, with very long brown hair worn in a thick braid that nearly reached her waist. She was dressed in a flannel shirt and slim jeans, a pair of dark brown boots completing the picture.

      And more than anything, she looked very, very familiar.

      Once she told me who she was and I got over my shock, I burst up from my seat, nearly spilling my coffee everywhere. I threw my arms around her, pulling her into a tight hug. She plopped down into the seat next to me, and for the next several hours over coffee then dinner, the two of us caught up.

      Jamie had ended up staying in Holly Lake after I’d left, going to high school here and opening a small art supply store, one that she still owned. She’d been married for a few years, but the marriage had ended before they’d had any children.

      We managed to pick up our friendship right where we’d left off. Jamie became my best friend once again, and I was overjoyed to have her in my life.

      Holding the phone in front of my face, I read the text.

      Hey! I’m on the way back from the store—want me to come by and cook dinner?

      I smiled and sent my reply.

      If you hurry there’s tea ; )

      Her response was quick.

      Perfect. See you in a few.

      I sat down at the kitchen table and went back to my tea, sipping it and thinking about what lay ahead in these next couple of months.

      Then, the baby kicked—hard. It was hard enough to give me pause, but after a few moments, I put it out of my head and returned to my tea.

      A soft knocking at the door announced Jamie’s presence. I got out of my seat and waddled to the door, opening it to reveal my friend, a smile on her face and her arms full of brown grocery bags. A rush of warm, fresh August air greeted me.

      “Hey!” she said.

      “Hey!”

      Then I turned my eyes to the bags.

      “Let me help you with those,” I said, but Jamie shook her head.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she said, shuffling past me and into the house. “The rule with pregnant ladies is that they don’t do a lick of work.”

      “Fine, fine,” I said with a grin, following her into the kitchen.

      Jamie dropped the bags onto the counter, turned to me, and leaned back. Her eyes shot down to my belly, which by now was so big it was stretching the powder-blue T-shirt I wore to its limit.

      “Holy crap,” she said. “You’re so pregnant.”

      I plopped my hands onto my belly.

      “Just now noticing?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’ve noticed,” she said. “But I don’t know if it’s the lighting or what, but you look about ready to pop. What’s the due date again?”

      “August twenty-fourth,” I said. “Exactly two weeks from today.”

      Jamie stepped over to the tea kettle and poured herself a mug of hot water, plopping a bag into it before turning her attention back to me.

      “How excited are you?” she asked.

      “Very excited and very scared. I mean, I can’t wait to see the little he. Or she. But doing it all on my own…”

      “You’re not going to be on your own,” Jamie said. “I’m going to help whenever I can.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “That means a lot.”

      “Don’t even worry about it,” Jamie said. She shook her head. “I still can’t believe you’re waiting until the day of the birth to find out if it’s a boy or a girl.”

      “I know it’s kind of old-fashioned,” I conceded, “I just thought it’d be more fun that way.”

      “Couldn’t do it,” Jamie said. “I’d need to know as soon as humanly possible. I’d be so ready for that baby that it would make doomsday preppers look reasonable.”

      I laughed, wrapping my hands around my mug.

      “So,” I said. “What’s for dinner?”

      “Well,” she said, turning her attention back to the bags. “I hope you’re not having any weird pregnant lady cravings, because I’m making something very, very normal—spaghetti and meatballs.”

      “Seriously?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve had spaghetti and meatballs since…I can’t even think of when.”

      “Same here,” Jamie said. “And that’s exactly why I decided to make it. But this is my grandma’s recipe, so trust me, there’ll be nothing plain about it.”

      Sipping my coffee, I watched Jamie get to work, mixing the ingredients for the meatballs and tossing them into a pan of sizzling oil, the delicious smell of meat cooking filling the air.

      “So,” she said, glancing at me over her shoulder. “I know you hate the subject, but I have to ask.”

      Uh-oh. I knew where this was going.

      “Have you heard even a single word from Colton?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Same answer as last month and the month before and the month before. I mean, I did tell him to leave me alone or I’d sue him.”

      “I guess you can’t say he’s a man who doesn’t respect your wishes.”

      I listened to the bubbling of the water, already able to taste the spaghetti. I was getting so hungry I could hardly stand it.

      “You’re right about that,” I said.

      Then, another baby kick jolted me.

      “You okay?” asked Jamie.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Kiddo’s just being extra ornery today.”

      “Probably ready to come out,” Jamie said. “Can’t say I blame him.” A pensive expression crossed her face. “I know this is your business, and I know you have your reasons, but…”

      I raised my eyebrows. “But?”

      “Don’t you think you ought to let Colton know? I mean, he is the baby’s father. And he has no idea that he’s about to become a dad.”

      I sighed, knowing that there was some truth to her words.

      “I can’t,” I said. “Sure, telling Colton was my first instinct, but Richie’s right. Colton showed his true colors when he stole my design for the logo.”

      “Yeah,” said Jamie. “That was a thing he did.”

      “Right,” I said. “If things were different between him and me, if he had been a different man, then maybe…I don’t know.”

      I shook my head, trying not to get too wrapped up in the fantasy of what my life might be like if Colton were a part of it. But a different Colton—the man I thought he was when we first met.

      “Anyway, Richie’s right. If I told him, he’d either do everything he could to deny it or take the baby for his own. I can’t see a man like him going about this in a fair way. Best thing I can do is be the best mom I can be.”

      “Such a shame,” she said. “Imagine the life a guy with that kind of money could provide for you and the kid.”

      “Honestly, I’m not even thinking about the money,” I said. “My job pays well enough, and the cost of living here is so cheap that money shouldn’t be an issue. But it would be nice to have a man around.”

      Another hard kick, and I winced again.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Fine,” I said.

      But right as I spoke the words, a tinge of pain ran through my belly, like the muscles of my stomach had been pulled too tight. I bit down on my lower lip through the pain, and it faded as quickly as it came.

      Jamie went back to the food as the two of us chatted, and before too long the table was set with a heaping bowl of pasta, two dishes—one filled with a delicious looking deep red tomato sauce and the other piled high with meatballs—and a basket of garlic bread, fresh from the oven.

      “Jamie, this looks so freaking good,” I said. “Thank you so much.”

      “You are so welcome,” she said.

      I scooped a heaping helping of pasta onto my plate, followed by two huge spoonfuls of meatballs and sauce, and, of course, some bread. With the food in front of me, I was ready to dig in.

      I wrapped the pasta around my fork and took a bite. It was delicious. I took another, then another.

      But as I reached for the bread on my plate, another crack of pain shot through my belly.

      “Oh, ow!” I cried out, my fork dropping from my hand and landing on the plate with a clatter.

      “Whoa, what’s wrong?” asked Jamie.

      This time the pain didn’t go away. I gripped onto the edge of the table hard as the pain pulsed through me. It was so intense that I felt like I was going to burst open.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I…I think…”

      Then, if there was any doubt left, I felt the hard trickle of liquid run down my legs.

      My eyes shot up to Jamie, latching onto hers.

      “It’s the baby,” I said. “It’s coming!”
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          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      Pain shot through me like a hot knife, and I let out a shriek as I slammed my hand down onto the table, nearly hitting the edge of my plate and launching the spaghetti into the air.

      “Oh no, oh no,” said Jamie as she jumped out of her chair and held her hands out in front of her. “Is it happening right now?”

      “Right now!” I shouted.

      “Okay, okay,” she said. “Please tell me you can make it to the hospital—delivering babies isn’t really in my skill set.”

      I winced my eyes shut and breathed in deeply. The pain subsided, but only slightly, and I knew the relief would be short-lived.

      “I…I think I can make it,” I said. “But we need to go now.”

      “Got it,” said Jamie.

      She went right to action, grabbing both of our phones, purses and our keys. Then she hurried over to my side, slipped her arm around my back, and helped me to my feet.

      “Come on, Shay,” she said. “Not far to the car and then you can just sit on your butt while I drive you.”

      I walked slowly and carefully, aware that the slightest misstep would send a fresh rush of agony through me.

      “That’s it,” said Jamie, leading me carefully out the front door and toward her dark red sedan.

      I glanced up to see that the sun was dipping low in the sky, the evening brilliant with oranges and creams.

      Once we reached the car, Jamie kept one hand on me as she opened the door and helped me in. The pain faded as soon as I was in the car, enough for me to realize that this was all happening way too early.

      Jamie rushed over to the driver’s side of the car and jumped in.

      “This is bad,” I said. “Really bad.”

      “What?” asked Jamie as she clicked her seatbelt into place and turned the ignition. “You’re about to have the baby, right? What’s bad about that?”

      She gunned the engine and pulled the car around toward the road leading away from the house.

      “I’m early,” I said. “Two weeks early.”

      “Don’t worry about that now,” Jamie said calmly. “Just settle in while I get you to the hospital. It’s going to be a twenty-minute drive. Just sit tight.”

      Jamie pulled out onto the main road, the one that would bring us downtown. As soon as she did, another contraction hit, my back curling with pain.

      “Ahh!” I cried out, digging my nails into the seat.

      “It’s okay, Shay,” said Jamie. “Just a few more minutes.”

      Through the pain I watched as the trees whipped by as the car tore down the main road. The pain faded again, and I looked up and saw the buildings of downtown approach.

      “Almost there,” said Jamie.

      Ahead a green light turned yellow. And to my shock, Jamie sped up.

      “Are you crazy?” I said.

      “There’s no one else on the road,” she said, her eye fixed forward. “You want to wait at a red light right now?”

      “Not really,” I admitted through the pain.

      “Then hold on!”

      The engine revved as Jamie whipped through the intersection.

      “You’re crazy!” I huffed.

      “Maybe, but I’m the crazy person who’s going to get you to the hospital to get that baby out!”

      The three-story brick hospital came into view, the parking lot packed with ambulances and other vehicles. Jamie pulled hard into the lot, bringing us up in front of the emergency room entrance.

      “Hold on, Shay,” she said before throwing open the door and jumping out.

      The pain was manageable for now, but I knew it was only a matter of time before it hit me hard again.

      Thankfully, the door opened up before the next contraction hit, revealing a team of nurses and doctors next to the car, one of them with her hand on the handles of a wheelchair.

      “There she is,” said one of the doctors. “Come on, let’s get you out of there.”

      A few pairs of hands fell on me as the staff helped me out of the car and into the wheelchair. The nurse pushed me in through the automatic doors of the hospital, leading me into the emergency room. The harsh white of the interior lights disoriented me at first, and the din of the hospital swirled around me.

      “We’re going to get you all taken care of,” said one of the nurses. “You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      “And I’m going to be here until that little guy comes out,” said Jamie as she kept up with the team. “Or girl.”

      “I’m early,” I said to no one in particular. “Really early.”

      One of the doctors gave me a concerned look.

      “How early?” he asked.

      “Two weeks. Exactly two weeks.”

      His expression relaxed. “Don’t you worry at all,” he said. “Two weeks is early, but nothing unheard of.”

      Relief washed over me like a wave, but before I could get too comfortable, another contraction hit. I gripped the armrests of the wheelchair as I let out another cry of pain, one that carried down the hallway.

      “Almost there,” said the nurse who was pushing my wheelchair. “Just hang on.”

      Before I knew it, a door opened in front of me, and I was led into a spacious hospital room and hefted onto a blue bed.

      I don’t know how much time passed—it was all a total blur. There was pain and screaming, calls from the staff for me to breathe and push interspersed throughout.

      But right at the peak of it, during one last command to “push” from one of the nurses, I heard a baby’s cry.

      “There he is,” called out the doctor, his voice muffled by his face mask.

      The pain rushed out of my body, replaced by a huge rush of endorphins.

      Then it hit me—the doctor said “he”?

      I looked around frantically, trying to focus on the source of the crying. After a moment of scanning, I laid my eyes on a little red something wriggling in the doctor’s arms.

      My baby cried and screamed as the team got him ready to hand over. All I wanted was to hold him in my arms.

      “Is that him?” I asked, instantly feeling silly about asking the question.

      “This is him,” said the doctor, bringing the boy closer to me. “A perfectly healthy little boy.”

      “Kiddo couldn’t wait to get out and see his mama,” said one of the nurses, pulling her face mask down and revealing a warm smile.

      I took the squirming little boy into my arms, unable to believe what I was seeing.

      He was tiny, so tiny, with a head of dark, matted-down hair and stunning mint-green eyes.

      Colton’s eyes.

      I pushed thoughts of the baby’s father out of my head as I held my precious son tight.

      “Now,” said the doctor. “We need to borrow him just for a few minutes. He looks completely healthy, but he is a little early, and it doesn’t hurt to make sure.”

      “Plus we need to get him cleaned up and looking handsome for you,” said the nurse.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I held my baby. I couldn’t believe he was mine.

      “He’s already the most handsome little man I’ve ever seen in my life,” I said.

      I handed him over to the doctor, my heart sinking as I watched him leave with the baby. I knew that it was only to make sure he was in good health, but I didn’t want to be apart from him any longer than absolutely necessary.

      Thankfully, he wasn’t gone long. The nurse returned with my boy, now all cleaned up and swaddled in a cozy-looking, little blue blanket.

      “Here he is,” said the nurse as she approached me. She handed me the baby, and I took him eagerly.

      “Is he okay?” I asked. “I was so worried about him being early.”

      “Healthy as a horse,” she said. “A very tiny horse, that is.”

      The relief at knowing my baby was okay hit me harder than any emotion I’d ever experienced. At that moment I knew that my well-being was going to be forever tied up with that of my boy. Everything was going to change.

      The staff left me alone, and soon it was just my baby son and me. I held him close, looking over every inch of him, from his little button nose to his tiny wiggling fingers to his long eyelashes. He was the most precious thing I’d ever see in my life.

      After a time, a knock sounded at the door. It opened just a bit, enough for one of the nurses to poke her head into the room.

      “Feel up for a visitor?”

      “Of course,” I said with a smile.

      An instant later Jamie burst through the door, letting out a squeal as she laid eyes on the little bundle in my arms.

      “Oh, my God!” she shouted out, rushing to my side and kneeling down to see him. “He’s so freaking gorgeous!”

      Jamie’s eyes went wide as she seemed to realize that she might very well be scaring the hell out of the poor kid. “Sorry,” she said, her voice now lower. “I just can’t believe how beautiful he is.”

      “I know,” I said, rocking him slowly against my breast. “He’s a miracle.”

      Jamie plopped into the seat next to the bed, her eyes fixed on the baby.

      “Okay,” she said. “The nurse told me he was a boy, so we’ve got that little detail figured out. Now—what about the name?”

      I’d had names picked out for both sexes, but I’d kept them to myself until now.

      “Lucas,” I said.

      “I love it,” she said. “Hey, did you name him after—”

      “Lucas Miller, the man in the foster couple I stayed with in Holly Lake. That’s right.”

      “That’s so sweet of you,” Jamie said, leaning in and giving Lucas a slight poke on his chubby cheek.

      “Little Lucas,” I said, holding him close. “What’s this world got in store for you?”

      The future was uncertain. But at that moment, my baby held close, I knew that I was more full of joy than I’d ever been in my life.

      I was ready to be a mom.
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          Shayla

        

        Three Days Later

      

    
    
      The day had taken just about everything out of me. I was wiped out, but the good kind of wiped out. The kind that made me want to curl up with a cup of hot cocoa in front of the fire and relax before cozying up in bed. I took one last look at Lucas from the threshold of his bedroom, watching his little chest rise and fall. He’d been an easy baby so far, and I made sure to enjoy his calm demeanor while he had it. I knew that babies could get very fussy, but part of me hoped that he’d stay the same adorable little angel forever.

      Once I was sure he was down for a few hours, I headed downstairs and got the fire going, turning the lights in the living room down low. Once a lovely, quiet ambiance had been set, I went to the kitchen and made myself that cup of hot cocoa.

      I dabbed my finger into the chocolatey goodness and brought it to my mouth, letting the flavor wash over my tongue. The temperature was just right, so I picked up the mug and stepped into the living room, ready to settle in for some TV before bed.

      Just as I was about to collapse on the couch, however, a knock sounded from the front door.

      I wasn’t expecting anyone, and a tinge of anxiety ran through me, but a glance through the peephole revealed that my visitor was none other than Richie.

      I opened the door, and he greeted me with a big smile, his arms loaded down with flowers and candy.

      “Evening,” he said, his voice bright.

      “Hey, Richie!” I said, happy to see him.

      I stepped away from the door and gestured for him to come in. He entered and plopped all of the presents he’d brought onto the nearest table.

      “So good to see you,” I said. “I wish I’d known you were coming.”

      “You didn’t get my email?” he asked. “I sent it earlier today.”

      “I don’t think I did,” I said. In the blur of bringing Lucas home, I hadn’t exactly been keeping an eye on my emails.

      “Oh,” Richie said. “Well, sorry for dropping by unannounced.”

      “Not a problem at all,” I said, following his gaze to the mug of cocoa in my hands. “Want some hot chocolate?”

      “Sure,” he said. “Perfect night for it.”

      “Have a seat,” I said. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      Richie dropped into one of the living room chairs as I headed into the kitchen.

      “Where is the little guy?” he asked when I returned, handing him the steaming mug.

      “Sleeping. For now, at least.”

      “Fussy kid?” asked Richie.

      “No, he’s pretty calm, all things considered. Problem is that it’s just me, so if he ever gets too much to handle, I don’t have anyone else to back me up.”

      A quick expression flashed on Richie’s face, one that struck me as odd. It almost looked, for the briefest of moments, as though he was conflicted about something. But he shook his head, and his expression quickly went back to the congenial one he’d worn since he came in.

      “It’s too bad,” he said. “Bet it would be a big help to have a dad around. It’s a damn shame that things turned out the way they did.”

      A hush of silence fell over us, one that was slightly awkward.

      “Anyway,” he said, apparently feeling the same way and shooting out a word to dispel the odd vibe in the air. “It’s good to see you, Shayna.”

      “Good to see you, too,” I said. “And thank you so much for all the goodies. But you really didn’t have to get me anything else. What sent me at the hospital was already so generous.”

      He waved his hand through the air, dismissing the notion.

      “Don’t think anything about it,” he said. “I felt terrible for not being able to visit you at the hospital after Lucas arrived, so just consider it my way of making up for it.”

      I smiled, but it really was almost too much. Richie had sent so many flowers and toys to me in the hospital that they nearly took up all the free space in my car on the way back. And now he’d brought even more.

      “Say,” he went on, “I know that he’s sleeping, but is there any chance I could at least see him?”

      “Of course,” I said. We just have to be really quiet.

      I got up and led Richie upstairs to the nursery. Once at the door, I opened it as slowly as I could. The room was shrouded in darkness, the moonlight casting a silvery sheen on the crib in the center of the room, Lucas sleeping peacefully swaddled in blankets.

      We tiptoed over and stood at the side of the crib, looking in.

      “Wow,” Richie said, whispering. “He’s beautiful.”

      “Isn’t he?” I said, a warm happiness spreading through me as I watched my baby sleeping soundly, his little chest rising and falling.

      “And I know you’re going to be a great mom,” said Richie, turning to me.

      We watched him for a few moments more before I nodded toward the doorway.

      Back in the living room, the two of us sat down around the coffee table, our mugs of hot cocoa in hand. The fire crackled, and the air was pleasant and warm.

      A pensive expression appeared on Richie’s face, one that suggested he had more on his mind than he was letting on.

      “What’s up?” I asked. “You look stressed.”

      He pursed his lips together, as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to say what he was thinking. After one more sip of cocoa, he spoke.

      “Listen,” he said. “There’s a reason I wanted to come talk to you in person, and it’s not just because I wanted to congratulate you.”

      I tilted my head, curious.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Hold on,” Richie said. He got up and headed over to the kitchen table, opening up the briefcase that he’d had slung over his shoulder when he’d arrived. After a moment, he slipped out a manila folder and brought it over.

      “What’s this?” I asked as he handed it to me.

      “Before you open it, I want to tell you why I did it. Shayla, the idea of you being a single parent was killing me. I know you’re a responsible woman, and I know you’ve got what it takes to do whatever you put your mind to. But raising a child on your own is something else. And the thought of you struggling was something I couldn’t stand.”

      Tension tightened in my belly.

      “What did you do, Richie?” I asked, my eyes locked onto the envelope.

      “I reached out to Colton’s legal team. And they responded…poorly.”

      The tension turned into a sharp, ice-cold feeling in my stomach. Without saying another word, I opened the envelope and dumped the contents out onto the coffee table. It was a single sheet of paper with a legal firm’s letterhead.

      I snatched the sheet of paper from the table and scanned it with eager eyes. Written in cold, professional text was a statement declaring that their client, Colton Cooper, emphatically denied the baby’s paternity, and any other “baseless” claims would have serious legal repercussions.

      The letter concluded ominously—“Consider this your first and final warning.”

      “I thought it was worth a shot,” said Richie. “I mean, the worst they could do is what they did there, right?”

      I couldn’t believe what I held in my hands. Tears formed in my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away.

      “I’m really, really sorry if I overstepped my bounds. But like I said, it was impossible for me to stand by.”

      “It’s…okay,” I said, placing the letter back in the envelope, the mere sight of it making me sick to my stomach. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been wondering if it was stupid to not tell him, you know? What if you were wrong, and that he’d be eager to help?”

      Richie said nothing, letting me say my piece.

      “But now I know,” I concluded. “You were right. He doesn’t want to be a part of his own child’s life.”

      Richie snorted in contempt.

      “Might even be worse than that. He could even be so cynical that he thinks you’re making it all up to get some money out of him. Guys with that much money are always paranoid about people trying to scam them out of what they have. I’ve seen it again and again.”

      Without thinking, I took my now lukewarm cocoa into my hands and took a long sip. In that plain folder on the coffee table was proof that I was alone in all of this. Any hope of Colton swooping in and doing the right thing had been dashed.

      “But I’ll tell you this until you believe it,” said Richie. “You can do this. You’re going to be the mother that this kid needs. And you don’t need to worry about work or anything like that. Sure, I was hesitant to have you working so far away, but you’ve stayed the killer employee that you’ve always been.”

      He took a quick look around the room. “And you’ve built a great little life for yourself here.”

      “Thanks, Richie,” I said. My eyes were still locked onto the envelope.

      Sensing this, Richie took it out of my sight.

      “Maybe he’ll come around,” he said. “It’s the right thing to do, and he knows it. His conscience might gnaw away at him.”

      “If he even has a conscience,” I spat.

      Richie said nothing. And just as well—there wasn’t anything to say.

      I was alone, and that plain little envelope was all the proof I needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Colton

        

        Four Months Later

      

    
    
      It was the day of the annual Christmas party, and for the first time in as long as I could remember, I wasn’t in the spirit.

      The Santa costume, the one I’d worn every year since the founding of the company, hung on the back of my office door. Any other year I’d be as excited as a kid to put that thing on and spread Christmas joy, but today was different.

      A knock sounded from my office door.

      “Come in,” I said.

      The door opened and Trey stepped in.

      “Okay,” he said, a tablet held in front of his face. “We’ve got the caterers coming in an hour. The band’s showing up at five, so they’ll be all ready when the staff starts showing up. Once the party’s in full swing, you can pop out and do your Santa thing.”

      His eyes flicked up from the tablet for long enough to notice the pile of presents for the staff on my office table, more than half of them still unwrapped.

      “You…need some help?” Trey asked.

      I shook my head and sat back in my chair. I couldn’t muster the will to even get up.

      “Nah,” I said, my tone flat. “Just taking a break.”

      A quizzical expression appeared on Trey’s trim face.

      “Okay,” he said. “Something’s up. I’m speaking to the living embodiment of Christmas cheer the day of the staff party, but you look like you’ve just been told that Santa isn’t real.”

      “Just tired, is all,” I said.

      “Now that I don’t believe,” he said, taking a seat on the edge of my desk. “Last year you were so excited for the party that I was half-convinced you’d managed to synthesize Christmas spirit in a drug and were high as heck on it.”

      He was right. I loved the holidays, but this year I couldn’t muster up the energy to care. I was only going through the motions, and I knew it.

      “You want a cup of coffee or something, boss. Or…you want to talk about whatever’s on your mind?”

      I don’t know what I’d talk about even if I did want to. The year had been killer—the CooperWare VR project had been a hit, and each fiscal quarter since the release had been better than the last. Over on the coffee table was a stack of magazines, each of them with my face on the front. My entrepreneurial dreams were coming true, and it was my favorite time of the year.

      Then why the hell was I so melancholy?

      “Nothing on my mind,” I said. “But some coffee would be nice if you wouldn’t mind grabbing it.”

      “Sure boss,” said Trey, his tone making it clear that he didn’t believe me for a second that nothing was on my mind.

      He took one last skeptical glance at me before leaving the office.

      Truth be told, I didn’t even want the coffee—what I really wanted was to be alone. I appreciated Trey’s concern, but explaining feelings that I didn’t even understand was the last thing I wanted to do.

      With great effort, I heaved myself out of the desk chair and plopped down on the couch on the other side of the office in front of the presents. Trey returned with my coffee a minute later, and after taking a sip, I picked up where I had left off wrapping.

      “I just noticed what’s strange about your office,” said Trey on his way out the door. “It’s silent in here. No Christmas music.”

      He was right. I hadn’t even noticed that I’d been sitting in silence for the entire day.

      I reached for the remote, but before picking it up my hand stopped. I realized that I didn’t want the music—I actually preferred the silence.

      Once the presents were wrapped, I could hear the bustle of caterers and staff arriving. I picked up my coffee and stepped in front of the office window, looking out onto the snow-covered city, the sky a sheet of slate gray.

      I thought about what Shayla had said last year, about how the white of fresh powder soon quickly turns to gray slush. This year, I was noticing the slush more than the powder.

      Once Shayla appeared in my mind, she wouldn’t leave. I was still upset at how things had turned out between us, all on account of that damn logo.

      Strangely, the thought of Shayla roused me. The melancholy broke for a brief moment, and I felt a tinge of happiness run through me as I thought about our time together last year.

      Was my unusual mood all because of her?

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I needed to see her again. I knew she’d told me to never talk to her, but surely she had to have put those bitter feelings behind her after so much time.

      Another knock, and Trey appeared at the door.

      “The guests are starting to show up,” he said. “You ready?”

      “Sure,” I said, the despondent tone returning to my voice.

      I filed away the thoughts of Shayla for now, instead focusing all my energy on getting through the Christmas party. It struck me as strange that I was looking at the party as something to endure rather than something to enjoy.

      I had to figure out why. I had to know why the happiest time of the year for me was making me feel worse than ever. And Shayla was the only clue I had.

      I stepped out onto the main office floor, saying my hellos to the employees. As melancholy as I felt, I did my best to put on a positive face for them. After all, they were the ones responsible for CooperWare’s best year yet, and they deserved the party and their bonuses.

      An hour later the party was in full swing, but I felt so drained that all I wanted to do was be alone. And I could sense that the staff knew there was something off about me, though no one said anything.

      It was soon time to do my Santa routine. I ducked into my office and put on the suit, the outfit feeling as heavy as a suit of armor.

      I took a deep breath in front of the office door, psyching myself up to be cheerful and jolly. I’d never before felt like Christmas was a burden, but here I was wanting it all to be over so I could be alone again.

      “Ho, ho, ho!” I exclaimed as I burst out of the office. “Merry Christmas!”

      Just saying the words was enough to sap the life out of me. The staff broke out into smiles as they saw me in my costume, the bag of gifts slung over my shoulder.

      I went through the room passing out presents and wishing good cheer, but as before I suspected they were acutely aware of how forced it all was.
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* * *

      The next morning, I awoke with purpose. Shayla appeared in my thoughts again, and I wanted more than anything to see her. Figuring I had nothing to lose, I headed out to her apartment in Bushwick.

      My stomach was tight during the trip over. There was a good chance I was making a huge mistake. That me trying to see her would result in nothing more than a door slammed in my face followed by a call from one of my lawyers letting me know that I was being slapped with a restraining order.

      But I had to try.

      I arrived at the modest brick walk-up where Shayla lived and took one more deep breath as I readied myself for whatever was about to happen.

      I hopped out of the car and entered the building, the front door propped open by a hunk of brick. Moments later I was in front of Shayla’s apartment, my stomach a tight bundle of nerves.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said under my breath as I raised my hand to knock.

      I knocked and waited. No one answered, and for a moment I worried that I’d wasted my time. Then, right as I was about to leave, the door opened.

      But it wasn’t Shayla on the other side—instead, a petite brunette who looked around college-age stood before me. She was dressed in her pajamas. The TV was on in the background, a guy about her age on the couch, his eyes locked onto me.

      “Hi,” I said. “Sorry to bother you. My name’s Colton Cooper, with CooperWare.”

      I handed over a business card from my wallet. I felt a little silly, but I wanted to put the girl’s mind at ease as quickly as I could. She looked over the card before turning her gaze back to me.

      “Are you…selling something?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “I’m actually looking for Shayla Zielinski. I’m a friend of hers. Is she here?”

      The girl shook her head. “You must have the wrong place,” she said.

      The boy called out from the couch. “You cool, babe?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “It’s fine.”

      “You don’t know her, by any chance?” I asked.

      The girl shook her head again, and my heart sank.

      “Wait a minute,” she said. “Shayla…” She repeated the name as if trying to jog her memory. “Oh! I know why that name sounds familiar. She worked with my aunt at some graphics company. She was moving out of the city and said that I could take her apartment when I moved into town.”

      Energy rushed through me.

      “Do you know where she is now?” I asked.

      “Nope,” she said. “Sorry. All I know is that she moved out of the city.”

      I knew that I wasn’t going to be getting more information here. I thanked the girl and headed out.

      So, that was it. Shayla had moved out of town, and out of my life. Part of me wondered whether what had happened between us had factored into her decision to leave the city. But it didn’t matter, either way. She was gone, and that was that.

      An hour later I was back at my apartment, a glass of wine in hand as I watched a fire roar in the fireplace.

      Nothing had been resolved. I was just as despondent as before.

      Shayla had taken a piece of me, and I wondered if there was any way I’d ever get it back.
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      The wind was especially bracing as I walked through Central Park a few days later. The curving paths of the green space were dusted with frost, the sky above blue aside from a few wispy white clouds.

      Coming to the park during the days leading up to the holidays had always been one of my favorite Christmas traditions, ever since I was a little boy and my parents would bring me here to play in the snow.

      But today, on Christmas Eve of all days, I was alone. A chill wind cut through the air, and I pulled my navy pea coat tight against the cold.

      Nothing had changed since I’d gone to look for Shayla at her old apartment. Actually, that was wrong—my melancholy feelings were the same as they’d been all season, only now I couldn’t get Shayla out of my mind.

      It was as if floodgates had broken open as soon as I accepted that she was a big part of the reason why I was feeling this way. Now that I’d allowed her to be in my thoughts, I wouldn’t be able to get her out until I saw her again, until I had some kind of resolution.

      Everything reminded me of her. Every glass of wine I drank brought me back to the bottle we shared at her apartment last Christmas. Every time I heard a woman’s laughter, it reminded me of hers. And each little bunch of mistletoe that I saw hanging up around the city reminded me of the kiss we’d shared.

      I brushed some snow off a nearby bench and took a seat, draping my arm over the back of it. As I sat and watched the families at play and the couples walking arm in arm, my melancholy intensified. All I could think about was how much I wished that Shayla was sitting next to me, her head resting against my shoulder as we watched the world go by.

      It hit me—I had to see her. Purpose gripped me and, without even thinking about it, I shot up from the bench and started down the curving path that led out of the park. Minutes later, I was in my car and headed back to my penthouse.

      I had to see Shayla again. No matter what it took.

      Once back at my apartment, I slipped out of my scarf, coat and hat and sat down in front of my computer. I opened up my employee files and pulled open Shayla’s information. It was nothing I didn’t know already, but in looking it over, I hoped to find out something new, something that might give me a hint as to where she might’ve gone.

      But there was nothing. She had no family, so there wasn’t even anyone to call. I was totally without a clue of what to do next.

      I listened to the fire crackle in the fireplace, trying to figure out what to do next. After a time, I had the desire to listen to some Christmas music for the first time this season. I don’t know what inspired it—maybe my enthusiasm for seeing Shayla again was allowing some small bit of Christmas spirit to slip into my heart.

      I aimed the remote at the speakers and clicked them on, the song “Deck the Halls”, as sung by a ’50s crooner, filling the air. I let the music drift over me, a small smile spreading across my lips as I listened to the tune.

      Sure enough, the song picked up my spirit. I found myself singing along and tapping my foot to the rhythm.

      “Deck the halls with boughs of holly,” I sang out, my fingers snapping to the beat.

      As soon as the last word left my mouth, a thought hit me.

      Holly.

      I snatched up the remote and turned down the music. Why was that word sticking in my head?

      Then it hit me. I thought back to my Christmas with Shayla, and what she’d told me about her past. She’d said that she had no happy memories of Christmas.

      None, that is, aside from that one winter on Holly Lake.

      I bounded over to my office desk and typed the words “Holly Lake” into the search engine, which pulled up a page containing the basic information on the place. It was a small town of a few thousand people just a couple hours upstate.

      I checked the time. It was a little after five. If I left now I could make it before it was too late in the evening.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and a sense of purpose like no other gripped me. I gathered my winter gear and threw them on as I headed out the door. Once I was back behind the wheel of my car, it took all the restraint I had not to tear down the streets on my way out of the city.

      The plan, if I could even call it that, was totally crazy—and I knew it. I had no reason to think that Shayla was at Holly Lake. Only a gut feeling pushed me in that direction. I found myself wondering if I was doing nothing more than clinging on to the tiniest lead I had, and I was setting myself up for disappointment.

      But I didn’t care. I had to see her again. I had to try.

      I drove through Manhattan and out onto the other side of the Lincoln Tunnel. Once on the highway, I gunned the engine, hoping to shave as many minutes as I could off the trip. Overhead the skies began to darken with fat, gray clouds.

      I was ready for whatever was ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      Lucas was snuggled on my lap as we sat on the couch in the living room. The lights were low, and a fire crackled, filling the air with warmth.

      “Hey, buddy,” I said, bouncing the boy on my knee. “You ready to open some presents?”

      Before us on the coffee table was a small tree, decorated with a few ornaments that I’d bought at the discount store and half-heartedly thrown on the thin branches.

      I’d gone back and forth about whether or not to celebrate Christmas. If I’d been alone, it would’ve been easy decision. I’d have had a glass of wine and gone to bed early, treating it like any other night. But the adorable little baby on my lap complicated all of that.

      Even though I wasn’t at all the Christmas type, something felt wrong about denying Lucas his first Christmas. So, as a compromise, I took him to town to pick up a small tree and some decorations, and that was it.

      Okay, that wasn’t everything. I couldn’t resist also picking up a tiny Santa hat, which I put on his head as soon as we got home.

      Lucas giggled and cooed, his chubby hands reaching out to the presents I’d wrapped and placed under the tree. It was almost as if he knew what this holiday was all about, as silly as that sounds. I picked the smallest of the three and handed it to him.

      But before I helped him open it, I realized that I needed something in the air, some music. I flicked on the stereo and Christmas carols began playing, “Deck the Halls” coming through the speakers. My first instinct was to change the station, but instead I chose to let them play.

      Maybe there was a tiny shred of Christmas spirit in me after all.

      I helped Lucas with the presents, meaning that I opened them up while his chubby hands patted down here and there. I hadn’t gone crazy, only buying a few small toys, but it felt good to do something for my little guy. Just because I was a bit of a Grinch didn’t mean that he couldn’t have some fun.

      Once the presents were opened, I carried Lucas over to the fridge. I pulled out the pre-made Christmas dinner I’d bought from the diner downtown and stuck it in the oven. I fed Lucas his dinner, and by the time he was good and full, my dinner was ready.

      I watched the skies outside as I ate, noticing that the clouds were growing thicker and darker by the minute.

      By the time I was done and had finished my glass of wine, I began to feel restless—restless and nostalgic. I had the sudden urge to take Lucas and head down to the shores of the lake, back to the same places where I’d played with Jamie so long ago.

      I got myself bundled up and ready to go, then did the same for Lucas. Once he was ready, I strapped him into the stroller and headed out.

      A hard wind blasted me as soon as I shut the door, and for a moment I wondered if going out was a bad idea. The skies were still getting darker, and a few of the larger clouds looked heavy with snow. But as soon as the wind died down, I decided that a little stroll wouldn’t hurt. After all, the shore was right by the house.

      I pushed Lucas down to the lakefront, the water shimmering with ice and the trees that ringed it frosted with snow. The wind howled low but other than that, the scene was about as peaceful and serene as I could’ve hoped for.

      “You see that?” I asked Lucas. “That’s the lake your mommy grew up by. For a little while, anyway.”

      Lucas giggled and cooed in his stroller, his mittened hands reaching out toward the frozen lake.

      It was all just like I’d remembered it. In my mind I was right back to that winter with Jamie, the two of us building snow forts on the bank of the lake, nothing on our minds but the fun we were having. I remembered going back inside of the cabin covered in snow, my foster parents getting me out of my cold clothes and plopping me in front of the fire and putting a cup of hot cocoa in my hands.

      I wondered what it would be like to have a childhood filled with those memories, rather than simply having a handful of them. I squatted down by Lucas, taking in the sight of his cheeks red with cold, a happy smile on his face. I vowed that I’d give him the childhood he deserved, one that was filled with joy and happy memories. The one that I never had.

      And I’d do it even if he didn’t have a father around.

      I stood up and pushed Lucas along further, the two of us making our way along the edge of the lake. More and more memories flooded my mind, and I let myself become lost in them, like they were the sweetest, richest glass of wine in the world.

      Before I knew it, the two of us had walked all the way around to the other side of the lake. Overhead, the gray clouds had gotten even thicker. Any trace of the last bits of sunlight had been blotted out, leaving everything cast in an eerie shroud. The clouds looked about ready to release snow at any moment, and I knew I needed to hurry and get home before I got stuck in whatever was about to come down.

      “Okay, buddy,” I said to Lucas. “Time to go home.”

      The first few flakes of snow drifted down as we reached the halfway point back to the house. I pushed Lucas along faster, his coos carrying across the frozen span of the lake.
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      “It’s looking like the storm is heading into the metro region sooner than expected. And it looks to be a monster. Experts are advising New Yorkers to stay in their homes unless they absolutely have to. Stay tuned, and we’ll keep you posted on more details as they come in.”

      I flicked the weather station off, turning the radio back to some Christmas carols. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that the weather was bad. A quick glance at the clouds in the sky in front of me made that very, very clear.

      But I was getting close to Holly Lake. A quick check of my GPS showed that I was only ten minutes away.

      As I approached the town, I realized that I didn’t even have a plan. I had no idea if Shayla was here, and even if she was, how I would find her.

      It didn’t matter. I’d do whatever it took. I’d ask everyone who would speak to me, and if I found out she wasn’t here, I’d start from square one.

      During the drive, I’d considered the possibility that I was being crazy—that I ought to turn around and head back to the city. But actually, the opposite happened. With each passing mile I became more and more certain that I was doing the right thing.

      A sign indicated where to turn off, and after a little more driving, I arrived in the small downtown of Holly Lake. It was a charming little place that seemed almost out of another time. The main drag was lined by small businesses, and the few pedestrians out and about were bundled up in their winter gear.

      Once I was in the center of downtown, I pulled over and considered my next move. I didn’t know a soul here, and I knew that if I was going to staying for a while, I’d need to get a hotel. But that could all wait. Right now, I needed something to eat. I’d gotten so caught up in my trip that I hadn’t had a bite all day.

      I stopped in the small downtown diner, the place decked out in Christmas décor and carols on the jukebox. Only a smattering of other people were there. I ordered a cup of soup and some coffee as I planned what to do next.

      About halfway into my cup, an idea hit me—the lake.

      Shayla had told me about the memories she’d made with her foster family there, and it was as good of a place to start as any.

      I finished my meal and paid up, a new burst of energy running through me.

      Outside, the snow began to drift down from the heavy clouds above. My plan was to head to the lake and see what I could find. If I didn’t learn anything new, I’d get a room and spend my Christmas here in Holly Lake. Not the ideal plan, but at least the name was fitting.

      I asked the waitress for directions on the way out, and she drew me a quick map on a napkin. I wished her a merry Christmas before hurrying out the front door.

      The road to the lake winded through the woods, eventually leading me to a flat stretch of land. I found a small parking lot and got out. Glancing up above, I watched as the clouds roiled and churned—a storm was coming.

      A small walking path led me through the woods, which eventually cleared as I approached the lake.

      It was a huge body of water, big enough that I could hardly see around to the other side. Brown cabins surrounded the lake, smoke billowing up from most of their chimneys. I scanned the houses, wondering which one was the place where Shayla had spent those few happy winter months.

      A path led around the lake, and I began walking. It looked as though it’d take me an hour to walk around it, so I decided that was what I was going to do. I stuffed my gloved hands into the pockets of my coat after tightening my scarf and started off.

      As I walked, I imagined what I would do if I did happen to find Shayla here. I’d been so caught up in my trip that I’d forgotten that the last time we talked she told me never to speak to her again, and I prepared myself for the possibility that even if I did find her, the trip might’ve all been in vain.

      The more I walked, the more I began to accept that my plan was silly, that the odds of me finding Shayla here were beyond slim. As I stopped to look out over the gorgeous lake, I decided that even if I couldn’t find her, at least I’d be with her in spirit. Even if I couldn’t be with her in person, I could at least be with a part of her history.

      A low rumble sounded from above when I was about halfway around the lake. More flurries began to come down, these thicker and heavier than the ones before. Another chill wind picked up, and I realized that the time to end my walk was now.

      But I was already halfway around the lake, so the only way back was the way I’d come. I started off, the snow picking up more and more with each step. It wasn’t long before my visibility began to drop. I tucked my head down and trudged on, the snow accumulating around my feet as I walked.

      Then, out of nowhere, the cry of a baby cut through the low howl of the wind. I stopped in my tracks, looking around for the source of the wail. The snow blowing around me, I spotted the figure of a woman further around the lake. She struck me at once as very familiar, as though I’d seen her somewhere before.

      I hurried on. And as I drew closer, I realized why the woman was so familiar.

      Shayla.

      At first, I was convinced I was seeing things, that she was the snow equivalent of a mirage. But the closer I got, the more certain I was that it was her. Through the blowing white sheets of snow, I watched as she tucked the baby close to her body and trudged away from the lake, toward one of the cabins.

      “Shayla!”

      I called out, but the wind had picked up to the point where my voice didn’t carry very far at all. I yelled out again, but it was no use. The figure disappeared into the snow and was gone.

      All I could do was hurry after her. But the snow had picked up even more, and it was getting hard to walk. Then, as I tromped up the hill away from the lake and toward where Shayla had gone, I stepped on a patch of slick, wet snow and toppled over.

      I hit the ground hard, cold and pain spreading through my body.

      “Shit,” I yelled out, just as mad at myself as I was at the snow and cold.

      Before I could climb to my feet, a figure appeared out of the snow.

      It was a woman, but not the one I’d seen before.

      Standing over me, the snow curling on the wind around her, she spoke.

      “Are you Colton Cooper?”
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      The warmth of the cabin was the sweetest relief I could’ve imagined. I shut the door hard behind me, blocking out the freezing wind and blowing snow. As soon as I was safe inside, I set down Lucas and got out of my wet winter gear. Once everything was hung up, I rushed over to Lucas on the couch, scooping him up and looking him over.

      He was a little red from the cold, but he had a big smile on his face. Relief washed over me as I realized that he was fine. The snow had been bad enough that I’d had to take him out of his stroller and leave it near the lake, but I figured I could go back and get it later. It wasn’t like anyone around here would be swiping an abandoned baby stroller.

      I got Lucas out of his wet clothes and into some clean ones. Once he was changed, he let out an adorable little yawn.

      “I think you’re about ready for bed, little guy,” I said, sitting down on the couch and holding him up on my lap. “Did you have a good first Christmas Eve, my love?”

      He regarded me with a sleepy expression.

      “Not much for conversation right now, I see,” I said with a smile. “Maybe in the morning.”

      I carried Lucas to his nursery, tucked him in, and gave him a soft kiss on the forehead. He let out a gentle coo in response.

      “Night, night, darling,” I said before turning off the lights and shutting the door.

      Once back in the living room, I regarded the small tree and crackling fire. Was this really how I wanted to spend my Christmases? Sure, being with Lucas was enough to make me happier than I’d ever thought possible, but there was still something missing.

      Something more.

      It was reasonably early in the evening, so I decided to have a cup of tea and cozy up in front of the fireplace with a book. Before sitting down I turned the stereo back on, Christmas carols starting up again as soon as I did.

      Once I’d gotten settled in, however, a knock sounded from the front door.

      I set the book down on my lap and looked around suspiciously. Who on earth would be coming over at this hour, and in this weather? I wondered if it was Richie, coming by in the blizzard to make another unannounced visit.

      I set the book down and approached the front door. As I got closer, I could hear the low howl of the wind.

      I placed my hand on the knob, no idea who to expect on the other side of the door. With a quick turn and a pull, I opened it up to reveal the very last person I’d expected to see.

      Colton.

      I was so stunned that I couldn’t even begin to think of something to say. When I managed to open my mouth, no sound came out and my breath caught in my throat.

      “Merry Christmas, Shayla,” he said with a warm smile on his face. “Can I come in?”

      In the back of my head, I remembered that he was still my enemy. But the shock prevented me from doing anything other than stepping aside and mumbling a “yes.”

      I shut the door behind him and watched in disbelief as he took off his snow-covered coat and scarf.

      “Oh, great,” he said, turning his attention to the fire. “Just what I need.”

      He stepped over to the fire and squatted down in front of it, holding out his hands and warming himself. I continued to watch him as though he was some figment of my imagination, as though he’d disappear at any moment, and I’d wake up on the couch with my book in my lap.

      Finally, I regained my ability to talk.

      “Colton,” I said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He turned, his handsome profile backlit by the flickering glow of the fire.

      “I’m here to see you, of course,” he said with a smile. “I figured you’d be having another low-key holiday and decided to make it a little more fun. But this was a last-minute trip, so no Santa costume and bag of goodies this time.”

      He turned around and took a seat in the chair across from the couch. Now that the shock was beginning to wear off, I began to remember why I hadn’t wanted to speak to him.

      “Colton,” I said, speaking slowly and calmly. “Do you remember what I said the last time we spoke?”

      “I do,” he said solemnly. “You told me to never talk to you ever again.”

      “And…here you are,” I said. “Talking to me. In my home.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, waving my hands in front of my face. “How did you even find me?”

      “I wanted to talk to you, but when I went to your old apartment, I found out that you were gone, that you’d moved out of the city. I had no idea where you’d gone off to, but then I remembered that Holly Lake was a place that had been really important to you, and I figured that it’d be a good first place to start.

      When I got stuck in the snow just now, I bumped into your friend Jamie. She recognized me, and I told her why I was here. And she was more than happy to let me know where you were living.”

      Jamie. I’d deal with her later.

      “And you just figured that you’d come up here and knock on my door and I’d, what, be happy to see you or something?”

      “I didn’t know how you’d react, to be honest,” he said. “I knew there was a good chance that you’d just slam the door in my face.”

      “I could still tell you to get the hell out of here,” I said. “It’s not as though I’m not still furious at you.”

      “Please,” he said. “Hear me out before you make any decisions.”

      I said nothing, crossing my arms in front of me and regarding him with an expression that said “fine, go ahead—say your piece.”

      “Shayla,” he began. “A year has gone by, and I’ve thought about you every day. I know the time we spent together was short, but you left a mark on my heart that won’t go away. And I didn’t admit it to myself at the time, but when you told me that you never wanted to hear from me again, it was like something had been ripped out of me.”

      I continued to stay silent, but I felt my expression begin to soften.

      “I was in something like shock,” Colton went on. “The Christmas we spent together was one of the happiest I’ve ever had, and though the holidays aren’t exactly the most joyous time of the year for you, I knew that you had to have felt the same way. I started to get ahead of myself and wonder if maybe there was a future for you and me. It sounds silly considering what happened next, but you had an effect on me that made me feel like a kid in love for the first time.”

      My arms fell to my sides. I wanted to stay mad, but his words were making it hard.

      “I don’t know what I did to make you so mad. But I swear that if I could go back in time and undo it, I would. I’ve tried to live without you, but I know now that I can’t.”

      He paused and looked away for a long moment, as if trying to gather the courage to say what he now had on his mind. Finally, he spoke.

      “And the baby,” he said. “You’re a mother now?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m a mother.”

      Even though it’d been months since Lucas was born, it was still strange to refer to myself as a mom. But just saying the word caused a surge of joy to fill my heart.

      “And…your baby. He can’t be more than a few months old.”

      I nodded. I could tell he’d put the timeline together in his head.

      “Then that means…he’s mine?”

      I took a deep breath and let the air flow evenly out through my nostrils. I turned my gaze toward the fire.

      This was it. This was the moment when the truth I’d tried to run from had finally caught up to me. And there was no use lying, even if I wanted to.

      “Yes,” I said. “He’s yours.”

      “He?” asked Colton. “He’s…a boy? I have a son? What’s his name?”

      “Lucas,” I said. “After the foster father who lived in this house.”

      “Lucas,” he repeated softly. His eyes glistened with what looked like tears. But he composed himself before one could leak out. A smile of total peace and contentment hung on his lips, as though he’d just been given a piece of news that would make the rest of his life fall into place.

      But then a thought occurred to me.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “What are you doing pretending like you don’t know about all of this?”

      Colton frowned. “What are you talking about?” he asked. “I had no idea about any of this. Until today I had no idea where you lived, let alone that you had a son.”

      Now I was the one who was confused.

      “But you denied the paternity. You told me to never talk to you about any of this ever again under threat of defamation.”

      Now he was looking at me like I’d just started speaking in tongues. He raised his hands, as if to say “Okay, you need to slow down.”

      “Shayla,” he said. “I, honest to God, have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re really going to need to fill me in on some details here.”

      “Richie,” I said. “He told me that he wrote to your legal team, letting you know that you had a son. And he told me the response from your lawyers was that you’d deny the paternity with everything you had, and if I pushed the matter, you’d take me to court.”

      “He sent this to my legal team?” he asked.

      “That’s what I just said.”

      Colton shook his head in disbelief.

      “Shayla,” he said. “I don’t know what else to tell you, but my lawyers never approached me about this.”

      I sat there stunned for a moment. Then I remembered the letter that Richie had left.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      I shot up and hurried into my office, rooting through my files until I came across the letter. Upon seeing it, a fresh wave of anger ran through me.

      Document in hand, I returned to the living room and shoved it in Colton’s face.

      “Here,” I said. “The letter your legal team sent me to basically tell me to screw off. Or was it such a minor detail to the ultra-important Colton Cooper that you’d forgotten all about it?”

      He took the letter out of my hand and began reading it eagerly. I dropped back into my seat, watching his eyes scan over the paper. When he was done, he looked up at me, a shocked expression on his face.

      “Shayla,” he said. “I don’t know what else to tell you but this—that letter is a forgery.”

      “What?” I breathed. I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right.

      “Trust me,” he said. “I’ve read through enough letters by the legal team to know what they look like. And this…I mean, it looks similar enough, but there are all kinds of little details that aren’t right. It’s a fake, there’s no doubt about it.”

      I sat back, not sure what to make of this.

      “Shayla,” Colton said, speaking slowly and calmly. “This is the absolute first I’m hearing about any of this. I would never lie about something so serious as paternity. And I’d never, ever react that way after learning I was a dad.”

      It was so strange. I couldn’t quite process what I was hearing.

      “Let’s try and work this out rationally,” he said. “What was the reason that you told me never to talk to you again?”

      I scoffed and crossed my arms. “Now you’re going to try to get out of that?” I asked. “Unbelievable.”

      “I’m not trying to get out of anything,” he said. “I just want to know what I did to make you cut me out of your life so drastically.”

      I was shocked he didn’t know. But the news about the paternity had turned me upside down. So I indulged him.

      “The logo,” I said. “The Pegasus that I left in your office after me and Richie’s presentation. You took it and made it your logo.”

      “I did,” he said. “What about it?”

      “You stole it from me!” I said, jabbing an accusing finger in his direction. “You took advantage of the fact that the logo wasn’t copyrighted and used it, knowing that you wouldn’t have to pay a penny. And you had to know that I’d find out eventually. You just didn’t give a damn.”

      However shocked he was before was nothing compared to the look on his face now. He looked like I’d just told him that he’d been living in a simulation his entire life.

      “What?” he said. “Shayla, I used that logo because you let me. You sold it to me, fair and square.”

      I didn’t know what to say.
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      Something was unraveling in front of me. For the last year I’d been under the impression that Colton was nothing more than an underhanded liar, and I’d been ready to spend the rest of my life thinking that. But now, here he was arguing every detail of what I thought I knew.

      “Tell me what you think happened,” I said.

      “It’s very simple,” Colton said. “I loved your Pegasus logo from the moment I saw it. Not only was the work incredible, but it was also just the sort of image I wanted for the new look I was planning on the release of the virtual reality program. So, on the first work day of the New Year, I gave Richie a call and let him know I wanted to buy it.”

      “You did…what?” I asked. My voice wavered, and I put a hand out to steady myself.

      “He told me he’d run it by you and let me know what you said. An hour later he gives me a call and says that you signed off on it and that my offer was fine with you. So I sent him a wire payment. He said he’d add it to your next bonus. And that’s all there was to it. Or so I thought.”

      I must have been pale as a sheet, because he leaned forward and clapped his hands down on his knees.

      “Wait, you think I just stole it from you? As in, I saw it and just decided to make it mine without paying you or giving you any kind of credit? Did you check the website where I make sure to have you listed as the creator of the logo?”

      I hadn’t. I’d been so mad at Colton that the time Richie showed me the logo was the last time I’d looked at the site.

      “I couldn’t believe that you’d done it,” I told him, “but that’s what Richie said, and I just figured that I’d misjudged you. That while you seemed like such a great, caring guy on the surface, it was all to hide the calculated businessman you were underneath.

      “And Richie was so convincing. He told me that what you’d done was par for the course with men like you. He told me that it was good I learned the lesson now, before I got burned even harder in the future. So, I decided to cut you out of my life.”

      “Richie,” Colton spat. “He’s the common denominator in all of this. He’s the reason that you and I have spent the last year away from each other, and he’s the reason I’m just now finding out about my son.”

      He was right. Richie was at the center of the lies that had shaped my life for the last year. If he hadn’t done what he’d did, then…I couldn’t even imagine what my life would look like now.

      But I had to be sure.

      “You can prove all of this?” I asked Colton.

      “I can,” he said. “I made a payment to Richie, and he signed the documents giving me rights to the Pegasus design. As far as the matter of the paternity question, well, it’s harder to prove that something never happened, but you can ask my lawyers and judge their confused expressions for yourself.”

      I knew that none of this was going to be necessary. Sitting there with Colton, watching his face and hearing his words, I knew that he was telling the truth. The man across from me was the man that I’d known him to be. And the man Richie had warned me about was nothing more than a figment of Richie’s imagination.

      “Why would he do all of this?” asked Colton. “Why would he go to all this trouble? Is he…in love with you?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Richie’s so obsessed with his company that he’s pretty much a monk. And he’s never once even made the slightest hint of a pass at me. That can’t be it.”

      “Then what would it be?” asked Colton. “There has to be some kind of motivation.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “He’d always seemed like he was on the level. But now I’m learning that he was the man I shouldn’t have trusted.”

      “There’s only one thing to do,” said Colton. “We have to talk to him.”

      “You mean I have to go back to New York?” I asked.

      Colton paused for a long moment before speaking again.

      “Not right now,” he said. “We can deal with him later. What I need to know right now is that you trust me. Because if you still have any lingering doubts about what’s happened, I need to hear them. You and I, we’re parents now. And we can’t have any mistrust between the two of us.”

      My first instinct was to say yes, but I knew that I needed to think the question over. He was right—that little sleeping angel in the other room meant that Colton and I were inexorably linked from now until forever.

      I had to decide now if he was someone I could share my life with in such a major way. And as I sat across from him, looking into his eyes, I saw nothing but love and warmth and concern. Colton was the man I’d always thought he was, the man that he’d shown me to be. Now that Richie’s lies had been swept away, I felt as though everything was at it should be.

      “Yes,” I said. “I trust you.”

      And I meant it.

      A broad, loving smile formed on Colton’s face.

      “Then…can I see my son?”

      “Of course.”

      It was beyond adorable how excited Colton was to see Lucas, and I didn’t want to make him wait any longer.

      We walked upstairs to the nursery, with me leading the way. I turned the knob and opened the door, revealing our baby boy still asleep in his crib.

      I could see that Colton wanted to run up to him as fast as he could, but instead checked himself and stepped slowly and carefully toward the crib, where he placed his hands on the edge and looked down.

      “Oh my God,” Colton whispered as I stepped to his side. “He’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I turned my eyes down to Lucas, who was still sleeping peacefully. I couldn’t get enough of the gentle rise and fall of his chest, or how his tiny fingers wriggled.

      He was beautiful and perfect. And he was mine.

      He was ours.

      “Hey little guy,” said Colton, whispering softly. “I know you can’t hear me, but I’m your dad. We’re going to meet tomorrow, and it’s going to be the best Christmas ever.”

      He reached down with care, knowing he was about to touch something infinity priceless and fragile, and stroked one of Lucas’s chubby cheeks with his fingertip. I glanced over to see a single tear dart down Colton’s cheek.

      “I can’t believe it,” he said. “I just can’t believe it.”

      “Well, you two can meet tomorrow,” I said, holding back tears. “But let’s let the little guy get some beauty rest.”

      Colton hurriedly wiped the tear away from his face and nodded. The two of us left the nursery as quietly as we’d entered, shutting the door slowly behind us.

      “That’s our baby in there,” said Colton as the two of us made our way back to the living room, where the air was warm and the fire crackled.

      He pointed to a bottle of wine that was sitting on the kitchen counter.

      “I think I could do with a glass,” he said.

      “Have a seat,” I said. “I think I’ll join you.”

      Colton sat down on the couch, and as I approached him with the wine, I realized I had the decision to sit across from him or next to him.

      I chose next.

      We sipped our wine in silence at first, both of us watching the fire. But as the minutes passed, our bodies moved closer and closer to one another’s. Soon, only inches separated us.

      I couldn’t believe that the man I’d spent the last year loathing was now sitting on the couch next to me, his body so close to mine that I could feel the heat radiating from it. I wanted nothing more than to be even closer to him, to be curled up at his side the way I was last Christmas.

      And he seemed to know what was on my mind, because Colton turned to me and moved his arm around my shoulders, bringing me in close. I moved to his side right away, tucking my head into the crook of his arm.

      “We’ve let a lot of time get away from us, Shayla,” he said. “I could’ve been here for you this last year, done what I could to make this all easier for you.”

      He was right, but there was nothing we could do about that now.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I said. “What’s done is done. All we can do now is look forward.”

      He nodded, understanding right along with me that fretting about what had already happened was pointless.

      The future, by contrast, was stretched out in front of us, full of possibilities. All seemed like it was right in the world—Lucas was sleeping in the other room, and his parents were curled up cozy on the couch.

      What more could I need?

      But just as I finished forming the question, Colton answered it. He turned toward me, his mint-green eyes gorgeous in the low light of the room. He took my chin in his hand and brought me in close.

      And then he kissed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      His lips on mine was the one thing I’d been missing. The sensation of his mouth on mine made it clear as day that I’d been kidding myself in denying that I wanted him. I’d hated him, sure, but that didn’t make my attraction to him any less real, the need for his body against mine any less enticing.

      We kissed softly, as Christmas carols wafted through the air like a dreamy breeze. His body was so warm and inviting that I couldn’t resist pressing myself against him. Colton moved his other arm around me, wrapping it around my hip as he drew me even closer.

      Our kisses were soft at first, almost chaste. It made sense—intimacy between the two of us had been unthinkable even a couple of hours ago; as much as I wanted him, I needed to be eased into it. And Colton, being the man he was, seemed to sense that. He didn’t rush into anything, instead continuing to kiss me gently and tenderly.

      “I’ve missed this,” I said, taking my lips away from his for long enough to speak. “I told myself I didn’t, but I did.”

      “And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” he said. “But we don’t need to worry about that anymore. We have each other now.”

      He was right. All of that was behind us. Right then, at that moment, all that mattered was what we had.

      Our kisses picked up intensity, and soon our mouths opened enough for our tongues to explore. God, he tasted divine—delicious and manly and everything I wanted. And the feeling of his large, strong hands on my body pushed me toward new heights of passion. I needed more and more—kissing wasn’t going to be enough.

      Once again, he read my mind. Colton took his mouth from mine and stood up from the couch. He extended his hand to me, and I took it, knowing exactly what it meant.

      “Shall we?” he said. “It’s been too long.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. I took his hand, Colton’s fingers wrapping around mine as he pulled me to my feet. Hand in hand, the two of us made our way through the house and up the stairs.

      Soon we were at the threshold of the bedroom. The curtains were open, and I couldn’t help but rush over to see what was happening outside.

      Colton joined me, and for a time the two of us watched the snow drift down from the sky, the flurries illuminated by the moonlight that streamed down through the narrow cracks in the clouds above. The frozen lake stretched out into the distance. It was quiet, and peaceful, and perfect.

      “Coming around on the season yet?” he asked, turning his eyes to mine.

      “Not quite yet,” I said. “I might need just a little more convincing.”

      Colton smiled, clearly up to the challenge.

      He pressed his lips against mine as he guided me slowly toward the bed. Once the two of us were on top of it, the intensity increased, passion now coursing through my body like liquid fire. Arousal took hold of me, blotting out any thoughts other than ones of Colton and how much I craved him.

      And he felt the same way. Below my waist I felt the pressure of his manhood against my leg, and knowing he was hard for me only served to turn me on even more.

      Colton’s hands moved down my body, over my breasts that strained against my sweater, and came to a rest on my hips. Once there, he slipped his fingers under the thick fabric and onto my bare skin.

      I let out a long sigh of pleasure at his touch, not realizing until that moment how desperately I’d desired it. Colton kissed me hard again, his touch traveling up and taking the sweater with it, until it was high enough for him to take it off over my shoulders. Once it was gone, my upper body was bare aside from the lacy black bra I wore.

      I returned the favor, helping him out of the impossibly soft cashmere sweater he wore and exposing the gorgeous, toned upper body underneath. I ran my hands over the hand lines of his muscles as he went to work on the strap of my bra, unfastening it and letting my breasts tumble free. His mouth moved over my breasts, kissing the delicate skin as I ran my hands through his thick hair.

      “Don’t stop,” I moaned. “Please, don’t stop.”

      I could tell that he had no intention of stopping. Colton continued, his hands working on the button and zipper of my pants and hurriedly working my bottoms off. Soon he had me nude underneath him. His eyes devouring me as he propped himself up on his arms, his muscles thick and bulging.

      But as soon as I was naked a tinge of insecurity ran through me. I was still trim and shapely, but pregnancy had put pounds on me that I hadn’t been able to totally get rid of.

      “I’m…still trying to get back to how I looked before the baby,” I said. “It’s a work in progress.”

      But nothing about his gaze hinted that he was even slightly disappointed in what he saw.

      “You’re so beautiful that it almost hurts to look at you,” he said. “And I’m not going to hear another word otherwise.”

      As if to underline his point, Colton lunged down and kissed me hard, and my hands swept over his abs and came to a rest on the buckle of his belt. I went to work quickly getting it all undone. Soon his pants were down, his member taut against his gray boxer-briefs.

      He helped me with the rest, and within seconds the two of us were naked and under the covers, our flesh warm and yearning for the other’s. Colton’s hand caressed my inner thigh and came to a rest on my sex, which was warm and wet and ready for him.

      “You’re so beautiful, Shayla,” he breathed. “So damn beautiful.”

      “I could listen to you say that all day,” I said with a smile.

      “If you’re not careful, you just might.”

      Right then, something about his eyes and his touch and his mouth and everything else filled me with a love that I couldn’t even begin to describe. And then, as if anticipating me, as if one step ahead of me, he spoke.

      “I love you, Shayla. I’ve spent the last year loving you but thinking I’d never see you again. And now that I have you in my arms…”

      Tears of joy formed in my eyes.

      “I know,” I said. “But you don’t need to worry about any of that. I’m here and Lucas is here, and you don’t need to worry about us going anywhere. I love you, too.”

      I kissed him softly, and the desire returned to his eyes. This was obviously the exact answer that he wanted to hear. Our kiss intensified, our hands almost frantically moving over each other’s body.

      One of his hands caressed and kneaded my breasts while the other rubbed between my legs, the pleasure pulsing out through my body from below. I moaned and writhed at his touch, but I knew that it wasn’t going to be enough.

      My fingers wrapped around Colton’s manhood, grasping him tightly. He was hot and thick and hard in my hand—just how I wanted him. I stroked him slowly as he touched me, soft, manly grunts slipping past his lips as I fondled his head.

      “I need you,” I moaned. “I need you inside of me now.”

      No further convincing was necessary. Colton took his hands from my body and climbed on top of me. He lowered himself just enough for the tip of his head to graze my sex, sending a shiver of delight through my body.

      Colton dipped his head down, kissing and sucking my nipples before reaching below and taking hold of himself, pointing his manhood right where I wanted it and sliding into me.

      Inch by inch he penetrated me, filling me with his thick warmth. I was more than ready for him as he glided in deep, and soon he was buried to the hilt.

      Once he was fully sheathed, Colton held fast for a moment, allowing me to get accustomed to the feeling of his thickness and his length inside of me. Colton’s member was almost intimidatingly big, and as desperately as I wanted it, I needed a second to come to grips with how much was inside of me.

      Soon he was sliding in and out of me, each thrust pushing a new burst of ecstasy through my body. Colton lifted himself up, his eyes locking onto mine as he moved in and out of me, his expression a perfect blend of deep love and animal lust.

      I clamped down onto his hips, moving my hands until they came to a rest on his perfect, round ass. Then I lifted my legs, wrapping them around his body. I wanted Colton locked against me, his hard, muscular body pressed against mine. I wanted to feel the beating of his heart against my chest.

      More than anything, I wanted him all for myself.

      His thrusting picked up in speed, and I could sense by the intensity in his eyes that he was close. And I was right there with him. He pushed deep into me over and over again, the smell of his musk mixing with the warmth of his skin to provide the perfect sensory experience.

      I moaned and writhed underneath him, my face forming an expression of pleasure that was so intense that it must’ve looked pained.

      Unable to hold off a moment longer, I came. The orgasm exploded through my body, causing me to shake and thrash and moan like I’d never done before. Colton’s orgasm was next, and he came deep inside of me. His muscles tensed and flexed under my touch, and when we’d both finished he collapsed on top of me, breathing hard.

      I kissed him softly on the shoulder, a thin sheen of sweat on his skin that left a salty taste on my lips.

      After a time, Colton rolled off me and to my side. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled my body close. I placed my head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heartbeat as I watched the snow drift down.

      “Let me check something,” said Colton, bending down to grab his pants.

      “Please tell me you’re not getting dressed to go out in this,” I said.

      “Nope,” he said, rooting through his pockets. “Just wanted to see if…” He took out his phone and checked it, a smile crossing his face as he did. “Yep,” he said. “It’s after midnight. It’s officially Christmas.”

      He set the phone on the nightstand and turned his attention back to me. “Merry Christmas,” he said.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said back, my heart bursting with joy.

      Then he chuckled to himself.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Just thinking about how it’s only a minute into the holiday, and I’ve already gotten everything I want.”

      I couldn’t resist kissing him.

      “The feeling’s more than mutual.”
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      Waking up next to Colton had been wonderful the first time, but after the life-changing revelations of the past twenty-four hours, that morning felt precious beyond compare.

      I watched his sleepy eyes flutter open, revealing that gorgeous mint green, followed by his mouth spreading into a contented smile.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said right back.

      Colton hopped up and looked out the window. I joined him and saw that a fresh sheet of snow covered the ground, the sky above cloudless and blue.

      “Perfect Christmas weather,” he said.

      “Yep, and I even kind of like the snow now that I’m living somewhere it has a chance to stick around for a while.”

      “That’s the spirit,” he said before turning and planting a kiss on my lips.

      He stood up and stretched, giving me a full view of his taut, muscular body as he tensed and released.

      “But it wouldn’t be Christmas without a nice breakfast,” I said. “Right? I’m still kind of new to all this stuff.”

      He turned and grinned. “Good thing you have me to teach you how to do Christmas right. And yes, breakfast would be wonderful.”

      “Hmm,” I said, pulling the blanket up over my body and thinking the matter over. “I have eggs and bacon, but not much else. I totally spaced on getting prepared for the storm.”

      “Then how about this—you get started on breakfast, and I’ll get the driveway shoveled. Are there any stores around here that might be open today?”

      I thought the matter over.

      “Yeah, there’s one of the big-box stores in Adeline, one town over. But they’re only open for a few hours today.”

      “A few hours are all I need,” said Colton. “Once we’re all done with breakfast, I’ll get some things for tonight. Then we can do Christmas right.”

      “The big man is going to trek into the wilderness?” I asked with a smile. “So brave.”

      He grinned again. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Before either of us could say anything else, a baby’s cry cut through the air.

      “Looks like someone’s ready to meet you,” I said.

      “Let’s go see him,” he said. “It’s about the best present I could wake up to on Christmas morning.”

      The two of us threw on some clothes and hurried into Lucas’s room. Sure enough, my baby was wailing his little lungs out, his face a deep shade of red and his hands balled into tiny fists.

      “He’s so beautiful,” said Colton, looking down at him.

      I scooped him up and brought him close to my chest.

      “He might get a little less cute when he’s woken you up for the third time in the same night.”

      “Maybe so,” said Colton. “But still, he’s perfect.”

      I sat down in the rocking chair in the room and prepared to feed him. Once Lucas was at it, he stopped crying right away.

      “I’ll start on our breakfast after he’s had his,” I said.

      “Take your time,” said Colton. “I’ll get started on clearing the drive.”

      But he didn’t go anywhere. For a few moments, he simply stood watching Lucas and me, his eyes locked onto the baby.

      “It’s unreal,” he said. “I always thought I’d be a father someday, but now that it’s here…it’s like a dream.”

      Tears formed in my eyes. I stuck out my hand and he took it, giving it a firm squeeze.

      “Okay,” he said at last. “That snow’s not going to shovel itself.”

      “Go and work up an appetite,” I said. “I’ll be ready for you when you’re done.”

      He nodded and stepped out of the room, but not before taking one last loving look at Lucas and me.

      Once he was gone, I finished up with Lucas and brought him downstairs. Through the window I watched as Colton, shovel in hand, set to work in the front yard. I put Lucas into his seat and flicked on the stereo, the unmistakable sound of carols filling the house.

      Now, instead of being annoyed by the carols, or even just tolerating them, they actually brought me enjoyment. As I made some coffee and prepared the eggs and bacon, I found myself humming and singing along.

      And not only that, but a big smile was on my face as I hummed them. Lucas, seated happily in his chair, cooed and giggled as he watched his mommy sing along to all the hits.

      After a time, the door opened behind me. I stopped in the middle of my song and turned around to see Colton, his face red from the cold.

      “Oh, don’t let me stop you,” he said. “I’m just surprised to hear that you’ve got such a beautiful voice to go with the rest of you.”

      I blushed and waved my hand through the air.

      “Enough with the buttering up,” I said. “And sit your butt down.”

      Colton stripped out of his coat and hung it up, the dusting of snow falling onto the hardwood floor. Then he kicked off his boots and took off his gloves, plopping down into the chair as he did. I poured a big mug of steaming black coffee, setting it down in front of him, and he quickly wrapped his hands around it.

      “Hey there, buddy,” he said, reaching over and tickling Lucas’s belly, causing him to let out a happy giggle. “Could’ve used your help out there—just because you’re only a foot tall doesn’t mean you can’t shovel some snow, you know.”

      I laughed as I plated up the bacon and eggs.

      “Hope you’re hungry,” I said. “Because I made a ton.”

      “Works for me,” he said.

      I placed a heaping plate of eggs and bacon in front of Colton, and he didn’t waste any time polishing it off.

      “Damn,” I said as I picked it up and loaded it with more food. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “Hey, you said to work up an appetite.”

      “Got me there,” I said with a smile.

      We ate our breakfast, chatting idly here and there, and after Colton helped me clean up, he threw on his coat and headed out for the store in Adeline. While he was gone I tidied up the place, preparing it for the day ahead.

      A a couple of hours later, Colton was back.

      “Ho, ho, ho!” he said as he came through the door, his arms loaded with bags. He set them down on the table, and I saw that they were loaded with all sorts of food and Christmas decorations.

      “Yes,” he said. “Before you ask, the bags are full of Christmas cheer.”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” I said with a smile.

      He began unpacking them, and I saw that he’d bought so much stuff that it was almost comical. There were candles and holly and lights and ornaments in one bag, and in the other all kinds of delicious food.

      “And the most important thing is still in the car,” he said. “Or, on it.”

      “Oh, no,” I said, putting my hands on my hips.

      “Oh, yes,” he said with a smile.

      He stepped outside, and I hurried over to the front door. Sure enough, there was a massive fir tree on top of his car.

      “Tree stand’s in the bag,” Colton called out as he hoisted the tree off the car.

      I nodded and hurried over to the bag, grabbing onto the metal red stand and clearing a place for it in the living room.

      Colton easily hoisted the massive tree into the house, and I helped him get the trunk properly placed. Once that was done, we twisted the screws, and it was up.

      “Wow,” I said, stepping back and looking over the tree, which had to be around eight feet tall. “That’s a heck of a tree.”

      “Hey, it’s Lucas’s first Christmas. He needs someone to show him how it’s done.”

      Lucas giggled and clapped his hands at the sight of the tree, a big smile on his face.

      “Okay,” said Colton, putting his hands on his hips. “You ready for Christmas?”

      I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      The two of us went right to work.

      Over the course of the next few hours, we lit candles to fill the house with holiday scents, put up tinsel and holly and mistletoe, and hung ornaments and lights on the tree. We listened to carols, singing along when we knew the words. And when we were all worn out, we threw on one of those corny old holiday movies and gathered around the fire for mugs of hot cocoa.

      It was about as perfect a day as I could imagine. And the best part was we did it as a family.

      When evening rolled around, I started making the food that Colton had brought: sweet potatoes, turkey and stuffing and a big apple pie with ice cream for dessert. Colton played with Lucas as I made the food, and every now and then I’d take a break to watch the two of them go at it. He was so good with the little baby that I was already wondering how I’d managed so far without him.

      Soon, the smells of cooking food filled the house. I sat on the couch as the food baked, cuddling up with Colton and Lucas while we watched another movie and waited for the feast ahead.

      When the food was done and the table set, the three of us gathered around and dug in. We both ate hungrily, making a serious dent in the turkey and having a few second helpings of the sides before big slices of pie and ice cream.

      Stuffed full, we waddled over to the couch.

      “Merry Christmas, Shayla,” said Colton, leaning over and giving me a soft, lingering kiss.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said after our lips parted.

      Then Colton snapped his fingers.

      “Oh, shoot,” he said. “I got so wrapped up in everything that I didn’t get any presents.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “There’s always next year.”

      Colton smiled. “And the year after that,” he said. “And the year after that.”

      I glanced up, noticing that we were seated under one of the boughs of mistletoe.

      “I think we both know what that means,” I said, pointing up.

      He glanced up and smiled, pulling me closer once more.

      “You bet I do.”
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      It was only the next morning that Shayla and I remembered there was one matter still to be taken care of.

      Richie.

      “What do you want to do?” Shayla asked me, both of us seated at the kitchen table as we sipped our coffee and ate breakfast. “I mean, can we sue him or take him to court or anything like that?”

      “I’ve got a killer legal team,” I said. “I’m sure they could figure out something. But…”

      Shayla raised her eyebrows. “But?”

      “But…I’ve never liked taking care of stuff like this through legal channels except as a last-ditch option. Maybe it was how I was raised, but I’ve always thought man-to-man was the better way to handle things.”

      “Does that mean…” She trailed off.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Before we do anything else, I’d like to talk to the bastard, see what he has to say in his defense.”

      “What if he flips out?”

      “You think he’s capable of something like that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, probably not. But people do crazy stuff when they’re backed into a corner.”

      “That’s why we’re not going to do that,” I said. “Forcing him to go to court would be backing him into a corner. I’m going to give him a chance to explain himself like a man.”

      “You don’t have to go,” I assured her. As eager as I was to get to the bottom of all this, I knew that Shayla might not be as ready for a confrontation. “You can stay with Lucas until I get it all taken care of.”

      She shook her head, not even having a moment of hesitation.

      “No,” she said. “This is my concern too. And I’m not about to let someone else fight my battles for me.”

      I nodded in silent agreement; this was the answer I’d been hoping to hear.

      “Oh, and there’s one more thing,” I said.

      “Uh-oh,” she said. “I hope this is less scary than the last thing.”

      “Depends on how you look at it,” I said with a smile. “Remember how I said my family likes to have big holiday celebrations?”

      “I do remember that,” she said.

      “Well, this year it’s my job. I’m going to be having the holiday party to end all parties at my penthouse tomorrow, and I want you and Lucas to be there.”

      “That means I’m going to meet your family?” she asked, a trace of hesitation in her voice.

      “It does,” I said. “But don’t worry—they don’t bite. And they’re going to be thrilled to meet this little guy. I told my parents about you two already; they’re coming home early from their trip to meet you both.”

      He held out his finger to Lucas, who cooed and grabbed onto it.

      Shayla took a deep breath.

      “I think I can handle it,” she said.

      “And don’t worry about what you’ll wear or anything like that—I’ll get that all taken care of. All you’ll need to do is pick out what you like the best.”

      “That I can definitely handle,” she said.

      “Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll go back into the city tonight and get this Richie business sorted out. And then we can have some fun.”

      “Deal,” she said.

      When we were done with breakfast, I helped Shayla pack enough clothes and baby supplies to last a few days. We loaded up the car and were soon on our way, leaving behind the cozy little cabin.

      After a couple of hours’ drive, the towers of Manhattan crested over the horizon. The traffic was manageable, considering the holiday, and we were soon back at my place to drop off Shayla’s things.

      “You know his address?” I asked.

      “Yep,” she said. “He lives in Carroll Gardens. I have his address on my phone.”

      “Then let’s make a little unannounced visit.”

      The three of us drove over to Carroll Gardens, which was a small, upscale neighborhood comprised of quiet streets and the three-story brick townhouses that Brooklyn was known for. We parked and got out when we reached his place, and I was ready to sort this matter out once and for all.

      We stepped up to the front door, and I gave it a heavy knock. It opened moments later, revealing Richie.

      His eyes went wide when he saw Shayla and me standing there, Lucas in Shayla’s arms. Seeing us all together made it clear right away what had happened. His eyes lingered on Lucas for several long seconds.

      “Happy holidays, Richie,” I said. “Care to have a chat?”

      “W-what are you guys doing here?” he asked, his voice wavering.

      “I think you know why we’re here,” said Shayla, her voice fearless.

      “I don’t have a single thing to say to either of you,” said Richie, his fingers gripping onto the door as if he was afraid of being blown away.

      “Here’s the deal, Richie,” I said. “I ought to take you right to court and make you answer for what you’ve done. But I’m going to give you the chance to tell me, face-to-face, why you did what you did. If you’re not up to it, then I can get my lawyers to do the talking. And trust me, they’re real chatterboxes.”

      Richie’s gaze shot down to the ground and silence hung in the air for several long moments. The gears in his head were turning, and I hoped for his sake that he’d make the right decision.

      “Just…just as long as I have your word that you’re not going to cause any trouble,” he said.

      “Richie, we’re not the mob,” said Shayla.

      I held up my hand.

      “We just want to talk,” I said.

      Another beat of silence.

      “Fine,” Richie muttered. He shut the door and undid the chain lock and then opened up. Without facing us, he walked into the house, gesturing limply for us to follow him.

      The place was a nice, recently redone Brooklyn home. Judging by the place, Liminal must’ve been having a very good year.

      Richie led us to the kitchen, a modern room of stainless steel appliances. He plopped down at the small table, a backyard with a covered pool visible through the glass sliding doors.

      Once we were all seated, his eyes flicked back and forth between the two of us, as if he wasn’t sure what to do.

      Lucas cooed, totally oblivious to the tension in the air.

      “You really screwed us over, Richie,” Shayla began.

      He pursed his lips, seeming to know that he had nothing to say in his defense.

      “I had my reasons,” he said.

      Shayla scoffed. “Then let’s hear them.”

      I’d been ready to take the reins on this conversation, but Shayla was clearly ready to handle herself. She wasn’t a girl to mess with—just one of the many reasons I loved her.

      “Shayla,” he said. “I remember the day you came into Liminal for your job interview. It was back when the place was just me and Mark and a couple of interns, only a few clients to keep us afloat. I knew within two minutes that you were the right girl for the job. You were passionate and talented and damn, could you design.”

      Neither of us said anything as he said his piece. Richie’s eyes stayed locked on the table as he spoke, only briefly flicking up to meet ours.

      “I could tell you were going places, but you lacked experience. So, when I made the decision to hire you, I also made the decision to show you the ropes. I wanted you to succeed in this business, and I had the years in it to help you do that. Then, as time went on, it became totally clear that you were all that I thought you were going to be, and more.”

      I glanced over at Shayla, and I could tell instantly that she wasn’t having any of this. Her expression was tight and focused.

      “And I guess, stupid me, I thought you were going to stay with me forever. So when I realized that you and Colton were beginning to develop a close professional relationship…I panicked. Then when he called me and asked about your logo, I knew it was my chance.”

      “Your chance to lie,” Shayla cut in.

      “My chance to make sure I could keep doing what I was doing to make sure would succeed,” he protested.

      “Oh, how noble of you,” Shayla scoffed. “This wasn’t about you getting what you wanted, it was about you wanting to make sure that little Shayla was taken care of.”

      “I didn’t want you to end up as some cog in a huge machine,” Richie protested. “It was great being able to do some freelance work for them, but a place like that isn’t a place where you can shine.

      “So, I did what I needed to do to make sure you stayed at Liminal. And I made sure to up your salary, knowing that you were becoming such a skilled designer that you were going to be catching the eye of more people than Colton.

      “I did what I did for you, Shayla,” Richie said. “And I know it doesn’t seem that way now, but I had your best interests at heart. I can only hope that in time you understand.”

      More silence.

      Finally, after placing her hands over Lucas’s ears, Shayla spoke. What she said next cut through the air like a blade.

      “Bullshit.”
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      Richie’s eyes went wide.

      “W-what?” he stammered, taken aback.

      “I can’t believe this,” Shayla said. “You’re sitting here blowing all this smoke about how you did all this for me and how you had my best interests at heart and poor, poor Richie, no one understands how he suffers for his employees. I don’t believe it for a second.

      “You did what you did out of selfishness, plain and simple,” she went on, jabbing an accusing finger at Richie. “You hired me when I was just starting out, and I appreciate it. But as soon as you saw that I was going to be moving up, you spun this web of lies, trying to ruin the relationship I had with Colton, all so you could keep me at Liminal.”

      “No!” he said. “It wasn’t only because of that.”

      He turned his eyes to mine. “I knew that this arrogant…upstart wouldn’t treat you right. No man like him can look after his employees the way I can. And it only makes sense that he’d use his professional leverage over you to seduce you.”

      I’d done my best to leave them to it, but now I had to speak up.

      “You’d better be very, very careful about what you say next,” I said, my voice low and grave.

      He pursed his lips, taking my suggestion to heart.

      “I…I’d started to think of you as my right-hand woman,” he said. “You were becoming as much of the heart of Liminal as I was, and I wasn’t ready to throw that all away. I’d be an idiot to not try to do something to keep you on board.”

      “You could’ve,” said Shayla, nodding. “You could’ve done the right thing and made your case. Put all this on the table like you’re doing now.”

      “And would it have worked?” he asked. “Would you have turned Colton down?”

      “No,” Shayla said, not a trace of doubt or hesitancy to her voice. “I would’ve made the same decision. But you have to understand that there’s only so much you can do. Instead, you lied. And it’s only because Colton was bold enough to come find me that we’re even together now. If he hadn’t…” She trailed off.

      “We have a kid, Richie,” I said, gesturing to Lucas, who was still happily cooing in Shayla’s lap. “And I missed out on his birth, the first few months of his life because of the lies you told, and there’s nothing Shayla and I can do to get that time back. I could take you to court for all you’re worth.”

      Shayla picked it back up.

      “I thought I was going to raise this boy all on my own, that he was going to grow up without a father. And if you’d had your way, he would’ve. Here you are, making it sound like you’re some suffering mentor trying to do the right thing, still trying to get sympathy. It’s disgusting.” She bit her lip, apparently to stop from saying anything else.

      “I’m not lying about how important you were to me,” said Richie. “I knew the company wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      Shayla took in a slow breath through her nose, shaking her head as she did.

      “Whatever,” she said. “It’s done. Like Colton said, you took that away from us, and there’s nothing to be done about it.”

      Then she leaned forward. “But there’s still the issue of the fraud you pulled. You sold my design to Colton under false pretenses. And I’d bet anything his lawyers would have a damn field day with that.”

      Richie’s expression, on a dime, turned from something pitiable to one of frantic concern.

      “No!” he said, his eyes wide. “Please! I know what I did was wrong, and I’ll do whatever I can to make it right. But don’t take me to court over this—you’ll ruin me!”

      He shot out of his chair and dashed over to his briefcase on the kitchen counter. Then he pulled out a small brown folder and a pen before hurrying back to the table. It was a checkbook, and I watched as he quickly filled out the lines in one of the checks. Once done, he ripped the check out so hard that I thought he might tear it in half.

      “There!” he said, shoving the check in Shayla’s direction. “That’s the amount for the design, plus interest. Take it!”

      Shayla shot me a glance, as if not sure what to make of this. I shrugged, and she took the check, her eyebrows rising as she saw the amount.

      “No,” she said, tearing up the check and letting the scraps of paper flutter out of her hands and land on the table.

      “W-what?” asked Richie, now totally defeated. “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

      He clasped his hands together and held them out. “Please,” he said. “I know I screwed up. But let me do something to make this right.”

      “Open that checkbook again,” said Shayla, her voice cold and professional.

      Now I was confused, wondering if she was going to take him to the cleaners. Richie, knowing he didn’t have any other option, complied.

      “Write out that same amount,” she said, “but leave the recipient line blank. You’re going to give me that check, and I’m going to donate it to a foster charity. I don’t want your money, but maybe they’ll be able to do some good with it.”

      He nodded, his chin jerking up and down before he turned his eyes back to the checkbook and did as she asked. When it was filled out, he ripped out the check and handed it over. Shayla took it from him and slipped it into her pocket.

      “What else?” Richie asked.

      “I don’t want anything else from you,” Shayla said. “Just consider yourself lucky that I’m more interested in spending the holiday with my family than getting in the mud with you.”

      A tinge of happiness ran up my spine at the word “family.”

      “Thank you, Shayla,” Richie said, total supplication to his voice. “Thank you so much.”

      But Shayla wasn’t moved by his gratitude. She turned to me and spoke.

      “You ready to get the heck out of here?”

      I couldn’t help but smirk at how, despite everything, she was watching her language around Lucas.

      “More than ready,” I told her.

      The two of us got up and started toward the front door.

      “Oh,” said Shayla over her shoulder before we left, “and in case it wasn’t clear, I quit.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, the three of us were seated at a small, window-side table at a nearby coffee shop, steaming cups of coffee and a couple of pastries in front of us, the streets of Brooklyn bustling on the other side of the window.

      “Well,” I said, tearing off a chunk of blueberry scone and tossing it into my mouth. “How are you feeling?”

      She shook her head as she bounced Lucas on her knee.

      “Part of me still wants to go back there and punch him in the face for what he did.”

      “And you’d be one-hundred-percent in the right for that,” I said.

      She let out a snort of a laugh, a half-smile on her lips.

      “Maybe so. Either way, he got off easy.”

      “He did,” I said. “But it’s not too late to take him to court if you still want to.”

      She shook her head slowly.

      “No,” she said. “The last thing I want is to spend the next few months in court. Richie’s taken enough time from us already.”

      She reached into her pocket and took out the check. “This is what I’m more interested in,” she said.

      “You’re going to be able to do a lot of good with that money,” I said. “And how about this—you pick the charity, and I’ll match the amount.”

      Shayla’s eyes went wide.

      “Are you serious?” she asked. “That’s…so much money.”

      “Consider it a late Christmas present,” I said with a smile.

      “Thank you. It’s more than I could’ve hoped for,” she said, reaching across the table and taking my hand. “But I don’t have anything for you.”

      “Yes, you do,” I corrected her.

      As if on cue, Lucas giggled, and Shayla laughed as she caught my meaning.

      “Now,” I said. “If you’re ready to go, we have some shopping to do. You have a new family to meet.”

      Shayla nodded. “Let’s do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Shayla

        

      

    
    
      Dressed in our winter clothes, the air crisp and cool, the three of us made our way down Fifth Avenue. The streets bustled with activity, the many shoppers out on the streets eager to return gifts and pick up items from the after-Christmas sales.

      I held Lucas close and tight, dressed in a warm winter coat and tiny beanie cap. On the drive in, Colton had suggested that we pick up some last-minute gifts.

      “I have no idea what anyone in your family is going to want,” I told him.

      “Of course,” said Colton. “But I think they’ll be okay with the idea of you having helped with picking out gifts.”

      I chuckled, but I knew I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t more than a bit nervous about meeting his family. And picking up on this, Colton wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close.

      “You’ll be fine,” he said. “They’re all really easy-going. And they’re so excited to meet both of you.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s just…families are kind of a weird thing to me. I never know how to act around them.”

      “I’ll be right there by your side all night,” he assured me. Then, he grinned. “Besides, you’re in a family right now.”

      A broad smile slowly spread across my face, and tears formed in my eyes.

      He was right. Just standing here on this bright winter’s day in Manhattan, I was part of a family. And I would be for the rest of my life.

      “Now,” Colton said. “We need clothes for tonight and presents for the family. Which do you want to do first?”

      “Clothes,” I said. “For the little guy and me.”

      As if knowing he was being talked about, Lucas clapped his hands and laughed.

      “Then let’s get started,” said Colton.

      Over the course of the next couple of hours, Colton and I ducked into some of the many boutiques on Fifth Avenue, picking out all sorts of things for me to wear during the many family events planned for the holiday season.

      I eventually settled on a lovely dress of red satin for that night, along with an adorable Christmas sweater outfit for Lucas. Once the clothes were taken care of, the three of us stopped for lunch in Bryant Park. The small green space, surrounded on all four sides by the towers of Midtown, was alive with activity. Colton and I ate our lunches as we people-watched, simply happy to all be together.

      When we were done, it was time for present-shopping. Colton took me through a few stores, letting me know what sorts of things his family was into. His father was a tech guy, so the two of us stopped into one of the big electronics stores and picked up a few gadgets. And his mother was apparently into home décor, so he brought me to a small boutique where we had a gift basket created with flowers and decorations and scented candles.

      The gifts were finished off with some treats from a few local bakeries, and when we were all done, I was beyond pleased with what we’d put together.

      “They’re going to be thrilled with all of this,” said Colton. “To be honest, though, you could be showing up with the Crown Jewels, and they’d be far more interested in that little guy you’ve got on your lap.”

      “Can’t hurt to come bearing gifts either way,” I said. “What time are they all getting there?”

      “Around six,” he said, checking his gold watch. “So we’re making pretty good time.”

      We arrived back at the penthouse just in time to greet the small team of caterers who were going to be preparing dinner that night. Colton directed them where to go, getting them all set up before he and I sat down at the dining room table to wrap the presents.

      “Dang,” I said, stepping into the living room where a towering tree covered in ornaments and lights shot up toward the high ceilings. “I thought the tree at the cabin was big.”

      “You should know by now that I go all out,” said Colton with a smile.

      The next hour passed with the two of us wrapped up in warmth from the fire, delicious smells, and, of course, Christmas songs on the stereo. We sang along to the tunes we both knew, Lucas happily seated in a bouncy chair next to the table.

      “Now, Shayla,” Colton said, a smile on his lips. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you were full of Christmas spirit.”

      I shook my head in disbelief—he was right. The songs and the smells and the lights and the togetherness and everything else were all working together, casting their spell on me.

      For the first time in my life, I was full of something during the holidays that I could only call joy.

      “I guess I just needed the right person to bring it out of me,” I said before leaning over and giving Colton a kiss on the cheek.

      Lucas let out a squeal as soon as I took my lips away from Colton’s freshly shaved cheek.

      “Sorry,” I said to Lucas. “The right people.”

      Before too long, the presents were all wrapped and placed under the tree. Lucas was ready for a quick nap before the festivities, and it was time for Colton and me to get ready. We grabbed the bags of clothes we bought and headed into the bedroom to get changed.

      The two of us stood on opposite sides of the bedroom, taking off the clothes we’d worn that day and standing in nothing but our underwear. I could tell by the looks we gave each other that there was something other than getting ready on both of our minds.

      My attention back on the mirror, Colton stepped behind me and wrapped his thick, strong arms around my body. He was in nothing but a pair of skin-tight boxer-briefs, something solid pressing against my rear.

      “How much time do we have before your family gets here?” I asked, tingles spreading across my skin.

      He began kissing my shoulder, his lips moving up along the slope of my neck until he reached the sensitive skin behind my ear.

      “Enough for me to open one more present,” he said, his hands starting at my hips and making their way up to the clasp of my bra.

      “Then you’d better not waste any time,” I said, flashing him a coy smile.

      He didn’t.

      An hour later, the two of us were dressed and ready to go. I was in my satin dress with matching pumps and new sparkling earrings from Colton. He was in a sharp, dark gray suit, a red pocket square giving him a subtle festive accent.

      “Just got a text,” he said. “They’re almost here.”

      The tension was tight in my belly as I sat at the kitchen bar with a glass of club soda, the caterers bustling around me. But as soon as Colton kissed me and looked into my eyes, I knew I was going to be fine.

      A few minutes later, the doorbell rang, a loud chime echoing through the vast expanse of the apartment just as I arrived back into the living room with Lucas.

      “Let’s do this,” I said.

      Colton took my hand and led me to the front doors. I took one last breath before he opened them up, revealing a half dozen well-dressed and handsome men and women, all decked out in Christmas finery.

      “Merry Christmas!” Colton said, happiness in his voice as he greeted his family.

      The group came into the apartment, all of them saying their hellos to us as they entered. And, of course, going absolutely crazy over Lucas.

      “Is this the boy we’ve all been hearing about?” asked a good-looking man in his sixties with a clean-shaven head and small paunch that stretched the fabric of his gray sweater.

      “No,” quipped a woman about his age, a gorgeous blonde with a bright smile and Colton’s mint-green eyes. “It’s the other baby.”

      She gave the man a warm smile and soft pat on the shoulder before they began lavishing Lucas with attention.

      “Shayla,” said Colton, as happy as he could be, “let me introduce you to my family.”

      He introduced them all one by one. The man was his father, Lionel, and the woman his mother, Sandra. They both greeted me with warmth, taking my hand and telling me how pleased they were to meet me.

      Then there were Colton’s cousins, a brother and sister, both in their late twenties. They were followed by his aunt and uncle, and by the time introductions had been finished, another group of family members showed up.

      Soon I was in the middle of a whirlwind of activity, and before I knew it, at least two dozen family members were there, all of them eager to meet Lucas and me. I flitted from one conversation to another, trying to keep my bearings and remember all of the names.

      But as overwhelmed as I felt at times, every single member of Colton’s family was accommodating and friendly and warm—just like Colton. And though I was only meeting them for the first time that night, they all went out of their way to make me feel like part of the family.

      A couple of hours of festivities later, I was ready for a brief bit of alone time. I poured myself a mug of hot cider and, seeing that Lucas was currently in the middle of a frenzy of doting, decided then would be a good time to get some fresh air.

      I wrapped myself in my winter jacket and stepped out onto the huge, sweeping balcony. The city twinkled and glittered before me, a chill in the air. Up from this height New York was something magical, and I was overjoyed to be here surrounded by love and my new family.

      I sipped my cider, thinking about how far I’d come. Only a year ago I was alone in my little Brooklyn apartment, thinking that I didn’t need another soul to make me feel complete. But now that I’d know what it felt like to have a family, to have people who loved me, I couldn’t imagine living any other way.

      “Room out here for two?”

      I turned to see Colton step out onto the balcony, the party visible through the tall windows behind him. A chuckle escaped my lips at Colton’s joke—there was enough space out here for an entire second party.

      “I think there might be,” I said.

      He came to my side and slipped his arm around my waist, holding me close against the chill air. I rested my head on his shoulder, and for a time, we said nothing, both of us simply looking out onto the city.

      “How am I doing in there?” I asked. “This family stuff is still all pretty new to me.”

      “You’re doing great,” he said. “They love you. And Lucas is the star of the show. We might have to fight for him when we get back in there.”

      “What do you think about coming back to New York?” he asked. “As charming as Holly Lake might be, I’m not sure that I’d be able to pull off running my business from there.”

      “Hmm,” I said. “And give up my charming lakefront cabin?”

      Colton smiled and raised an eyebrow.

      “Who said anything about giving it up?” he asked. “Having a little place upstate to get away to is one of the most important parts of living in the city.”

      A huge smile spread across my face.

      “Here’s what I’m thinking,” he said, holding me close. “You and I work our butts off during the year, and when we need to get away from it all, Holly Lake is just a quick drive away.”

      “Mmm,” I said. “I love it.”

      “It’s picturesque during the winter,” he said. “But have you ever seen it during the summer?”

      “No,” I said. “Just during the winter.”

      “I bet it’s even better,” he said. “I can picture you and me sitting near the water, Lucas on your lap. The air’s warm and calm, no sounds but the crickets. Just the three of us watching the sunset, not a care in the world.”

      “Sounds like heaven,” I said, my heart warming at the idea.

      “It’ll be a nice break from work,” he said.

      “Maybe for you,” I said. “But remember what happened earlier today? I’m officially unemployed.”

      Colton smirked. “I think I might be able to do something about that, you know. I can offer good pay, good benefits, and I can see talent like you moving up the ladder pretty darn quickly.”

      My eyes went wide, but his expression told me he was serious.

      “Deal,” I said.

      Silence fell again as the two of us held one another.

      “This has all been so wonderful,” Colton said. “And being here with you and Lucas and everyone else…I can’t imagine a more perfect holiday.”

      “I feel the same way,” I said. “A year ago I never would’ve guessed this is where I’d be, but now that I’m here, I’m so happy I can hardly stand it.”

      Colton cast a glance at the party.

      “You ready to head back in?”

      I smiled. “You bet.”

      “I love you, Shayla,” he said. “More than I can even believe.”

      “And I love you, too.”

      We kissed before going back inside, where we were surrounded by love and warmth and cheer. I never wanted the night to end.
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      Seated at my desk, I regarded the latest iteration of the CooperWare VR project with skepticism. The representatives from my R&D team stood in a neat shoulder-to-shoulder line, all of them waiting for me to put on the device and give it a spin.

      “What have we got here?” I asked, sitting back and crossing my legs.

      “CooperWare VR Mark II prototype,” said one of the techs, a skinny thirty-something man with expectant brown eyes. “Name pending CEO approval, of course.”

      I picked up the headset, noticing right away that it was significantly lighter than the first model. I turned it around and upside down, noting all the design changes. It was sleeker and more stylish than the first model, that was for sure.

      “What can I expect?” I asked, setting the headset down and turning my attention back to the team.

      Another one of the team spoke, a petite redhead who looked fresh out of college, her face splattered with freckles.

      “Improvements up and down the board,” she said. “In performance, memory, and, of course, graphics.”

      I smiled at that last part, knowing who was responsible for any change in graphics.

      The brown-eyed tech spoke again. “The first CooperWare VR set was such a smash that we didn’t want to mess too much with a winning formula. But we listened carefully to feedback from all of the schools which use it now—that is, a lot of schools.”

      “Okay,” I said. I didn’t need to hear any more. I was ready to check it out. “Let me give it a shot.”

      I slipped the headset on, noting immediately just how comfortable it felt. The first VR set definitely made you aware that you were wearing something, but this new one was so light and perfectly shaped that it seemed to weigh no more than a pair of reading glasses.

      I flicked the headset on. It came to life so quickly that I was more than a little surprised—I wasn’t expecting them to boost the processing speed so much, but they pulled it off.

      After five minutes or so, I’d seen enough. I took off the headset, revealing an office full of techs, all of them with wide-eyed expressions on their faces, eager to hear what the boss thought.

      “It’s…amazing,” I said, not able to hold back my smile.

      All of them breathed a collective sigh of relief, congratulating one another.

      “I’m going to need some more time to play around with it, but so far it’s looking like you went above and beyond what I was hoping. And I’d expect nothing less from you all. Feel proud of your work today.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Cooper,” said the redheaded tech.

      “Take the rest of the day off, everyone,” I said, noting that it was late afternoon. “Hell, take tomorrow, too—get a head start on the weekend. You’ve all earned it. We’ll reconvene next Monday to go over the next steps.”

      The team left me with more thank-yous as they left my office. When I was alone again, I picked up the headset one more time, shaking my head in disbelief at the incredible piece of equipment in my hands.

      It made me want to do a little celebrating of my own.

      I pressed the button for my intercom.

      “What’s up, boss?” asked Trey, his voice tinny through the speaker.

      “Would you mind sending Ms. Zielinksi up to my office? I had some thoughts on the latest prototype I wanted to run by her.”

      “I don’t know,” said Trey. “You want to get the head of the graphics division on such short notice? Maybe you’d have better luck seeing if I can pencil you in for some time next week.”

      I laughed.

      “Trey, call her up and then take the rest of the day off.”

      “Now that I can handle.”

      A few minutes later the door to my office opened and in walked Shayla. I took pause when I saw her—despite us having been officially together for five months now, her beauty still caught me off guard sometimes.

      “Hey,” he said, smiling as she shut the door behind her.

      Her eyes flicked onto the VR prototype. “You’ve got it,” she said, her face brightening with excitement as she hurried over to the edge of my desk and took a seat. “What do you think?”

      “It’s…amazing,” I said. “No other way to describe it. The design is incredible, the hardware is improved, and, of course, the graphics.”

      A big, proud smile formed on Shayla’s face.

      “I’m beyond impressed,” I told her. “I knew that putting you in charge of the graphics division was the right move.”

      She blushed and waved her hand through the air. “Not a chance I’m taking even a fraction of the credit for that,” she said. “I’ve got such a great staff down there that you could put a puppy in charge of graphics and it’d come out looking like a genius.”

      “Fine,” I said. “If you’re not going to take any credit, at least let me treat you to a celebration. Dinner, tonight?”

      She blinked. “What about Lucas? We need to get him from his grandpa and grandma in Westchester—”

      “Given that we ended up staying an extra three hours the last time we picked him up, I think they can handle him for a few hours more,” I countered.

      “Good point. It’s a date, then.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “You finish up, and I’ll make a reservation at the Sorensen for seven. Sound good?”

      “Sounds perfect,” she said, flashing me another one of her gorgeous smiles before taking off.

      I watched her leave, my eyes lingering on her body as she disappeared through the door. I was looking forward to dinner, but I already couldn’t wait for what we were going to get up to afterward.

      After calling the restaurant, I met Shayla down in the lobby, greeting her with a kiss on the cheek before we headed down to the parking garage. After a quick trip home to change and relax, the two of us were on our way to one of our favorite restaurants in the city.

      When we arrived, the hostess led us to our usual table, a cozy two-top on the balcony, overlooking Central Park.

      “So,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Pretty incredible, actually,” I said. “Just another month of tweaking and the next VR model should be ready to ship. And I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      I reached across the table and took her hands, giving them a squeeze.

      “Shayla,” I said. “I can’t put into words how happy of a man you’ve made me over these last few months. It’s not even been half a year, and I already can’t imagine what life would be like without you and Lucas. It’s like everything before I met you was some kind of dream, and only now am I leading the life I was meant to have.”

      Shayla’s eyes became wet with tears. She smiled and squeezed my hand before wiping them away.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth,” she said, surprising me. “You’re…just the most amazing man I’ve ever known. And the way your family has welcomed me… I just don’t know what to say. Other than I love you, that is.”

      I cleared my throat, suddenly feeling choked up.

      “As you know, we’re about to move into a new phase with the company,” I said, “but before our lives become even more complicated, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      Shayla looked sheepish.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Um, just that I have something to tell you,” she said. “But you can go first.”

      I was eager to get to what I wanted to ask, but she seemed very preoccupied with whatever was on her mind.

      “No,” I said. “You first.”

      She cleared her throat and brought her eyes up to mine.

      “You like being a daddy, right?” she asked.

      “Are you kidding?” I asked. “I love it.”

      “Good,” she said. “Because it’s about to happen again…twice.”

      “What?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I nearly burst out of my seat with excitement.

      “Tell me everything!” I said, my voice raising and catching the attention of the diners seated nearby.

      “I’m pregnant,” Shayla said, laughing now. “And we’re having twins!”

      It was like I was underwater. The city was a blur around me, and my heart thudded in my chest. I was totally overwhelmed with joy.

      “Okay, okay,” she said, eagerly tapping on the table. “Now your question.”

      I had to take a moment to recover from what she’d just told me. When I finally did, I reached in my pocket and felt around for the small box. Once it was in my hand, I took it out and opened it up, revealing a diamond ring.

      “Shayla will you—”

      “Yes!” she shouted out, lunging over the table and throwing her arms around me, kissing me hard on the lips.

      “Yes!” she said over and over, kissing me again between each exclamation.

      We embraced, and however much joy was in my heart before, I’d somehow found room in my heart for even more.

      At that moment, the city stretched out in front of us, my happiness was complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Seven Months Later: Shayla

      

    
    
      “You look so beautiful I almost want to throw up.”

      Standing in front of the mirror in my wedding dress, I couldn’t help but laugh at Jamie.

      “That’s a very colorful way to put it,” said Colton’s mother Sandra as she stepped up to the other side of me. “But seriously, honey, you look like a million bucks.”

      I placed my hands on my baby bump.

      “Even with this giant beach ball under my dress?” I asked.

      “Oh, pssh,” said Sandra. “Pregnancy’s a good look for you—you’re glowing.”

      I turned around, taking a look at myself from over my shoulder.

      “Okay,” said Jamie. “You look amazing—that’s a given. How do you feel, though? Can you believe you’re about to get married?”

      “It’s still very surreal,” I said, needing to sit down and let my knees rest. “I can’t believe it’s actually happening.”

      “Get used to it,” said Sandra. “This day’s going to go by in a blur, so enjoy it.”

      “That’s the plan,” I said.

      I took a deep breath, one of the babies kicking as I did, and walked over to the bedroom window. We were up at the cabin at Holly Lake, both Colton and I having decided that neither of us could think of a more suitable place or time to get married than Christmas season at the cabin—even if I was eight months pregnant.

      A thin sheet of snow covered the ground, the benches and altar set up on the front lawn, space heaters placed to make the guests feel warm and toasty.

      “So,” said Sandra, “the wedding’s here, then the party’s at my place.”

      “Then the honeymoon in someplace warm, I hope,” said Jamie.

      “Yep,” I said. “But after Christmas.”

      Jamie smiled. “I take it that means you’ve come around on the holiday?”

      I matched her smile with one of my own.

      “I think I’m getting there.”

      A soft knock sounded from the bedroom door. Amy, one of Colton’s cousins and now a good friend of mine, stuck her blond head into the room.

      “You guys all ready?”

      I turned toward Jamie and Sandra, taking one last deep breath.

      “I think so,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      Amy gave a thumbs-up, and we followed her down to the first floor where the bridesmaids—all girls on Colton’s side of the family or friends I’d made over the last year through work. I still couldn’t believe that I’d brought so many amazing, new people into my life since last Christmas, but I was so grateful that it was hard to put into words.

      The ceremony began, the strains of “Canon in D” playing from the strings of a classical guitar. Colton’s dad led me down the aisle where Colton awaited me, dressed in a dark black tux and looking as handsome as the day I’d first met him.

      I took a quick look over the dozens of friends and soon-to-be family in attendance, giving a little wave to Lucas, who was dressed in an adorable tux and seated on Sandra’s lap.

      Everything went by in a wonderful blur, and by the time we shared our “I dos,” I was overflowing with happiness. And our first kiss as a married couple was like nothing else.

      Once the ceremony was over, the attendees piled into their cars and the convoy took off toward Colton’s parents’ place in Westchester, about a half hour away. Before too long we arrived at the massive, stately house, which was decked out in holiday splendor.

      A fire roared in the fireplace, a live band played Christmas tunes, and I floated through the entire party in absolute bliss. I danced with Colton, the hours drifting away as we ate and laughed and partied with everyone there. I had to take a few breaks, of course, owing to my giant belly, but I had more fun than I could possibly believe.

      After a time, Colton and I snuck away from the party to go up to the roof balcony of the house.

      “We did it,” he said. “We’re actually married.”

      “We did it,” I said. “And it all feels so strange—like I’m in some kind of wonderful dream.”

      Colton smiled and pulled me close.

      “I feel exactly the same way,” he said. “But I can say without a shadow of a doubt that marrying you is the best decision I’ve ever made in my life.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes, enjoying his warmth and his love. He reached around me and placed his hand on my belly.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Two boys? Two girls? One of each?”

      I shook my head.

      “You know I want to wait to find out,” I said. “And I don’t know about you, but I’m going to be happy no matter what we have.”

      “Same here,” he said. “I just hope that we can get this honeymoon in before they come out.”

      We held each other for a time, looking out onto the vast stretch of snow-covered land that surrounded the estate. The moon was full in the cloud-streaked sky, and the woods beyond were frosted with fresh snow.

      “It almost makes me not want to go anywhere,” I said. “It’s so beautiful.”

      Colton smirked.

      “Have I told you how happy it’s made me to see you come around on Christmas?” he asked.

      “You have,” I said. “And I’m just as surprised as you are. I guess I just needed the right person to show me how magical it could be.”

      We stayed like this for a time, stealing kisses from one another as we took in the calm of the winter scene before us.

      “I think we ought to get back down there,” he said. “Or else they might get to thinking we got an early start to our wedding night.”

      The two of us headed back down to the party where we got right back into the celebrating. After a time, though, Colton and I both decided that it was time to make the reception a little more private. We bid goodbye to our friends and family, leaving Lucas with Sandra and Lionel.

      A limo was waiting for us in front of the house to take us to a luxury hotel suite in Midtown, the view from the penthouse unlike anything I’d seen before.

      Once there, the two of us alone, we pounced on one another so eagerly that it took all the restraint we had not to rip one another’s clothes off.

      Making love isn’t easy when you’re pregnant with twins, but we pulled it off. And as we lay in bed together, no lights in the room other than those of the Christmas tree we’d made sure was in the room waiting for us, it seemed like there was no one else in the world except for him and me.

      “I love you, baby,” he said. “So much it hurts.”

      “And you know I love you too. I can’t wait to see what marriage has in store for us.”

      He gave me a kiss on the forehead before hopping out of bed. I took a good look at his perfect rear as he headed to the main room of the suite.

      “I think I could go for some room service,” he said. “How about you?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get out a word, a wetness spread out in the bed from under me. The babies kicked hard in my belly, and my eyes went wide.

      I’d been through this before—I knew what it meant.

      “Colton,” I said. “I hope you’re ready for Christmas to come early this year!”

      

      
        The End
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        We hope you’ve enjoyed Shayla and Colton’s story! Sign up to Layla’s mailing list and be the first to know about all her new releases.

        

        Layla & Holly x
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