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“Finally, you’re getting engaged,” my mother said. She sounded as excited as if the train she’d been waiting for had arrived in the station at last. Hildy Macintosh, New York socialite and reigning queen of the Upper East Side, met my gaze in the mirror and for the first time ever I saw pride in her eyes. 

Mom stood behind me, inspecting me for flaws from every angle. Tonight was her big night, after all. She was marrying off her only child, a forty-year-old daughter who had been sitting on the shelf so long I’m sure she feared I’d leave a trail of dust and cobwebs behind me when I walked.

We were in the executive washroom of the Museum of Literature, of which I am the director. Not gonna lie, my family’s money had greased the wheels for me to have this position, but I was also very good at it—damn it!—a fact my mother had never, not once, acknowledged. And now here I was, getting engaged because if I didn’t Mom had threatened to withdraw the substantial Macintosh family financial support to the museum, potentially putting my career in jeopardy. It was a cruel thing for a mother to do, I know, but Hildy Macintosh, formerly Hildy Grace, was not one to be thwarted.

My father often said, “Your mother wants what she wants when she wants it, and life is just easier for all involved if we see that she gets it.”

If I kicked up a fuss, my father would not take my side over Hildy’s. I couldn’t blame him. He traveled every week to far-flung parts of the globe as a corporate attorney specializing in the environmental impact of industries on our little blue marble. He didn’t have time for domestic strife. 

“That Carolina Herrera makes you look like a golden statuette,” my mother gushed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Trey pops the question the moment he sees you.”

I glanced in the mirror. My strapless gold sequined gown was form fitting and weighty. I’d used double stick tape along the bodice to prevent any spillage from my ample front. A mortifying bodice incident had happened to the museum’s former registrar, Molly Graham, and I had vowed to never let it happen to me. 

My blonde hair was up in a twist and my makeup on point, thanks to the crew my mother had employed to make me a walking photo op. I’m a large woman, tall and curvy, a throwback to my paternal grandmother’s Nordic heritage via Iceland. Usually, I enjoyed being one of the taller persons in the room as it gave me an edge, but tonight, my height made it impossible for me to hide. 

I had been dating Trey, a nickname for Benedict Thurmond the Third, since my mother’s spring garden party. He was...fine. Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome in a frat boy sort of way, Trey had an Ivy League education and generational wealth; in other words, he ticked all my mother’s boxes. He didn’t tick mine, but he also didn’t make my skin crawl, so here I was preparing to receive a proposal from a man I considered to be...meh.

My mother’s phone chimed, and she took it out of her clutch. “Your father says the doors are open and the Christmas Gala is underway. He’s waiting for us at the top of the stairs. Are you ready?”

“Absolutely.” I wasn’t, but I also knew there was no other acceptable answer. We exited the washroom and walked down the wood-paneled hall of offices toward the main staircase. 

The Museum of Literature was housed in a Georgian Revival mansion on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Formerly the residence of Thomas Stewart, a wealthy industrialist who had amassed a fortune in the steel industry, the home had been left to his beloved wife, Mabel. An avid reader and book lover, Mabel Stewart had bequeathed the mansion to a private foundation with specific instructions to create the Museum of Literature, a place where books were to be displayed and preserved like rare paintings for years to come. 

As we entered the public area on the second floor, I glanced at the life-sized painting of Thomas and Mabel that had been rendered in their personal library at the time. They were posed on a divan, seated, as he read to her. Their beloved cocker spaniel, Augustus, sat at their feet. The portrait had been done early in their marriage and the way they looked at each other made me pause. The closest description I could come up with was affectionate devotion. I wanted that.

The realization sucker punched me. I had walked by this portrait for years and while I’d always admired it, I’d never experienced the yearning pulsing inside me right now. This. This was what a relationship was supposed to be. I had never managed to find that, and I certainly didn’t feel it for Trey. I turned to look at my parents, waiting by the stairs. My mother chattered in aggravation and my father reached out to touch her arm in a soothing gesture. She smacked his hand away.

“Stop it, Reed, you’ll wrinkle my dress,” she snapped. 

Dad’s expression didn’t change but there was a deep sadness in his eyes. Clearly, he hadn’t found what Thomas and Mabel Stewart shared either. It made me doubt my agreement to this arranged marriage, because let’s not kid ourselves, this betrothal was one hundred percent my mother’s doing. 

My father turned away from my mom, a petite version of me—short, curvy, and blonde with bright blue eyes and a pert nose. She wore a very festive red satin sheath with a Swarovski-encrusted bolero jacket over it. It had a very mother-of-the-bride vibe. 

Dad blinked and a broad grin parted his lips when he saw me. “Clarabell,” he said. “You are a vision.”

“Do not call her by that ridiculous nickname,” my mother sighed.

We ignored her. The only parts of me that I’d inherited from my father were my square jaw, my height, and to be frank, my unruly eyebrows. Thankfully, I could manage those with professional help. We shared the same intellectual drive and business acumen, attributes my mother thought were unnecessary when, in her opinion, a woman could just marry well.

I slid into the gap between them and gave my dad a half hug. “You look quite dashing yourself.”

Dad was wearing his favorite tuxedo with the black satin lapels that my mother had threatened to burn because he refused to buy a new one. This had been my role in the family for as long as I could remember. Slide between them, smooth the hurt feelings, keep the peace. It’s probably why I was so good at managing the museum board.

“Thank you, my dear.” Dad smiled at me, his eyes twinkling. He held out his arm and I placed my hand in the crook of his elbow. My mother cleared her throat, and he offered her his other arm. The staircase was made of ornately carved wooden balustrades and the walls were paneled oak woodwork of the same rich red-brown, also carved in meticulously intricate designs and polished to a high gloss. A large chandelier in the center illuminated our way down the carpeted steps to the main floor of the museum. The party was in full swing in the conservatory at the end of the building, where the gala was being held.

My steps slowed as we walked along the parquet floor. I knew what was coming. Trey had warned me, since the proposal he had planned was going to be very public, he’d wanted to be assured that I wasn’t going to embarrass him by saying no. He didn’t give me many details except to say a very special messenger was helping him with his proposal. I had no idea what this meant. Was Harry Styles going to make a guest appearance? Trey certainly had the connections to make that sort of thing happen. 

“Claire!” a woman called from across the lobby. I blinked. It was our former registrar Molly Graham and her boss/beau Lord Insley of Bath, or as we called him, Jamie. 

“That’s one of my former staff,” I said. “Excuse me a sec?”

“Can’t it wait?” Mom pouted. “It’s time for your grand entrance.”

Music poured out of the massive glassed-in room ahead of us. Gowns glittered in every hue against the backdrop of black tuxedos. I felt my nerves jangle. I wasn’t ready. 

“Molly’s come all the way from England and he’s in the nobility. It would be rude not to say hello.”

My mother heaved a put-upon sigh, but the mention of aristocracy made her hesitate as I knew it would. Dad patted my hand and said, “Go ahead. We’ll go in and scout the party for you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll just be a minute.”

I stepped back and my parents continued forward. I turned and ran for the safety of my friend. “Molly!” I hugged her with more exuberance than was warranted but she’d been gone since the spring, and I missed her. I held out my hand to Jamie. “Wonderful to see you again, Lord Insley.”

He rolled his eyes. “Jamie, please. We’re friends.”

“I don’t know that we are,” I said. “I’m still sore at you for stealing our registrar.”

“But you have a new one, handpicked by Sarah.” Molly pointed across the great room and sure enough there was the museum’s curator, Sarah Novak, with her handsome Irish boyfriend, Liam Maguire, who had come to work for the museum after they had shared a near catastrophic adventure on an island in the Aegean Sea. 

“That does make it difficult to hold a grudge.” I grinned at Jamie. “You’re forgiven.”

Jamie bowed slightly in acknowledgement. Charming. I liked having a friend who was nobility. “How are you? How is Bath? And more importantly, please tell me you two aren’t sneaking out already.”

They exchanged a guilty look. 

“No, absolutely not.” I shook my head. “I forbid it.”

“Fine.” Molly rolled her eyes. “But only until your big moment and then we have to get on the road to Vermont. Jamie is meeting the family.”

“The entire Graham family?” I asked.

“Yes,” Molly said.

A waiter passed by with glasses of champagne. I grabbed one and handed it to Jamie. “Here. You’re going to need this.”

Molly had grown up in a large family on a dairy farm in Vermont. She sent me a reproving look before she snagged another glass and handed it to him. “Have two.”

He laughed and, on that note, I said, “We’ll talk more later.”

Molly hugged me, gently, as if she was afraid that too much of a squeeze would knock the sequins off my gown. 

I crossed the room to enter the conservatory. Back in the gilded age, it had served as an orangery. The massive greenhouse was now the main party room for the museum and frequently rented out for weddings and other notable events. It overlooked the museum’s winter-barren gardens, the immense lawn a novelty in the heart of the city and a real draw in the spring and summer.   

Tonight, the room was decked out in twinkling fairy lights and evergreen boughs tied with scarlet ribbons. A swing band played toe-tapper tunes in the corner, and I should have been excited, maybe nervous, or at the very least joyful. I was none of these. In fact, if I examined my emotions closely, I felt dead inside. As if I were a blindfolded captive about to walk the plank. I paused in the doorway, unable to force my feet to enter the party.

Out of the shadows, wearing a stunning black velvet gown with the collar turned up, stepped Olive Prendergast. Her long dark hair framed her face in glossy waves, but that didn’t soften her appearance. Her features were more striking than beautiful, high cheekbones, a long nose, and full lips, accented by arching brows, one of which had a fine vertical scar that ran through it. Her mouth had been painted a deep crimson and her lashes were long and curled on the ends. 

“You seem tense, boss,” Olive murmured low enough that only I could hear her.

“Nah, just contemplating the death of my life as I know it,” I said. “Marriage. Remind me what a woman gets out of it?”

“You’re asking the wrong gal,” Olive said. “Personally, I’ve never seen the need for it.”

I nodded. I felt very much the same way. Sadly, my opinion didn’t count.

“You know, you don’t have to go through with it,” Olive said. “Miles will fight for you, and the board is afraid of him, rightly so. You won’t lose your job if your mother tightens the purse strings.”

I laughed. Miles Lowenstein was the head of Special Collections, one of which was Olive’s Books of Dubious Origin, or BODO for short. To say that her department, which was housed several layers down in the basement, was top secret and need-to-know only was a vast understatement. 

“I appreciate that, Olive, I do. If I balk tonight, Mom will still have her way in the end. She always does. Besides, even if I keep my job, the lack of funding would be keenly felt, especially in your department.”

“It’s your life.” Olive shrugged. She was not one to waste time on pesky things like feelings. “But if you need some liquid courage, there’s a decanter of fine whiskey in the kitchen pantry. I find it makes these events almost tolerable.” 

She tapped her toe on the floor indicating the kitchen right below us. Huh. 

“I like the way you think, Olive.”

Olive inclined her head to the door leading to the staff staircase behind me. I took less than a second to consider. 

“Cover for me?” I asked.

“Of course.”

With a smile of gratitude, I slipped down the narrow steps to the chaos of the massive kitchen below. Because we hosted so many private events, it had all the latest gadgets and gizmos a chef could want. 

There was a stone floor, beamed ceiling, and windows that ran along the top half of the room, overlooking the lawn. The kitchen was ablaze with light as three chefs prepped the trays while the wait staff hustled to carry the food upstairs. I noted we were serving caviar, pâté, and an array of exotic cheeses. I can usually pack away a good amount of hors d’oeuvres but tonight the sight made me queasy.

I slipped past them unnoticed, which was shocking since I sparkled like a firecracker under the fluorescent lights and stepped into the walk-in pantry. To the right was the bottle of whiskey and a clean glass. Olive had somehow known I was going to need this. I took a moment to appreciate our special collections expert and how very efficient she was. 

I meant to drink just one glass, but my mother appeared in the kitchen, demanding to know if anyone had seen me. Thankfully, I had closed the pantry door most of the way. When she ordered everyone to search the premises, I poured myself a second drink. I had just tipped it to my lips when I heard a commotion outside.

The kitchen was now empty, and I hurried to the high windows and peered out. The wrought iron gate that enclosed the museum swung open and in trotted a large white horse and carriage, outfitted to look like an enormous reindeer and a sleigh, with Santa Claus at the reins. Oh, lord, this was how Trey planned to propose. He was having Santa deliver the ring. I downed the second glass of whiskey. It burned. I coughed.

The next thing I knew I was striding toward the kitchen door that led outside. I climbed up the short stone steps to the yard above, which had a blanket of snow from a recent snowstorm. The bitter winter wind slapped against me, but I was so focused on my mission that I barely felt it. 

Santa brought his horse to a stop and rose from his seat. Standing, he shouted, “Ho ho ho!”

The doors to the veranda from the conservatory remained closed. Obviously, Trey hadn’t seen Santa and his meager “Ho ho ho” was no match for the swing band that was in full Glen Miller mode. 

“Damn it,” Santa muttered. He appeared to be debating leaving the “sleigh” to tap on the French doors. He shook his head and sighed, resigned to jumping down and approaching the house.

I had one chance. While Santa climbed the steps and crossed the veranda, I hurried forward and around the front of the horse, grateful that my sparkling dress didn’t spook him. I hopped into the carriage, which was no small feat in my designer gown, and grabbed the reins where Santa had dropped them. Unfortunately, my movements set the carriage to jingling as it was covered in bells.

Santa whipped around and stared at me, his eyes going wide at the sight. “Hey!”

“Sorry! No time to explain,” I said. “H’yah!”

I snapped the reins, and the horse stomped its feet and began to move. The band finished playing and the bells on the carriage filled the sudden silence as we lurched forward. 

“Wait! You can’t just take my sleigh!” Santa yelled. He ran down the steps toward me. “You have no idea what you’re doing!” 

“I assure you, I do,” I said. Years of equestrian summer camps had outfitted me in all manner of horsemanship, including carriages.

The ridiculous amount of jingle bells tied to the sleigh made a helluva racket as I cracked the reins again and the horse, wearing silly fake antlers, picked up his pace. 

The doors to the conservatory flew open and Trey strode out onto the veranda with my mother right behind him.
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