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      “Come again?” I ask, looking between my mom and dad, wondering what the hell they are talking about.

      Dad looks pale. Even paler than normal, which is probably not too unusual after experiencing a mini stroke a few months ago.

      “Jackson Enterprises has increased our rent on this place,” he says, a grim edge to his tone. I glance back at Mom, and her face seems just as pale.

      “What do you mean? They haven’t raised the rent in years,” Jillian asks, my older sister just as bewildered as I am.

      “Well, since Jerry Jackson died…”

      “God rest his soul,” my mom says as Dad trails off.

      “His son has taken over. And, well, he is all about money, it appears.” Dad releases a heavy sigh, rubbing his chest, and my eyes narrow.

      “Well, he can’t do that,” I say, though I know that, of course, he can. He owns this building. Hell, he probably owns the entire city. He can charge whatever he likes.

      “He can and he did,” Dad tells us, and I look at him to Mom and back again, their faces ashen, shoulders slumped.

      “So what’s the increase?” Jillian asks as she takes a seat in front of Dad’s solid mahogany desk, which has sat in this office for decades. I remain rooted to the floor, my feet not moving, but I’m starting to feel anxious, my hand automatically grabbing my earlobe and squeezing.

      “It’s substantial,” my mom says, walking around to the back of the desk and standing behind Dad’s chair. She places her hands on his shoulders, like she is offering him support. They are so in love, even now, after all these years.

      “Substantial?” I ask with a pounding heart, wanting more information.

      “He has put us out of business,” Dad says, and I hear a gasp and look at Jillian, who is already looking back at me, our mouths open in shock.

      “What do you mean, out of business?” I prod some more, but I can see Dad’s heart breaking. Not that he’s been around the store much these days, especially since his stroke. But this is his legacy, and he and Mom worked here at Tucker Toys all their life. They built an institution, which my sister and I both manage now, while they start to slip into retirement.

      “The rent is now too much. We can’t sustain it,” Mom says, as Dad rubs his eyes. My chest aches, thinking about what will happen if Tucker Toys closes. Not only do we lose Dad’s legacy, but Jillian and I lose our jobs, our parents lose their retirement funds, and the city loses so many memories.

      My sister is white as a ghost. I see it now. The fear in her own eyes. She has two kids to look after, school fees, sports and dance, and all sorts of things she needs to finance. Without working in the family business, she is going to suffer. As will I, but I only have myself to worry about.

      “But Tucker Toys is a New York institution. People come from all over the world to visit us,” I say, like they don’t know. But my head is spinning.

      “Can’t you talk to him? Mr. Jackson? The son? Can’t he see that he will be ruining us?” Jillian’s nerves are clear in her shaky voice.

      “Your father called his office multiple times. But he won’t take our call. We don’t have the same relationship as we did with his father,” Mom says, her usual smiley personality now nonexistent. That alone is enough to have me feeling shaken.

      “But Jerry always used to take your call,” I say, shaking my head at how little sense this all makes. Mom and Dad share a look.

      “Jerry did, but I don’t even know his son. He has been living in Europe for years and came home when his father passed. Rumor has it, he hasn’t been the same since his father died, and all I know of him is that his reputation isn’t good. They call him Scrooge, and now I know why,” Dad says, and I frown with frustration.

      “Scrooge? Sounds like it should be asshole, if you ask me,” I quip.

      “Hayley!” my mom scolds me, but I just raise my eyebrows, challenging her to disagree before my father moves on, ignoring my name-calling.

      “Jackson Enterprises is building high-rise apartments all up and down this street. Apparently, everyone wants to live this close to Central Park and the real estate market is booming,” Dad says.

      “Their leasing manager told us they plan to knock down the store and rebuild,” Mom confirms. “They want to use our name and our branding for the new build. Like a nod to the heritage of the street.”

      “You have got to be kidding me!” I huff, shocked at the arrogance.

      “Jerry’s kid is an asshole,” Jillian says, tossing me a look of agreement.

      “Jillian!” my mother scolds her this time, and I snigger.

      “She isn’t wrong.” I slowly take a seat, the information now settling. “So what is going to happen? What does this all mean?” I ask, looking back at my parents. The stable ones, the foundation of our family unit. The ones who would move heaven and earth for my sister and me.

      “Well, for one thing, you need to stop grabbing your ear. What have I told you all these years?” Mom says sternly with a lifted eyebrow, and it has the desired effect as I let go of my ear and drop my hand immediately.

      “That it will fall off if I continue to pull at it… But seriously, if there was ever a time my ear was to fall off, now would be it, Mom,” I say sarcastically, and her lips thin. “What are we going to do? We are about to go into the busiest time of the year with Thanksgiving and then Christmas.”

      “This Christmas will be our last.”

      I think my heart literally stops beating.

      “No!” I say in a rush, jolting to stand, not wanting to hear it. “It can’t be. I won’t let it. There has to be something we can do.” I start to pace around the small office at the back of the shop, thinking of a plan. It is a little dark and dingy, and to be fair, this building is almost a century old, so a bit of a renovation is needed. But not a total knockdown to build something that is all marble and glass, with no life. Something only attainable to the one-percenters. The unfathomably rich.

      “We do what we always do. We get ready for our busiest time of the year. Because come Christmas, Tucker Toys will be gone,” Dad says as his gaze drifts down, unable to face us. He doesn’t have to say what he is thinking because it is written all over his devastated face.

      “You haven’t let us down, Dad,” I tell him, and he looks up quickly with glassy eyes as I see my mom dab hers.

      “Not at all,” Jillian chimes in.

      “We can find a way out of this,” I assure them both. Sure, our business has been decreasing a little, but the shop still brings so much joy to people.

      “Oh, I am not sure we can this time, sweetheart,” Dad says, and I watch the flame in his eyes dull again.

      With a deep breath and renewed determination filling my bones, I make a commitment to do anything I can to make this right. To not let this break us. My dad deserves it, we all do.
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      As I look out my office window at the city below, my scowl grows heavy. The streets are busy, the ongoing development increasing. New apartments, more high-rises, and Jackson Enterprises is at the forefront of it all. My father started a legacy, and I plan to make it bigger, better, and more profitable than even he thought possible.

      “Excuse me, sir. Sheridan and Laurent are here for their three o’clock,” my assistant’s voice sounds through the room, knocking me from my thoughts, and I step over to the intercom.

      “Send them in,” I tell her as I flatten my tie and look over our agenda for today, brow furrowing when I realize there isn’t one.

      “Alexander,” Laurent says, the hint of his French accent now almost all gone. “Thanks for your time.” My PR manager has been in New York for most of his life. His Parisian roots only come out when he is in my London office, the one he and I left twelve months ago to return to New York.

      “This better not waste it,” I say, wondering why they requested to see me. I’m a busy man, and I have met with them both already today to talk over our budgets for the next quarter. I’m making some moves on our real estate portfolios, increasing leases to ensure we are getting top dollar. I have property to develop. I need to continue to expand, and there’s no time for rest or distractions.

      “We won’t.” Sheridan, the head of People and Culture breezes into the room behind him, and I give them a nod as I take a seat behind my desk. It was my father's desk up until the day he died. Large, heavy, mahogany, something he had for decades, and I didn’t want to get rid of it. It reminds me of him, so I kept it as my own. When I was a kid and came to see him at work, I used to hide underneath it and listen in to his phone conversations and he would feed me candy to keep me quiet.

      Once I graduated from Yale, I worked beside my father for years. I was eager to. It was what I’d always wanted, having watched his passion and countless accomplishments. Until now, he kept me out of the spotlight and hidden in London, where I managed our European operation. Always protecting me, even in my adult years. But in his passing, I have stepped up and into his place. In more ways than one. My bank balance is full, my body and mind both fit and healthy, and my bed is always kept warm with the barrage of female attention I receive. No strings. No hassles. No commitments.

      “We need to talk to you about your… profile,” Laurent starts, seemingly hesitant, and I look at him sharply.

      “My profile?” I question him, feeling my shoulders stiffen.

      “Yes, well, since you took over as President of Jackson Enterprises, there have been substantial changes, and your likeability is…” Laurent wavers, and my eyes narrow.

      “Is what, Laurent?” I bark, and Sheridan jumps in her seat. Swallowing harshly, I wait for him to continue. And I hate waiting.

      “Down the toilet internally,” Sheridan says, and my eyes flick to her. I scowl again, the move almost a permanent one for me these days, but I appreciate her direct nature and her honesty.

      “And… down the toilet externally as well,” Laurent finishes.

      “So?” I ask them as I lean back in my chair. I don’t need to be liked. I don’t give a shit what people think of me. I am building my father's business to surpass the success of anyone else’s in this country and soon the world.

      “Staff engagement has decreased since you stopped the quarterly bonus structure and canceled leave,” Sheridan continues, and my eyes narrow.

      “Those bonuses were hitting our bottom line every quarter. I have a huge team of staff and paying each person a bonus just to do their goddamn job—which they are being paid extremely well for anyway—was ridiculous,” I tell her simply. I may be wealthy, but I am not a fucking bank.

      “Your father didn’t think so,” she says, and I grind my teeth.

      “Our suppliers are preferring to work with other businesses. You are not being invited to the president forum this year,” Laurent says, making my head whip to him.

      “The one my father started?” I question harshly, and Laurent swallows before nodding.

      “Why the fuck not?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      “Because you are…” he says, his hand rolling in the air as he thinks of the right words.

      “Hard to deal with,” Sheridan tentatively finishes for him, and I look back at her and raise my eyebrows at her tenacity.

      “But we have a plan to turn it around!” Laurent says positively, giving me a smile that has me holding back a groan.

      “As I said, I don’t really care what people think of me,” I tell them, waving off their concerns. So what if I am not invited to the biggest business summit in the country? Those fools wouldn’t know a good businessman if they tripped over one. Half of those assholes have been bankrupt more times than I change my socks.

      “Sir. Staff morale is declining, and people are leaving to go and work at our competitors. We are no longer seen as a great place to work,” Sheridan adds, and I rub my temple, feeling a headache coming on.

      “I can’t get you on any business panels or speaking engagements. All they see is some rich asshole who’s cutting staff entitlements and doesn’t even give a cent to charity to help their fellow man. Your profile as the country's biggest and best businessman is floundering because you are screwing all our suppliers down on price, have less tact with journalists, and it didn’t help when, last month, you told the editor at New York Business magazine that he was, and I quote…” Laurent says, looking at his paperwork in front of him before back at me. “An ant that you will squash with your shoe…’” he says with an obvious wince, and I roll my eyes.

      “He looks like an ant, does he not?” I ask them both, leaning back in my chair, steepling my fingers at my chin as I think about what they’re saying.

      “You are in the gossip pages for your philandering ways, a different woman every week…” Laurent says, and my nostrils flare at that.

      “Who I fuck and how often is not anyone’s business,” I grit out. So what if I like the companionship of a female regularly? We’re adults. It is consensual. It’s in the privacy of my goddamn home.

      “When you parade it around town, it is. You are getting a reputation, Alexander, and not the good kind.” Laurent’s eyebrows lift as he stares me down, and I take a deep breath.

      “Your father—” Sheridan starts, and I snap.

      “My father is dead!” I shout, sick of everyone comparing me to a man who is incomparable. My mother died in childbirth, so it was always just Dad and me. He raised me to always be the best and strive for the best. And that was easy for him, because he was the best. His shoes are big, and the pressure I have to fill them is immense.

      “And you will be, too, in the eyes of the city business elite, if we don’t make a change,” Laurent continues quietly, and I simmer down a little. The last thing I want to do is tarnish my father’s name, and while I hate having to change my initial business strategy or my lifestyle, there is some truth to what they are saying.

      “We propose to reinstate the bonus system,” Sheridan says, and I run my hand through my hair. It’s a hit I can take, even though it’s substantial.

      “We also want to do a big holiday party for staff and their families, clients, suppliers, and friends,” Laurent says, and I send him a glare.

      “Don’t we just give them each a turkey?” I ask, because the cost of a fucking turkey for all our people and stakeholders is again another substantial outgoing that I wanted to cut from our budget, but left in, thinking that would suffice and keep people happy. Clearly, that is not the case.

      “That is for Thanksgiving,” Sheridan says, almost mocking me.

      “We also propose we pull together this party in Central Park, like a magical fairy tale at Christmas with rides, sideshows, food, and, of course, toys and Santa.” Laurent’s face lights up with what can only be his deep desire to organize an event and make it all look fabulous.

      “Oh, maybe we can get that Santa from Tucker Toys! He is great.” Now it’s Sheridan’s face brightening. I remember that Santa. My father used to take me every year when I was a kid. I thought he was the real deal until I was about twelve. I was devastated when I learned otherwise and never wanted to go back.

      “This all sounds like it will cost a fortune. Maybe we can just do some light refreshments in the staff kitchen?” I tell them, trying to get them back on track.

      “It will. But it will get us the front pages of every business magazine and newspaper in the country. We will get on TV and our competitors will be extremely envious that they didn’t pull off something this big for themselves,” Laurent says, his smile wide.

      “Staff will love it. Especially since they can treat their kids and families. People will want to work for us, we will get an influx of resumes, which will help with our recruitment drives well into next year, and in turn, lower our overall recruitment costs,” Sheridan adds, and I consider her words more this time. I do need staff. My expansion plans are ambitious.

      “I’m not much of a party guy…” I murmur. I hate the idea, but I hire good people like them to tell me how to manage things, so I am not going to dismiss this insanity entirely.

      “No kidding,” Laurent quips, getting sassy with me.

      “You catch more bees with honey, Alexander…” Sheridan adds, and I huff, ignoring her silly statement. “Your severe hand at fiscal management needs to lighten, and you have to learn how to actually talk to your people, network without bullying the media.”

      “You also need to find someone,” Laurent starts in an uneasy tone.

      “Find someone?” I ask, confused, having no idea what he is now talking about.

      “You need to find a steady girlfriend. Commit to someone,” he states, and I almost laugh, but it doesn’t come. I haven’t laughed since my father passed.

      “Don’t need to. Don’t want to. Won't be,” I say, planning to remain single for eternity, because the last thing I want is commitment. I want full control of my money, my time, my possessions, and my sperm.

      “If the city and your stakeholders can see you committed to someone, then they would feel better about committing to you, whether that is in business, working for you, or seeing you as the leader you want to become,” Sheridan says.

      “So you are saying I need to be committed to someone in order to be taken seriously?” I scoff, shaking my head. It is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.

      “A girlfriend,” Laurent confirms.

      “Not happening,” I say quickly, not even entertaining it.

      “Alexander. You are almost thirty; your playboy ways need to stop. You need to commit to someone for people to start taking you seriously,” Laurent confirms, and I feel bitterness settling at the back of my throat.

      “We can find someone for you. You need to show people that you don’t just think about yourself. That you are concerned about others and that others are concerned about you. Maybe even position you as a family man of sorts,” Sheridan says, and I’m already scowling, hating the idea.

      “I am not getting a girlfriend. But if you want a holiday party, put together a detailed proposal and have it on my desk by next week. I will consider it,” I tell them, wanting to wrap up this meeting and knowing that this is the fastest way to do it.

      “Really?” Laurent looks taken aback.

      “We will. We will get it to you early in the week,” Sheridan adds as she stands, pulling Laurent up beside her. I nod, remaining in my seat, thinking about things.

      “Any plans for Thanksgiving, Alexander?” Laurent asks. Small talk is not something I do, so I know he has an ulterior motive for asking.

      “Cabo,” I quip. The lie comes out so quickly it is frightening. But they don’t need to know that I will be sitting home alone. No parents, no siblings, and probably no turkey. It’s my first Thanksgiving without my father, and I don’t really feel like celebrating.

      “Well, don’t create a disturbance and don’t flash around some other young blonde in skimpy clothing. We don’t need another PR disaster to manage.” His warning makes my skin prickle.

      “Anything else?” I ask as I stand behind my desk, waiting for them to go, ignoring his statement.

      “Have a good weekend,” Sheridan says as she turns and walks out, Laurent following, and my door finally closes. As they and most of my staff either head home for the weekend or maybe out for after-work drinks, I walk back to the window and look out again. It isn’t snowing yet, but I can feel that it will come early this year. It is already cold, and the clouds are hanging lower than usual. They are easier to see from my office that sits over sixty floors up. My father always used to say when the clouds are touching the top of the Empire State Building, snow is not far away.

      There is a knock at my office door, and I look at the time. Five on the dot.

      “Enter,” I bark, knowing exactly who it is and what they want.

      “I am leaving for the day, sir. Is there anything else you need before I go?” Angela asks as she stands at the open door. Angela has been here for years now, assisting my father and now me. She is the one constant I have, and while I know I am hard to handle, she puts up with me.

      “No, thank you,” I say, and she gives me a small smile as she starts to back away.

      “Angela?” I get her attention quickly before she closes the door entirely.

      “Yes, sir?”

      I swallow as I look at her. She is a great staff member, and before my father died, we used to be close. But I roll my shoulders, knowing that I am not the same man I was before.

      “Have a good weekend,” I say to her, nodding, the words feeling foreign on my tongue.

      She pauses, looking almost shocked before she gives me a warm smile. One I feel a mother would give their son.

      “You have a great weekend too, Alexander,” she says warmly, then closes the door, and I am once again alone. Light rain drops scatter on the window, and I take in a breath.

      I need to go for a walk.
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      I pull out the third box and scramble through the contents, a little rougher than necessary.

      “You are going to break something,” Jillian mumbles from where she stands at the counter, looking over delivery dockets.

      “I’m frustrated,” I say on an exhale, throwing a plush turkey across the room. I am honest with my sister because I know she feels it too. This store is all we know. We grew up here. Tucker Toys is our life. I look at the corner of the reading nook where I fell and chipped my tooth. I spot the markings on the wall from where Dad used to measure our height as kids. The smell, the sounds, my entire childhood is here, and I don’t want to lose it.

      “I know. Me too,” she says, sighing.

      “There has to be something we can do,” I mumble as I unpack another box, not seeing the thing that I want.

      “I don’t think so. Dad would have found it already if there was.” She couldn’t hide the melancholy in her voice if she tried.

      “But we can’t just give up and roll over and let him do this.” I have no idea who this son is, but there has to be a way to make him see reason.

      “We have no choice. We are David. He is Goliath. You know how these things go. Big business always wins.” She shrugs her shoulders, seemingly ready to give up.

      “You’re missing a very important detail, though…” I tell her as I look up at her from where I sit on the floor.

      “What?” she huffs, like I am annoying her. I’m her little sister and annoying her has been my job since I was born. But this is different.

      “David killed Goliath in the end.” Proving my point with a quirked eyebrow, she rolls her eyes at me.

      “What are you looking for anyway?” Her attention goes back to the paperwork in front of her.

      “Do you remember that light-up pumpkin we had? The one that glowed in that soft butterscotch kind of color,” I ask her, my head now buried in the box of props and decorations we have for the windows. After Dad’s news this afternoon, he and Mom left to go home, while Jillian and I stayed to finish up. With Thanksgiving not too far away, I wanted to get started on the windows before the shop gets too busy and I miss the opportunity to do them the way I’ve been envisioning.

      “We took it home, remember? It’s in Kendall’s room.” Jillian purses her lips with remorse, and I give her a smile, thinking of my little niece whom I adore.

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. But if my niece wants a pumpkin lamp, then that is okay with me.” Pushing up from the floor, I dust off my clothes.

      “We can bring it in tomorrow?” Jillian offers.

      “It’s fine, really. I don’t need it; I’ll make do.” I grab the box and lug it to the front, setting up the fake mantelpiece and placing a mix of colored and glittered decor pumpkins around with some of our latest toy selection. I get lost in my creative process. Matching colors, sizes, ensuring I put out toys that we have a lot of stock of, as well as the latest and greatest craze. Anything to draw people in.

      “I just need to go out the back to grab the new stock,” my sister yells, already halfway down the end of the shop.

      “No worries!” I yell back as I try to take in the placement of things. The window displays and overall merchandising of the store are my domain. It is something that my mother used to manage and now she has passed down her skills to me. While my sister looks after customer service and stock, my dad still handles the finances, and I get to be creative.

      We only have one small window at the front of my shop, but we have multiple small rooms inside, each decorated differently depending on the theme of the month. So while I will put together the Thanksgiving window tonight, the other rooms will get the same treatment over the next few days. Making the store look like a fairy-tale land is what makes many people come to visit us. As soon as you step inside Tucker Toys, it is a magical place for kids and their families to enjoy.

      Knowing that this could be my last Thanksgiving window display has me wanting to make it even bigger and better than ever. An idea pops into my head to grab a train set and have it run circles around the pumpkins on the ground. Stepping back a little more to get a better view, I still can’t see the full visual, so I’ll need to step outside. Even though it is now nearly dark and the rain is starting.

      Jumping over the mess of props and boxes, I dash out the front door quickly. Too quickly, in fact, because I slip on the wet cement and stub my toe on the potted topiary at the entrance, almost face-planting onto the sidewalk.

      “Ouch… ow!” I grit out as I hop around on one foot, grabbing my sore toe, my eyes squeezed together, holding my breath for a beat as the initial sting dissipates. This day keeps getting worse and worse.

      “Watch where you’re going,” I hear a deep voice grumble, and I scream.

      My eyes fly open wide, and my hop turns into what can only be described as a jump-step dance move that would probably look cool on a dance floor back in the eighties, but here, on the sidewalk of a busy New York City street, it doesn’t have the same effect.

      “Shit, are you having a seizure or something?” he mumbles dryly as I stumble on my feet, looking up at the man who frowns back at me. His lips are thin, his chiseled jaw clenched, and he’s so tall he looms over me. He is somewhat familiar-looking, although I don’t know him. He is too polished, too perfect, and too suited to be anyone I know. His dark hair is pushed back from his face, small drops of rain misting his glossy strands, his teeth white and perfect. Only, his smile is absent, and my heart is now racing as he watches me.

      “No, I am not having a seizure!” I snap at him, getting my bearings as I stand as solidly as I can on my feet, the sting in my toe now subsiding. Wondering if he is friend or foe, I size him up.

      “Well, who steps out into a dark street, jumping around like a deranged lunatic?” Like I stress him out, his black leather-gloved hand runs through his hair, wiping it back as he stands at full height. His eyes are dark, but glistening, and while I don’t think patience is one of his qualities, he is looking very much like a fairy-tale prince right now. This man is devastatingly handsome and in full control. Not a hair out of place. Not a mark on him.

      I push my own hair back off my face. I straightened it this morning, but I already feel it starting to frizz, my naturally curly hair bouncing back at the first sign of rain. I have dust on my jeans and chipped nails from sitting and riffling through the boxes of props.

      “This is New York. There are lunatics everywhere!” is all I can say as I snap out of my moment of insecurity and get back to being pissed. This man has some nerve being so rude. I didn’t even bump into him!

      “You came out of nowhere!”

      “I came out of here, dickwad. Or are you just walking around the city with your eyes glued to the ground?” I snarl, throwing my hands at the shop, and his eyes thin. He might be good-looking, but his personality leaves a lot to be desired.

      “Dickwad?” he huffs. “Classy,” he says pointedly, and my anger rises. Sure, maybe my language skills are learned from the ten-year-old boys who come into the store fighting over the last laser gun, instead of the Oxford Dictionary this guy must read, but I stand firm. He is a dickwad.

      “Considering you haven’t apologized and or ensured that I’m uninjured, I am guessing class isn’t one of your best qualities either,” I say with a tilt of my head.

      His eyes glide down to my toes and back up again, and I am not sure why, but my body heats under his gaze. My mouth dries a little as my heart thuds harder in my chest.

      “I thought this store closed years ago. Don’t know why you bother,” he quips, and I squeeze my fingers together, the urge to punch him in the face coming on strong. I notice the rain drops now pearling on his coat at his shoulders. They run across and drip off him as he leans forward, looking in my half-designed window. As he does, the glow from the shop casts him in a little more light, and my breaths catch in my throat. His eyes dart to mine, and I stand still, frozen in place. I have no idea who he is, but I am pretty sure a front cover of a magazine is calling because he is too damn hot.

      “What do you mean, why bother?” I ask, giving him the benefit of the doubt.

      “This street will be full of condos soon. Apartments, retail. Can’t you see the progress going on around you?” As he steps back into the darkness, I look around like I am seeing it all for the first time. He’s right. Our shop looks almost comical sitting between two very large high-rise buildings. The florist across the road from us shut down months ago and is already demolished, with apartments taking its place.

      “Soon, there will be no heart left in this city,” I murmur as my eyes settle back on him, as he watches me carefully. His jaw ticks, and if that isn’t the sexiest thing I have ever seen in real life, I don’t know what is. When my eyes flick back to meet his again, he’s still watching me, like he is trying to figure me out. I raise an eyebrow in question, making him clear his throat.

      “Just watch where you’re going next time.” Pocketing his hands, he scowls at me as he starts to walk past. But I can’t help myself as my mouth speaks for me once more.

      “You are the one with the eyesight problem,” I mutter, crossing my hands over my chest. I shiver a little. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the rain is now coming down heavily. My hair sticks to the side of my face, and my shirt is becoming soaked. But I don't move. I grit my teeth and give him my best death stare. I am not going to be pushed around by some asshole in a suit. It’s happened to me before, and I’m not going to let it happen again. The ding of bells from cyclists nearby and the honk of horns all assault my ears, but I hear him when he replies.

      “Just one of many, apparently.” He sighs. “Get inside, you’re getting wet.”

      I swallow harshly at his demand. Kindness sneaks through, even though he’s already walking away from me. I stand there in the rain, watching his back as he makes his way farther down the street. There are businessmen around here sometimes. Usually at lunch, but never at night. Not walking in the rain like this. They usually have cars and drivers and security. It has me questioning my impression of him.

      My eyes stay on him until he gets to the end of the street and turns the corner. But not before he glances back, his face shrouded in shadows, but I know he is looking at me. He tips his head sideways, indicating for me to go inside, and I nod in understanding as I take a step toward the shop.

      Maybe he’s not just an asshole in a suit. Maybe he just had a bad day too.
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      I’m breathless as Jillian and I run to catch the train. Late-night travel in New York isn’t ideal, but we are together, and we step into the carriage in sync, relieved to be inside and away from the cool air.

      “Hey, Deloris,” I say as we take a seat and spot another regular commuter.

      “Ahhh, shut up.” She scowls, and I smile.

      “We missed you too,” I say, looking at the homeless lady who has been riding this train line for years. Her skin is heavily wrinkled from being outside in the elements, reflective of the hard life she has lived.

      “You’re late,” she snaps.

      “The toy store needed a new window. Thanksgiving is not far away.” In exactly three weeks, two days, and sixteen hours. I’m excited for my second favorite holiday of the year.

      “You got any food?” she snaps again, and Jillian pulls out the sandwich she made in the staff kitchen before we left—in case we saw her. Deloris snatches it and unwraps it quickly, stuffing it in her mouth like she is starved. She probably is.

      “Where are you sleeping tonight, Deloris?” Jillian asks. We have tried to help her many times over the years. Clothes, food, shelter. She takes the clothes and food, but she has been on the streets for a long time, and as a lifer, she doesn’t like the shelters much, seeming to prefer riding the subway all night.

      “None of your business.” Crumbs fall from her mouth with her response. I give her a small soft smile as the train takes on more passengers.

      “Urgghhh, disgusting,” a well-dressed woman says as she walks past the three of us in her business attire and sky-high stilettos, clearly either having just finished work or heading home at the end of her after-work drinks. I frown at her acting like we are diseased.

      “It isn’t hard to just shut up and walk past. No need to comment,” I mumble under my breath, and Jillian elbows me in the side.

      “Don’t start anything,” she whispers and gives the woman an evil side-eye, although she isn’t looking at us anymore, her head firmly buried in her phone. I watch her as she lifts the phone and purses her lips, taking a selfie, and I roll my eyes.

      “It isn’t hard for people to be nice,” I tell my sister, and she gives me a thin-lipped smile.

      “So who was the guy you were chatting with on the street earlier?” Jillian asks, and my brain immediately snaps back to the well-dressed, handsome, yet irritating man.

      “No one. Just another city suit.” I try to downplay the encounter, even though I’ve been thinking of not much else since it happened, his broad shoulders and his chiseled jaw still on replay in my mind. As are his smoldering eyes and the way he looked back at me as he rounded the corner.

      She gives me a small smile, like she knows exactly what I am thinking.

      “You know, just because Jaryd was an asshole, doesn’t mean all men in suits are,” she says, and just the mention of my ex sends a shiver down my spine and turns my blood cold. We both know “asshole” is too kind of a description of someone who decided to put his fist in my face.

      “I try not to judge, and don’t want to generalize, but in this case, it’s hard not to.” I grab my earlobe, pulling on it automatically. The nervous twitch I developed as a kid is something I never grew out of, to the annoyance of my mom.

      “Hmmm, is that why you are pulling your ear? You only do that when you are nervous. Did the suit man make you nervous, Haylee?” my sister teases, and I roll my eyes at her before dropping my hand, the sheer will I need for the movement almost debilitating.

      “No. Not at all,” I say, moving my eyes from her to out the window. Our trip home is almost an hour into New Jersey. Our train is full of commuters just like us.

      “Hmm, you need to start dating again,” she murmurs, and I huff.

      “That sounds about as appetizing as being stabbed in the eyeball with a hot poker.”

      “You can’t stay single all your life.”

      I’m already shaking my head before she’s finished.

      “Watch me. I’m going to get a cat and become a cat lady,” I tell her jokingly. I hate cats.

      We’re quiet for a few minutes, but I can sense something on her mind. When I look back at her, I see her face filled with worry.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What will you do when the shop closes?” she asks tentatively, biting the inside of her lip.

      “The shop will not close.” I say it with confidence, rolling my shoulders. I need to find a way to keep us going.

      “It’s time to be realistic, Haylee. Even if it doesn’t close right away, it will eventually. You’ve seen the decline in our sales. Kids aren’t as into toys like they once were, not with all the technology around now. Maybe you should put your creativity to good use. All those paintings you create are taking up too much room at Mom and Dad’s house anyway.”

      “It’s just a hobby,” I tell her, shrugging off her comment. My ex’s voice replays in my head. Jaryd hated my paintings, said it was an immature, time-consuming hobby that I needed to get rid of if I was serious about a relationship with him. Since then, I have only painted at my parents’ place and don’t really share my work with anyone anymore.

      “You are really good. You could show your work in a gallery. People would buy it,” she says, and I grab at my earlobe again, a move she doesn’t miss.

      “Hmmm, confident with everything else, but when it comes to you and your own ability, not so much, eh?” Her eyebrow lifts, waiting for my denial, and I take a deep breath. Showcasing my art pieces would be a dream if I could get over the crippling anxiety I have developed surrounding it.

      “Just leave it,” I tell her, sounding exasperated.

      “We need a plan B. Mom and Dad will move into retirement. Any money we make between now and closing at Christmas will fund them. But us? We need a plan,” she enunciates, and I can feel myself frowning.

      “If you need to, you will find something.”

      “I have two kids to support, who have a deadbeat absentee father who shows up periodically asking for money…”

      “Another asshole,” I add on a sigh.

      “Seems we can pick them.” Bumping her shoulder into mine playfully, we both let out a matching groan of frustration, which at least makes us chuckle.

      “Why can’t you go into finance? You did that at school, and you have managed the books at the shop before,” I ask her, and she thinks it over for a moment.

      “Maybe… I enjoy numbers. I like budgets.”

      “It doesn’t matter, though. I’m certain we won’t need a plan B.” I sit up straighter and shift to look into her eyes. “We will keep the shop.”

      “I love your positivity, even if it is misplaced this time.” As she looks back at me with a smirk, maybe even a flicker of hope, the familiar feeling of dread crawls up my chest just thinking about our predicament. I am about to look away so she can’t spot my doubts, but her eyes widen and her teasing smile drops.

      “What? What is it?” I ask, slight panic filling me at the look on her face.

      “Oh. My. God. Isn’t that the guy you were talking to on the street?” she asks, looking past me. I swivel and glance over my shoulder, not seeing anyone.

      “Where? What are you talking about?” I’m confused, not seeing anyone who remotely looks like him on this train.

      “Deloris. Can I look at that newspaper you have?” Jillian asks, and it must be the way she asks or maybe the way her face has paled, because Deloris passes it over without a smart comment or snarl.

      “What? What is it?” I ask her as she grabs the newspaper and folds it so we are looking at the finance section. When I see what she is seeing, I think my heart stops for the second time today, because staring back at me is the same handsome face I saw earlier. Still not smiling. Looking a mix of broody and stubborn, his shoulders are just as wide as I remember them, his scowl just as cold. He has his hands on his hips, like he feels the entire photoshoot is a waste of his time, yet he commands the camera like no one I have ever seen.

      “Who is it?” I ask, squinting as I try to read the caption.

      “Holy shit…” Jillian whispers. “It’s him!” Her eyes are wide as they snap to me, but I still can’t see the caption.

      “Him who?” I ask, trying to grab the newspaper from her, but she has it gripped tight.

      “The son. It’s Jerry Jackson’s son. Says his name is Alexander.”

      “Seriously?” I say, nerves tingling as I think back to our interaction.

      “You didn’t insult him, did you? We can’t be meeting him and pissing him off,” she says in a rush, panicked, because she knows me too well. My lips clamp shut, rolling around my teeth as I recall the few words we spoke.

      “Shit, you didn't?” she asks, her shoulders slumping.

      “I may have called him a… dickwad…” I tell her, swallowing roughly, feeling slightly bad that I have insulted the only person who can literally change our life circumstances right now.

      “Dickwad? What are you? Twelve? What the hell is wrong with you!” Jillian whisper-yells at me.

      “I didn’t know it was him. Besides, he was a dickwad. I could’ve said worse,” I whisper-yell back with an eyeroll.

      “But we need to get him on our side! You need to apologize,” she says with a huff, folding the newspaper onto her lap.

      “I am not apologizing.” Shaking my head, my stubborn self isn’t budging.

      “You need to. You need to go to his office next week and fall to your knees and beg him not to take our shop.”

      I nearly laugh, but there’s no ounce of humor staring back at me.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” I hiss. “I am not getting on my knees! Especially for that man.”

      “Take one for the family, Haylee. Buy him a sunflower or something. Mom and Dad always say sunflowers are the best flowers to brighten someone's day.” Her tone is unwavering. She really wants me to go beg for forgiveness.

      “You can’t be serious? A sunflower?”

      “Dead serious. We need to keep the store; otherwise, you will be selling your art at the flea market, and I will be balancing books at the local plumbers down the road, and you will never move out.” That hits me right in the gut. I love my sister, but I never thought I would be in my mid-twenties and sleeping on her pull-out sofa bed. But ever since Jaryd and I broke up, I have been struggling to save money and find somewhere to live that doesn’t cost me my entire paycheck.

      “I will stay with you and make your life a misery at home, as well as at work,” I say a little too loudly, our sibling banter gaining a few nosy looks from nearby passengers.

      “Well, do you have a better plan to save the shop, then? Because this is the first potential idea we have. You met him, so we have an opening. An apology visit is the perfect opportunity for you to see him again and beg him to not increase the rent and to leave us alone.”

      I can see the pleading in her eyes, and it has my resolve cracking.

      “I don’t want to apologize,” I tell her, knowing she is right. It does give me an in with him. A chance to talk to him businessperson to businessperson.

      “Oh, stop your whining. You’re both giving me a fucking headache,” Deloris says, spitting her words at us before she takes a sip of what looks like a bottle of brandy that she had hidden under her jacket. A bit dribbles down her chin, and she swipes it with her sleeve.

      And just like that, I smile. Because Deloris doesn’t have much, and she survives. And so will we.
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      I look straight out at the gray mass of clouds hanging low in front of my window. Sweat drips down my back as the treadmill slows, my five miles now done for the day, finishing off with my fitness session of weights. I exercise daily, needing the stress relief and the mental clarity; otherwise, I would probably have a heart attack just like my father did.

      My watch beeps, taking my attention. It is exactly nine a.m., my day moving on schedule.

      I walk through my penthouse, the dark clouds following my every move, cloaking each window. The whole penthouse is gray, as is my life lately. It’s quiet, except for my hard breathing, and I grab a fresh green juice from the kitchen, feeling parched.

      “Do you need anything else this morning, Mr. Jackson?” Mary, my housekeeper, asks from where she stepped out of her small office. Looking around, I spot the counters are clean and reflective. Every surface, every application shining. Nothing is out of the ordinary, nothing different. Yet it isn’t feeling the same. I look back at Mary. She organizes my home life. Cooking, cleaning, and is at my beck and call for all things. She is dressed the same, looks the same. Yet I know nothing much about her.

      “Are you married, Mary?” I ask her out of the blue. Her eyebrows rise, seemingly shocked.

      “Um, yes. My husband works in construction.” She nods, and I nod back. The question doesn’t feel as foreign as it would have yesterday. Perhaps I am making progress.

      “You can go,” I tell her, and she looks at me with pity for a moment before she grabs her things and leaves. I turn and walk straight to my home office, as work is what my weekends usually consist of. I am not going to advance the business without putting in the hours, and for months, I have remained laser focused on my goal. To develop more properties than anyone else in this country.

      I get busy, looking quickly through my emails before I hit the shower, when I spot one from Sheridan. Subject line: Holiday Proposal. My eyes run over the words quickly as I open it.

      A holiday party in Central Park.

      Food stands and performers.

      Charity giving for children.

      Gifts for all the kids from Tucker Toys.

      Tucker Toys?

      My teeth grind as I think about that store and the feisty woman who looked like a drowned rat yesterday as she jumped out of that shop and into my path. She was striking, even if her hair was frizzing and plastered against her face due to the rain. It was beautiful, as were her eyes that were full of fire and life. She was shorter than me by a few inches, yet there was so much energy to her that it made it difficult for me to walk away. I don’t know her, yet she didn’t cower from me like everyone else seems to when I meet them. In fact, she insulted me. What even is a dickwad?

      Her toy store was quiet, but business must be booming for them if they can keep up with my leasing increases. I need to speak to my leasing manager about it. Because where they are is prime real estate and I want to ensure we are covered.

      Grabbing my cell, I call Sheridan.

      “I got your proposal,” I say before she even has time to talk.

      “Good morning, Alexander,” she says cheerily, and I can hear chatter and noise in the background.

      “This party looks like more than just a few hors d’oeuvres in the staff kitchen…” I grind out, looking at the number on the proposal. It is high, and I don’t like to spend money frivolously.

      “We need to raise your profile both internally and externally as a great leader and a giving person. Right now, investors are only working with you for the financial element and staff are walking. Plus, we need to lift your profile from the playboy bachelor tag that you have been given to something a little more stable.” Clearly, her bravado is not just reserved for in my office.

      “So?” I ask, leaning back, feeling unsettled. I should be in my shower about now.

      “So, like I said in your office, you catch more bees with honey,” she quips, and my shoulders rise in agitation.

      “What the fuck does that even mean?”

      “It means, if we can raise your profile as a charming, personable, community-minded leader, then the city, the people, and business associates will be more open to working with you. Next year, you have big plans for disruption, so you could use all the brownie points you can get before then.”

      I glance back at the screen, looking over the proposal again.

      Buy toys for all the families.

      Sponsor more community sports.

      Give to charity.

      “I'm charming,” I murmur, thinking about my run-in with the woman at the toy store. I was charming to her, wasn’t I? I date women, and they all giggle and swoon around me. Sure, they see dollar signs, but I am not a total ogre. I don’t think…

      She huffs from the other end of the phone.

      “What?” I ask, intrigued by her take on me. I know I can be a little gruff. But all my life, I have strived to be perfect for my father, and now I need to ensure things are perfect in his legacy.

      “What are you doing now?” she asks, and I look around my home office.

      “It’s Saturday. I'm working. Why?” I ask, affronted.

      “Ask me what I am doing.”

      I huff. I hate playing games.

      “What are you doing?” I relent.

      “I am at my kids’ soccer game,” she says, and my eyebrows rise.

      “You have a kid?” I ask, surprised.

      “Two of them. I asked you to sponsor their team, remember? You promised to think about it and maybe come to their finals to bestow a gift to the club and present the trophies, or did you forget?”

      I rub my eyes as I try to remember. I have no idea what she is talking about.

      “I don’t recall that conversation,” I murmur, wondering how much that is going to cost.

      “That’s my point. You don’t know your people. They need to see your face. Your father was—”

      “Leave him out of it,” I snap, the sudden onslaught of responsibility he left me with, mixed with grief I have yet to process even almost a year later, feels like a tsunami about to crash over me.

      “Fine. Just approve the holiday party so you seem like a nice person, even if we all know you are just a Scrooge,” she says before ending the call, and I am left looking blankly at the screen. My watch beeps.

      It’s already ten, and my morning has turned to shit. Fucking perfect.
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